                                          “To  Begin  With” 

In the beginning they were all Hindus, all our ancestors. They were also Nadars and they were proud to call themselves so, even though they were not considered among the higher echelon of the caste hierarchy of the Tamil people.  But they were ambitious.  They would not accept their lower status.  Some called themselves warriors (kshatriayas), some traders (vaisyas) and some others farmers. They did well in their professions and were even prosperous. They owned big business in food grains, pulses, cotton, betel leaves and other agricultural products and even dried fish. They also owned extensive acreage of land which they cultivated. They were not all rich. Most of them were agricultural workers, toddy tappers, street hawkers and of other similar occupations. But there was one magic word, one endearing sentiment that united them all, in defense or in offence – they were all Nadars.


Caste taboos insulated them for a long time and prevented them from broadening the base of their perception of religions other than their own. They were staunch Hindus, suspicious of the movements of the European missionaries and their activities around them. But times were changing. The political dominance of the British, though not acceptable was at least tolerated. But the intrusion of an alien religion was resisted.


English missionaries were officially permitted to enter India and preach Christianity in the British occupied territories in India by an act of Parliament in England in 1813.  Then there was a spate of them, men and women inundating the country in the hope and enthusiasm to bring light to the people steeped in darkness. Tinnevelly district was a fertile field for their activities and conversions began early in the nineteenth century.


The history of the immediate ancestors of the first young man who converted to Christianity and assumed the name of NORMAN is lost and cannot be traced.  During the next ninety years of the first two generation of  Norman no attempt was made to preserve the history of the family in the form of documents, letters, diaries or  even oral traditions, except the lone diary of my father which is in my possession. That is why I had to fall back on my own memory in writing this account.

The first and the second generations of Normans of Nagalapuram are no more today.The youngest son of the first Norman passed away on 12 September 1992, in Rajapalayam. With him disappeared all information that one could have had first-hand about our earliest father Swamidoss Vedamuthu Norman.  I can recall a few incidents and personal experience as far back as 1926 or there about. Besides me, Rathinam Norman of Virudhunagar is the only other member of the third generation who had  personal contact and experience with the earliest Norman because he grew up with them in his young days in Nagalapuram, our ancestral village. But he is no more today.

The ancestors of the Normans were rustic men, robust in health, depending mostly on agriculture. The soil of Nagalapuram was rich and fertile, but in the absence of irrigation facility and deep wells, the land had to depend on the rains for the crops. They supplemented their income by carrying merchandise in bullock carts to near by towns and markets and selling them there. The area where they lived was infested with dacoits and robbers and to protects themselves and their merchandise they carried swords with them.   I have seen a couple of those swords, rusted by long disuse and neglect, resting between the rafters of our ancestral home. Those dacoits mostly belonged to a certain caste and the British administration scheduled them under “Criminal Tribes”. 


During the second half of the nineteenth century Nagalapuram area was being combed by the British army to terrorise the criminal tribes and to bring order and security to the society. Caste quarrels were common; murder and blood-shed a  commonplace event. Rigidity of caste hierarchy had pushed the Nadars to a low status, only slightly better than the untouchables.There were streets of Brahmins and Nayakars through which a Nadar could not walk wearing his chappals, his towel draped over his shoulder should be removed and tied around his waist and an umbrella if he had one should be folded and held under his arm-pit. Caste prejudice reigned supreme which bewildered the white man.   But he knew how to hold those forces under control and was determined to do so.


Kattabomman and his followers were caught, sentenced  and hanged from trees in the full view of the villagers after a brief trial by the Collector who traveled through the area. Those foreigners kept themselves aloof from the natives and gave a clear impression that they wanted to establish an orderly, disciplined society before they could introduce reforms in their governance.  The British soldiers who crisscrossed the area on horse back gave the villagers the wonderful feeling of protection and security. They  admired the white administrators partly as an expression of  thankfulness for having brought a certain amount of self confidence among them. They also admired the white-man for having brought peace to the countryside and Christianity about which they had become aware of.   By the later half of the nineteenth century nuclei of Christian families had been established in isolated villages; a small school with eleven pupils on roll had started functioning in Nagalapuram in 1864. The European missionaries were a tireless lot and  in their hand the early Christians were shaped like a  potter molding clay.


A Hindu youth who loved a change was drawn to this new society and encouraged to take  the name Norman and drop his original name as a Hindu. The name of the English missionary, Norman who worked in that area, stuck and bloomed as a family name of the Normans of Naglapuram. The young man was baptized Swamidoss Vedamuthu Norman.





**************




The First Member of Norman Family





Swamidoss Vedamuthu 

The year of his birth could not be ascertained exactly but it could be in late eighteenth century, possibly 1867. There is no one today who could tell us his exact year of birth. But we know that he was among the early converts in Nagalapuram.  His year of conversion could be 1884. One can assume that he had his early education in his native village, Nagalapuram itself, in the mission school that was started in 1864 at Pallivsalpatti. This school grew rapidly in strength and served in spreading Christianity among the local population.


The objective of the early English Missionaries in Tinnevelly district was to educate Indian youth and  to prepare them for services either as teachers to spread literacy among the illiterate mass or as catechists and pastors to tend and nurture the early congregation. Swamidoss was both a catechist and a school teacher employed by the diocese. Besides this he was also an agriculturist with a small land-holding of dry land near his ancestral home. Essentially he was a rural gentleman, strong both in body and mind, staunch in his religious faith.   

At the time I first knew and remember him, he was in his late fifties, his hair grey with wrinkles on his face and a look of an over burdened mind. He was a village school teacher and a catechist of the village church, at Duraisamipuram. The church also served as one-room-one- teacher school on week days. He taught three or four classes at the same time. He was of medium height, not too dark in complexion with an impressive  middle age bulge around his waist. He wore his white dhoty parted at the middle, drawn behind and tucked at the back above his hip, like orthodox Brahmins. He had long hair which he knotted at the back of his head. His hair in the front of the head was shaved off to reveal a narrow arch of scalp. His nose was rather bulbous at the nostrils and pitted.   He had a pleasing but loud voice when he taught the village kids their multiplication tables or songs from the book “Katahaium paattum”. He also taught them the three R’s.   The singing was noisy, discordant and chaotic. Stories they listened to in rapt attention though they were repeated several times during the year.


The house he lived in was in the same compound where the school was and was built on mud walls with thatched roof. The compound wall was partly fallen and partly washed away by the rains. It was here that I found myself at an early age of four or five, possibly in 1926 to be initiated to the beginnings of my education. I hardly recall what I learnt in that school except a couple of songs which I repeated with some sort of rustic rhythm. I felt lonely, rather unhappy being separated from my parents, even though it was only for a couple of months or so. I was looked after well being their first grandson. I had all the liberty to barge in and out of the school as and when I liked and watch the children seated on the floor with their slates in their hands to write on.


He sired seven children,only one among them a girl. He headed a very disciplined family and commanded respect from all his children. Humble though he was in education, status and wealth, he could educate four of his sons to a degree of excellence and launched them into urban life and employment; one of them being a doctor, the first one in Nagalapuram to graduate from a Medical college


I remember the shady grove of trees and the blacksmiths working beneath the shade of the trees making shoes for the bullocks and iron tyres (rims) for cart wheels.   There was also the cart-wright who made the wooden wheels for the carts. They were friendly workmen, though belonging to different castes, plying  their trades at leisure and  peace. Poor they were and scantily dressed. Their skills brought very little money. The village dhoby and the village barber made their occasional appearance. These men got paid for their services, not in money but in kind, mostly paddy which was given once in a year. The barber not only shaved and cut the hair but also acted as a surgeon, opening abscesses, treating wounds and dressing them and letting out puss. They were able to cure in spite of  the use of un-sterilized knives, untreated bandages. They knew of no antiseptics nor did they know of pain-killers except a few herbal applications. The men who submitted to those barber-surgeons were brave men indeed.





       Thangammal


Grandmother  Thangammal was the daughter of Manthiramoorthy Nadar of Nagalapuram who was also one of the early converts to Christianity in that area. He was a staunch Christian and closely supportive of  Nagalapuram Church. Thangalmmal was   fair in complexion, tall, dominant in attitude and had the last word in any dispute. She also had her ear-lobes pierced and elongated to reach her shoulder and loaded them with solid looking ornaments which dangled like a pendulum whenever she shook her head.  

Soft spoken most of the time, she could raise her voice occasionally to establish her place in the hierarchy of the family and subdue her husband, her children and her daughters-in-law. The next moment she was calm, kind, generous and understanding.    Her two daughters-in-law who lived with her in our Nagalapuram  house kept a safe distance from her. But she loved her grandchildren and let them have their way.

She was partial to me, her first grandson and was liberal in feeding me with rural goodies like ‘sev’ both sweet and pungent, the white ‘mittai’ dripping with sugar syrup and of course ‘murukku’. She was sorry that I was circumcised and was angry with my father for having ‘mutilated’ me. “Your father should not have done this to you”, she said while giving bath to me. In spite of my father’s explanation that it was done for reasons of hygiene  she always held that it was wrong to do so.  I wonder if she  knew what they did to Jesus on the eighth day after his birth. 

The cotton pods that were collected from the fields were stored  in a dark room in our ancestral home. This room was absolutely dark because it had no windows and only one small door, so small that one had to bend double to enter the room.   This was where grandmother kept all the provisions  in mud pots  kept one on top of the other, the largest pot bottom most. She knew exactly which things were kept where. She also hid her gold ornaments in one of  those pots for safety. She was generous enough to give us hands-full of cotton bolls to be exchanged for boiled white beans (mochai) from the village women who sold it on barter. She bargained on behalf of us to the maximum advantage before she parted with her cotton.  

She, certainly, was a good housekeeper. She had lots to do at home, with all the bullocks, cows, goats. roosters and hens to attend to, besides the men who went out early in the morning on different errands. There were heaps of cow dung to be dried as fuel, the cow-shed cleaned and washed, the fowls fed and an eye kept on the hens where they laid their eggs. Besides these tasks she also had to go to the fields now and then to supervise the sowing, reaping, thrashing, watering, weeding and other agricultural operations.   During the time of harvest the family went to pick cotton, dig ground nuts and pluck pods of pulses like green gram, black gram etc. The domestic economy depended on the agricultural occupation.
                                                            **************





Our Ancestral Home

The ancestral home of the family was at the edge of the village where the Nadar community concentrated. It was adjacent to  open fields and space for collecting domestic garbage.The household with all its animals produced enough waste that would be  gathered in pits and allowed to mature slowly to turn into rich manure for the fields. If one stepped behind the house one smelt the stink of the manure pit several yards away.   But if one wanted to enjoy the luxury of rural life in ones own ancestral village one had to put up with those smells whether in the fields, cow-shed, garbage pit and the narrow lane adjacent to the walls damp with leaking sewerage.   


Our ancestral home had two high platforms (thirunais) in the front, on either side of the steps that lead to the front door. This door was of solid wood secured by here heavy, floral decorated wooden stays running across its width. The door was mounted on thick iron hinges which were never lubricated, but they never creaked either. From the front edge of the ‘thirunais’ rose four massive wooden pillars that supported the beam on which the roof of the verandah rested. On entering the house one saw two low raised floors on either sides. A window-less store room with a low narrow door was on the left, leaving a good part of space for general use. An attic like floor covered  the left half part of the space inside. To reach this attic, one had to step on the  inner door of the house and then hop to the attic floor. The difficulty I always found was when getting down. I invariably failed to ‘feel’ the top of the door because it was too low for my legs to reach.   Then I shouted for help. Help was immediately available but with a warning that I should not climb to the attic again. I promised as demanded but forgot my promise as soon as my feet touched the ground. This floor was used to dump unused, discarded things which included broken agricultural implements, bundles of old clothes, crowbars, broken bamboos and other odds and ends. The roof  was of Mangalore tiles arranged on rafters.   In between  them were held , by strings, umbrella handles, whips, torn palmyra fans and the rusting swords unused after the days of Katabomman.

The normal day in Nagalapuram started  early, about half past four and not later than five. Besides sweeping the front of the house and the rear yard and sprinkling water to settle the dust, the cattle had to be fed, watered and washed. The cows were to be milked. The morning meals had  to be prepared. The usual breakfast was gruel of millet (kambu), a liberal helping of it in a deep heavy bronze vessel called ‘vattil’ with enough curds or butter milk to mix it with. For those who wanted  lunch while away at work, a carrier vessel of old rice and pickles were given. The women folks then occupied themselves with agricultural jobs in the nearby fields till noon. It was at night that a whole meal was prepared and served for the family.


By 9 O’clock at night they had their dinner and went to bed, having deserved a good night’s rest after a day of hard labour. When the people closed their eyes in sleep, the bed bugs woke up and started to creep out of the crevices on the walls. 





****************  




Robert  William  Norman  

Robert William Norman, my father, was born to Thangammal and Swamidoss Vedamuthu Norman on 6 February 1895. At that time grandfather was working in a village, Duraisamipuram as a teacher in a small one-room school run by the Christian Mission. My father must have received his early education from his father.  His formal education was up to High School Certificate level. Obviously he must have gone through boarding houses run by missionaries. Life in the early mission schools was difficult, discipline rigorous and food inadequate. Hygiene was far from satisfactory and many boarders suffered  from vitamin deficiency and scabies. The journey to any boarding school from Nagalapuram  was either by hitch-hiking on bullock carts or on foot. There were neither roads nor buses plying to Nagalapuram in the early twentieth century.


When he came out of high school the First World War had already started in Europe. Young Robert William got recruited as a civilian clerk in the British Indian army. He was cautious enough not to join the fighting forces, possibly by the advice of his parents if ever they were happy that he should join the army. As a civilian clerk, he was not expected to go anywhere near the battle front. He was sent to Basra in Mesopotamia. Being a very reserved person and an introvert he did not tell us much about his experience during the war time except that he lost his luggage at Rawalpindi Railway station, in the confusion among a large number of  soldiers on repatriation gathered at the station. With difficulty he could trace his boxes and bedding before his train steamed out of  Rawanpindi station. One of the boxes he brought home in 1919, soon after armistice, is still in my possession and in use.


On his return home he was appointed Shroff in the Taluk Office, Ramnad. His diary shows that he was confirmed as Shroff on 8 April 1923 and as clerk in 8 September 1924. Having been employed in the Revenue Department he was liable to be transferred from place to place within Ramnad District. We moved along with him wherever he was posted. I remember to have lived in Thiruchhuli, Pandalkudi, Aruppukottai, Sathur, Karaikudi, Sivaganga, Ramnad, Sivakasi and Madura, but not in the same order.

Though he was occupying a position considerably low in the Revenue Administration of the Madras Presidency, he had an impressive look and stately bearing.   Those were days when government servants were respected and feared.   He commanded considerable domestic help from the staff under him.



He married Grace Philip in Madura at the Emmanuel Church, West Gate on 8 September 1921. The bride had lost her parents years before her wedding and was brought up under the care of her two elderly aunts along with the youngest of her three elder brothers, Devairakkam. She used to remember her student days when she walked from Goripalayam to Capron Hall in Madura partly along the road and partly along the river  bed, munching a quarter anna worth of ground nuts which lasted her the entire distance from home to school. Her elder brother, Raj was then a bachelor and her eldest brother Henry was married by the time of her wedding. The groom’s party , with all the brothers and rural relatives must have outnumbered the bride’s party. Both the parties left Madura the following day for Ramnad (now Ramanathapuram) to settle the young couple there. Grace was then nineteen and Robert William twenty-six.         

Caste affinity and coagulation was held  strong in his personal life he even took his Nadar bias to  church elections and offices particularly during the last few years in his life, in Madura. He even had an occasion to admonish his son, in his youth at a moment when the young man attempted to shift his track to other rails of the caste network. He was happy when the track shifting was corrected. That is a different story not relevant to this narrative.

The most appreciable and worthy part of his character was the way he ungrudgingly attended to his wife through her frequent, prolonged attacks of  Chronic Asthma from which she suffered after the birth of her third child, Lily. He encouraged her with his reassuring presence and  attention and saw to her comfort in spite of his heavy official duties and demand on his time, often camping out  stations.

“Theft  in the house on the night of  26 December 1924: very slight loss.” Thus runs an entry in father’s diary. That was in Ramnad, the night after Christmas. There were guests at home and the Christmas feast had been heavy. Every one was tired and sleepy. The dresses they wore for the night service had not been folded  and securely kept in boxes.   Even mother’s gold ornaments were carelessly kept in an unlocked box. Her silver waist-band (oddiyanam) was left hanging from a small nail on the wall.  The rear door was closed but not bolted from inside. That was due to oversight and their hurry to catch up with the lost sleep the previous night.   


Thieves, being  part of our own society, were intelligent men who knew their business well. They chose Christian homes on the nights following Christmas for their nocturnal adventure because they well knew that people would be fast asleep,.too exhausted to wake up at dead of night. The unlocked door was an invitation they did not expect. Those nocturnal visitors were  in a hurry. They quietly carried away one box which they hoped would contain all the treasures of the wife of an office clerk. Soon they were to be disappointed; they even did not notice the silver ‘oddyanam’ on the wall.   Next morning the box was traced empty. They did not get much out of this adventure and had abandoned the empty box at a nearby deserted gully overgrown with cacti and thorny bushes. Not worth all the trouble they took at the mid of night.   They must have cursed their luck before leaving the place. The thieves were not traced nor any effort made to trace them.


While we were in Pandalgudi and Aruppukotai grandmother and auntie Rajammal used to visit us now and then and stayed with us for a week or two. During those days mother remained tense and cautious lest she offended grandmother. Grandmother got offended easily. The conversation  centered around the health of our relatives in Nagalapuram, the harvest of the fields and the yield of crops. The problem of lack of money  was perpetual, as could be expected, with all the demand for input to the fields, for buying draught animals for the cart or for  ploughing and for renewing the thatched roof of the cattle shed. The crop yield was low, mostly, and inadequate. The grocery shop they ran in the village did not justify the effort and money ploughed in to keep the business going. Financial props were required now and then  from the urban employed sons of the family, as a matter of right. That was what bewildered mother who was from a non-agricultural family. She understood their needs but was puzzled how such demands could be made on the low income of her husband. But they did manage to spare some money and also provide some domestic needs in kind. Even in giving, mother had to be very cautious, polite and persuasive lest grandmother disapproved a gift, a sari or a house-hold article given her.

When I, the only son of the family among four other girls, returned from my service in the Indian Army, kept shifting from job to job, no sign of settling down in life, he put up with me with infinite patience and not once he rebuked me for my irresponsible behaviour. No sooner I showed some sign of settled life, he hastened to get me married in the pious hope that that will contribute to my stability. And it did.


He died in the Government Hospital, Tallakulam, Madura on 2nd.January 1958 after an attack of Gastro-enteritis and was interred  there.
                                                                Grace  Philip

Grace Philip was married to an absolute stranger, Robert William Norman from a remote village in Tinnevelly district. The wedding took place on 8 September 1921 at the Emmanuel Church, East gate, Madura.  She was nineteen.



Though she had a few years of education in Capron Hall, Madurai, she was a shy girl.   She had been brought under the protection of two ladies whom she called

                      and                       , who hailed from Calicut.   Grace had lost her mother early in her life and her father, a school teacher also died a few years before her marriage.

The                     , Gnanabaranam Ammal, had more of  Keralite features though she was a Tamil Nadar who had lived in Calicut for a long time. In fact, the two sisters spoke Malayalam and read Malayalam Bibles.  Gnanabaranam Ammal was a tall graceful and matronly lady with a pair of smiling eyes and pleasant look.  She was the strength for young Grace during her late childhood and youth. The younger of the two sister Emy, was an invalid lady having been struck by polio in her childhood and was looked after by her elder sister all through her life. This was a family of two spinster sisters and two young ones, Grace and her immediate elder brother Devairakkam who was later employed in the Foreign Post Office at Danushkodi.(After extensive erosion of Danushkodi by the sea, this office was shifted to Madura: but that was much later.)


A new life started for her with all hope for the future.  But not many years later she was burdened with heavy responsibility of the family. After the birth of her third child, Lily, she fell a victim to the attack of asthma of which she suffered till the end of her life.


She contributed in her own silent way to the unity and welfare of the families of the early Normans by her love for all the members of the family, who in turn, showed  due regard, respect and love for her as the first daughter-in-law of the family.   Chinnadurai and Victor, her younger brothers-in-law  were frequent visitors to her home and their visits were welcome and enjoyed immensely by all. Her relationship with her  in-laws in the village was particularly close and warm.  She ran a happy home in spite of her frequent attacks of asthma.  Her attacks were sometimes mild but mostly very severe to  bear.

She passed away on 7th February 1966 in Narimedu, Madura affectionately attended to by her daughter Joy and son-in-law Samraj. Her last  wish was to see her only son Devaraj(i.e. myself) but that was not to be for I was, at that time, far away from her, in Bombay. 




     Journey to Nagalapuram

Then there was a death in the family. Rajiah, the husband of the only daughter Rajammal of the first Norman died of smallpox. At every sad and happy occasion the entire extended family gathered together without fail.  A note is made of your absence and a violation of the rural norm was a serious matter. When we got the message we started from  Aruppukotai. It was a difficult journey through cactus jungles haunted by thieves.


Father, being the eldest and a responsible son of the family, decided to start immediately for the village. He was then the Revenue  Inspector of Aruppukotai.   Advance information of our movement was given to the village officers enroute with a request to keep ready two gunmen to accompany us as escorts from Pandalgudi to Pudur.   I cannot be precise about the date of this journey but it could be in the year 1930.


In 1920s and 1930s buses did not ply on scheduled times. They had their time-tables, true, but nobody bothered to follow such rigid discipline; neither did the concerned officers cared to check on such irregularities. The  buses had wooden seats, all parallel to each other, facing the front of the bus and if they had cushions they were hard to sit on and far from comfortable. The back rests were vertical and inconvenient to rest on. One could board the bus from both the sides of the bus because there was no barrier mounted on the wrong side. Foot-boards  of wood ran between the front and the rear mudguards,  along the length of the bus on both sides. Those boards served as steps to board or step off the vehicle. At times a large number of passengers stood on those side boards, cutting off the air flow and added discomfort to those inside the bus. Sitting on the front mudguard clutching on to the long tie-rod was allowed for more daring men.

The cleaner and the driver of the bus started the engine after several attempts at cranking it. Priming the engine noisily several times, the driver engaged the gear and slowly released the clutch pedal when, invariably, the  engine stalled. This was followed by a string of bad words from  the driver. Those who could hear those choice epithets took them jokingly. When finally he succeeded in keeping the engine running, the bus was moved our of the shed.

There were no bus-stands in those days; you took the bus as it moved along the road. It could stop at any place, even in the middle of the road, by show of hands or it came to  pick you up at any point of your choice, if you had informed the conductor earlier. For the next full hour the bus went round and round the town, the conductor shouting the destination of the bus and soliciting passengers. In general, there was a festive atmosphere circumambulating the town.  Rival  buses fought over the conduct of the other bus ‘stealing’ their passengers. This went  on till the bus was brimming with passengers and the driver decided to start the journey.

Sometimes messages were sent to the conductor or the driver that the Tahsildar or the Revenue Inspector or the Police Inspector of the place was going to travel by that bus; in which case the entire front seat was kept vacant for them. The bus was brought to their residence or the office where they would be found and there it waited for the  convenience of the VIPs to take their seats in the bus. They, usually, took their own time unmindful of the inconvenience to those who were already sitting in the bus. Those officials were normally very busy men and were aware of their importance as government officials. Keeping the bus waiting for them was one way of asserting their importance and authority. After being reminded  of the waiting bus a couple of times, they emerged form their offices and took  their seats. Then, with a wave of hand they directed the bus driver to their homes where they picked their families or just their tiffin or meal containers.   It was by one of those buses that we reached Pandalkudi, late in the evening and decided to continue the journey by a bullock cart though it was night already.

Travelling by bullock cart is  hazardous  and back-breaking.  But it could be made tolerable by having a thick pad of straw overspread with gunny bags and bed -sheets, perhaps a pillow or two to absorb the shock and jolt and let one lie without much discomfort.   But if you were traveling by night and you were told that that you could expect a rendezvous with a gang of dacoits, you never slept throughout the night of travel.  Of course, we had our armed escorts in front of the cart and behind but that made me feel more insecure because I thought that robbers could snatch the guns form the escorts and shoot us down. The wheels of the cart got stuck in mud while negotiating small streams on the way  and the men had to push the cart free. At sunrise the gunmen returned leaving us on safer grounds of Tinnevelly district and we reached the outskirts of  Nagalapuram around noon or early afternoon.

My parents went to console auntie (athai) with a heavy heart. They saw auntie in her mourning dress of white sari and expressed  their grief shedding tears in silence whereas I escaped to the yard where I frightened the chicken trying to catch them.   Naturally I was chided for this unbecoming behaviour at the mourning house. The funeral had already taken place the previous evening. Aunt had become a widow and she was seen dressed in white from that day. She remained a widow until she died several years later.

Rajammal was the only daughter of our grandparents among their six sons. She lost her husband early. He was doing wholesale business in dried fish. Nagalapurm market had been sluggish and competitive.  I have seen in that market  bales of dried  fish  packed in huge baskets of  palmyrah  fronds and stacked one over the other. Obviously there were more men in this trade than the  village and its surroundings could support.   The business therefore was dull and they were lucky if they could eke out a living from this trade. Rajiah, the son-in-law of  the family did not make much money in spite of his aggressive salesmanship.


Gastroenteritis, cholera , tuberculosis and smallpox were common in many areas of the former Madras Presidency,  mainly because of unhygienic living, lack of clean drinking water and ignorance about the nature of these diseases. People were superstitious. Smallpox, measles  and mumps were considered to be the visitations of a goddess. Medicine and prevent inoculations or vaccinations for  infectious diseases were either not known or had not reached those villages. Deaths by those diseases were common and were accepted as providence or God’s will. What cannot be cured must be endured. Chellam chitappa died of consumption. So did the son-in-law of Rajammal auntie and the husband of Poomani, leaving her an early widow. One of the sons of Rajammal, Alexander, died of bone T.B. His was a case of sad neglect and lack of medicines and proper nutrition. But then there was not cure for the disease in those days.   His growth stunted, his looks sad and his body emaciated. I remember playing with him when young but in the later years when he stared oozing pus from the ulcers on his sides, I was warned to keep away from him. He died in his late teens. Grand mother died of cholera and my father of gastroenteritis.


Aunt Rajammal must have gone through much hardship in bringing up her children.  Poomani and Thangam could make it to teachers’ posts in elementary Schools.   Alexander died before he was twenty. Devairakkam, the eldest among her sons took to small-scale merchandise in old newspapers, discarded brass vessels and the like. He moved from place to place and had a chequered life bordering on poverty. He finally returned to Nagalapuram, ran a road-side tea shop or hotel with some success and satisfaction. He died of exhaustion and  premature old age.

Sometimes  we went to Nagalapuram during the  Christmas season or for  family weddings. The atmosphere then was different. The air was filled with festive gaiety.  We children ran around the place and made much noise and confusion. We also watched what the elders were doing. In a corner of the cow-shed a goat was butchered and skinned. The head and the trotters were kept aside for the village dhoby. That was  the tradition of the village. The tender and fatty parts were then taken to the kitchen, fried with the fat dripping and distributed to us the naughty children. We were then taken to the fields and were shown how to pick and eat a kind of kernel from a grass along the edge of the fields. It was a joy to roam through the rows and rows of green bushes lush and healthy. Then came the call from home for lunch. After  lunch everyone chewed betel leaves and  ‘paan’. Even the young ones were allowed to chew ‘pan’ on occasions which was relished by us. We had the additional pleasure  of comparing the stains on our tongues, to see whose tongue was stained deep red, for such of those would be beloved of their spouses.
                                                          ****************   




Grandmother’s  Death  and After 

My father’s diary records, “Mother died on 26 September 1933 at 2. A.M. at Ramnad. She died of cholera. Grandfather was not in Ramnad when she died. We children were separated from home and sent to some neighbour’s house for fear of infection. Those were dreaded days of epidemics. Cholera spread rapidly to surrounding areas because Ramnad had no protected water supply. The entire town drew its water from an open tank called ‘Mugavai Oorani”, the water of which was almost white with suspension of mud. In our home mother added a coagulant to the muddy water and let the mud coagulate and settle down. The clear water on top was decanted for use both for drinking and cooking etc. But this process did not eliminate harmful bacteria, if present.


We were told in the morning that grandmother passed away at night but were not allowed to take part in the funeral. Her coffin was  not taken to the church because of the nature of her death but was taken straight to the cemetery.  She was buried by the side of  my sister Daisy who had died of an unknown  cause twenty-five days earlier, on the first of September. Grandmother had come to express her condolence. When we heard the knell of the church bell, we felt sorry that she should have died so close to the death of her grand child.


Daisy was a chubby, active child and the favourite of all of us. She suddenly took ill  the cause of which was not known. Her little body was placed on a small cot, limp and lifeless, her eyes closed. Mother was crying inconsolably by the side of her beloved daughter. The suddenness of this tragedy was too much for her to bear. Nothing could have been  more sorrowful than the death of a young and affectionate girl of whom we did not know what her ailment was and to whom no proper medical help could be given. 


After his wife’s death, grandfather felt lonely. He wanted to spend his time in Nagalapuram rather than with any of his sons living in urban areas. He was not at peace ever since he chose to live in Nagalapuram either. He was unhappy because of his last son Chinnadurai, then doing a course in Medicine in Madras. His one desire was to get the young man married; not because he was outgrowing his marriageable age but he was caught in a financial crisis in continuing his education. Shortage of money was not unknown in the family; they were overcome by some means or the other.  But this time it was different. The older sons by now had children of their own and they could not be depended upon to spare money for Chinnadurai’s education. Besides, this poor medical student had undergone an operation, appendectomy, which was a risky operation in those days. But Chinnadurai had the courage to have the operation done without informing anyone back  home. As  a medical student he was well looked after by the doctors of Madras Medical College, the staff  and other medical students who were his friends,.   The hospital and the doctors’ fee were free. Back at home, not being aware of the operation he underwent, people were worried about his getting married. 

There was only one way out of this problem. They wanted to get him married and let his father-in-law support him through his education. There was much discussion for and against this idea. My father was not in favour of this suggestion but he was unable to take the financial responsibility either. It was finally decide to get him engaged to a girl on condition that the girl’s parents agreed to  support Chinnadurai through his medical education in Madras.



There was a family in Nagalapuram which appeared to be a possible choice. Mr. Y. Samuel lived in a spacious house in Pallivasalpatti, an extended part pf Nagalapuram, near the extensive compound where the church, the schools and the boarding house were situated.  He had spent most his active years in Ceylon. At the time he decided to get back to India, he was representing Singer Sewing Machine Company in Colombo, with a comfortable and secure income. His daughters were educated in Ceylon before his returning to Nagalapuram. He spoke with an accent of the Tamils in Jaffna.   His family looked different from the local population. The daughters of this family were genteel, graceful in manners, fluent in English  and good looking, to boot. They had one objective at that point of time and that was to find suitable boys for their daughters. In the middle twentieth century, it appears,  girls in Nadar Christian homes outnumbered boys and the society had set a premium on girls to get them married well. The life-time savings of any hard working father was spent in giving away his daughters in marriage to young men who were hard to come by. The Samuels appeared to be well stocked and willing to spend; at least that was the impression they had created in the village.


Grandfather sensed a way out of his crisis. Rajammal, his daughter was introduced to this family which received her well and soon a mutual attachment was developed. Grandfather was informed through Rajammal that they were willing for marriage alliance with the Normans; the only eligible Norman being Chinnadurai. He was, at that moment, struggling with Gray’s Anatomy in the humid atmosphere of Madras Medical College. The trail was picked up and negotiations started. When it came to finance, Mr.Y.Samuel was hard at bargaining, which wasn’t unexpected. The alliance was confirmed at the sole responsibility of grandfather. The other sons of the family were not consulted in his matter.  But there was no time for consultation. Time was running out and college fees had to be paid. And the alliance had to be agreed upon quickly. From that time on Chinndurai was taken care of by  his would-be father-in-law. His medical education, boarding, lodging and transport were included in this matrimonial deal.   

The decision taken by grandfather when Chinnadurai was four hundred miles away in Madras, when he least suspected that his elder brothers would express their inability  to support him through his course  of study, ended  in a happy marriage that lasted over half a century. That decision turned out to be a wise one. The bride Chinnadurai took on 28 September 1939 at the Divine Resurrection Church, Nagalapuram, bound the Norman family together with love, grace and competence and commanded the admiration of all the Normans. Her first gift to Chinnadurai was a  Bicycle costing sixty rupees.  That was followed by six more, three boys and three girls.   Her name was Grace Joyce.

                                                             *****************   



      Santhosham  Yesuadian  Norman 




   (Paul chitappa to me)


Santhosham Yesuadian Norman was born on 29 May 1901. He was the second son and third child of the first Norman S.V. Norman.  No one among the close circle inside or outside the family called him  Santhosham or Yesuadian. He was Paul to them and to me Paul chitappa.  He was also my mentor, a wise counsellor.  He was a person of deep understanding of the world around.  It was easy to keep  up a conversation with him, unlike my father  who was a man of few words who appeared difficult to approach. It was this difference that drove me close to all brothers of my father who embraced me with open arms and made me comfortable in their company. Chinnadurai was a companion and friend, Victor, a well-wishing teacher, Maduaram, an affectionate admirer and Paul chitappa, a wise guide. It is difficult to pinpoint one event to support my relationship with him, for it was a wide spread continuous interaction, while having a meal, going on an evening walk and even sitting next to him in his office. I enjoyed his company in spite of the age difference between us; or was it because of this age gap?


Paul chitappa was  fairly tall, of medium complexion, lean and had no paunch

like what his father had. His hair was wavy and was cut short. His neck appeared longer with a prominent Adam’s Apple moving up and down when he spoke. He was soft spoken and kind. Though he was much elder to me and I could not play with him as I did with Victor and Chinnadurai, he made me comfortable in his presence. We conversed easily and intimately. He had lots to tell and advice me about.


I guess he must have had his earlier years of study under his father in the village school where he worked as a school teacher and a catechist of the village church. Later he was a boarder in Caldwell High School, Tuticorin where he completed his secondary school education. Those were days prior to good metalled roads and public transport system. After every school vacation he walked from home to school bare-foot carrying his personal effects, a pillow and a sheet, all balanced on his head. He walked the fifty miles from Nagalapuram to Tuticorin, in leisurely pace, alone but occasionally hich-hiking on a passing caravan of bullock carts, that is, if he was lucky.


His mother gave him ‘athirasam’ and ‘porivilankai’ which he shared with his friends in the boarding school.  ‘Porivilankai’ was once a common eatable that was made by loving mothers for their boarding-going sons.  Often they got stolen before they could be shared. It was shaped like an oblong solid, solidified rock-hard and made of a mixture of  molten  jaggery and fried and powdered pulses. Eating that stuff requires a lot of  skill which every boarder possessed. If the ‘porivilankai’ happened to be beyond the skill and endurance of their teeth, they got it crushed between the window-frame and the shutter which was used as a lever, occasionally resulting in a broken window. 

He did his intermediate course in C.M.S.College Tinnevelly from 1920-22.   Later he did his graduate course in Trichy at Bishop Heber College but was employed before he could complete his course. During his service with the Post and Telegraph  Department he worked in different places: Keeranur, Plani, Kamudi, Mudukulathur, Melur, Ramnad, Madura,  Abhiramam and Suryanallur in  Munnar Hills.


He was married to the daughter of Rev.Canon.C.P.Gnanakkan of Sawerpuram: Grace was her name. The wedding took place in Tuticorin on 12 September 1927. I have no memory of this wedding though, surely, I must have been there with my parents.   

the day following this marriage they all travelled in a hurry to Attangarai, a village near Nagalapuram to solemnize the marriage of his younger brother  Maduram, on 14 September 1927. For the first time the bride of Paul chitappa was exposed to rural relatives of Normans of Nagalpuram who were different from the society among  whom she had been brought up in her childhood and youth. But surprisingly she adjusted herself to the new surroundings, new people and  new situation almost immediately, as my mother did half a dozen years before.


I recall with pride and happiness that all the girls who got married into this family were extremely good, loving each other, cooperative, understanding and helped the growth and expansion of the Norman family in peace. My mother, Grace chithi, Thayammal chithi, Gnanamani and Joyce were gems in their own way and in spite of their individual problems and their family demands and pressure, came closer to each other in the matters concerning the broader family of the Normans. Of course, with the exception of  Alex, wife of Victor who after the demise of her husband segregated herself from the main-stream of the Normans for reasons of her own. But then one cannot blame her for that, for she had never been exposed to the beginning years of this family.    


I remember to have spent my days with him while he was in Palani, Mudukulathur, Kamudi,  Melur, Ramnad and of course, Madura. If chitapa made me happy in his company, chithi made my stay with them comfortable by her affection and detailed attention to  my needs at the table. Chicken and mutton were served in plenty and so was milk. They had, most of the time, their own cows and fowls. That took care of the supply of milk, eggs and chicken meat. But then the hens with their brood of young ones were crackling all over the house as if they owned the whole place.


Once while in Melur, when chithi was away in Sawyarpuram, chitappa had the company of Navamani annan (father of Punitha, wife of Prakash of Rajapalayam) who was then a bachelor and a bespectacled young man full of life. He was a good talker and a convincing conversationalist. I was a good listener. So we clicked.

It was in Kamudi that he tried to teach me Morse Code on the  telegraphic instrument in the Post Office.  I learnt _ _  .  _ was MA (call signal for Madurai) and 
_  .  _  _  _  .  .  _    was the calling signal for Kamudi.  My knowledge of Morse Code did not go beyond the two call signals. Then full stop to Morse Code _  .  _  .  _


The earliest of my visit to them was when they were in Palani. I was eleven and their eldest son Charles was five.  That was the summer of 1933.  Charles was a very
active boy and a promising young lad which he proved to be true, later. Surprisingly he was familiar with a ‘swami’, an old Hindu, a vanaprasta, who taught Tamil alphabets to the children of the street, and perhaps a little arithmetic and multiplication tables. About a dozen children patronized him among whom Charles happened to be one, though off and on.


Grace chithi was a very religious from her young days.   She took to evangelism on her own initiative besides her domestic responsibilities, meeting women in their homes during the afternoons and telling them about Christ.   She was as much involved in God’s work as chitappa was in his secular occupation in the post office.


Some afternoons Charles and I were left alone in the house.   The house  consisted partly of ground floor and a hall in the first floor which was reached by a wooden stir-case.   Charles, being young, hung about the front door eagerly awaiting the return  of  his mother. I kept moving up and down the  house not having anything  particular to do.  The servant girl arrived to complete her afternoon chores. She was about twelve or thirteen, somewhat full in shape, with fair shiny complexion. She did her work briskly, looking all around her, as though she was imagining or was suspicious of someone prowling from behind her. Often it appeared to me as if she was trying to steal a look at me. I felt good and my eyes followed her movements. I thought she was pretty. I have appreciated beauty in any form – a tree, a flower, a bird, a bubbling brook or a hill, a sculpture, a painting, a building of architectural beauty and,  of course, the human body. Among all those things I hold the human body, perfectly and proportionately shaped is the most beautiful of all creation. Beauty lies in the eyes of the beholder, they say, it could well be so.


In the evenings chitappa took me for walks. We walked long distances through the bazaar, along the lake and the roads leading out of  the city. Now and then we went to the foot of the hill Palani Hill at the top of which was the famous temple dedicated to the Hindu God Murugan. Occasionally we went up the hill, even to the top, climbing the steps one by one, pausing for rest at intervals and climbing again. The view of the countryside from this elevated position was grand.  Practically none of the climbers went to the top to enjoy the scenic beauty of the land below. They took the trouble of climbing the hill to worship the deity installed there. Many had their heads shaved until the entire scalp shone like polished granite. An application of sandalwood paste over the freshly shaven heads brought their pilgrimage to an end. Hundreds and thousands of those shaven headed pilgrims, men, women and children offered a sight both funny and ridiculous. But to those who were steeped in their religious beliefs any form of submission to their gods is serious business. It is taken seriously, deliberately and voluntarily.  Rolling along the road leading to Palani Hill or carrying a ‘kavadi’ up the hill to the door of the temple, dancing in trance to the accompaniment of drums and pipes are the routine forms of worship in Palani


Grace chithi was benevolent, kind and loving. Whenever I spent my vacations with them I felt very comfortable. I was well looked after . She was deeply religious and endevoured as far as possible to bring ‘Christ to people’ or, rather  bring people to Christ.   She was unhappy that I was more worldly and less religious. She used to tell me, “Self righteousness does not pay.”   If there was one thing in which she was disappointed in me, it must have been my indifference to religion  and lack of involvement  in it. But her children were greatly influenced by her faith, her depth of the knowledge of the Bible and her missionary enthusiasm.


Paul chitappa was no less committed to religion though he was less vocal about it.   All through my associations with him we never discussed religion nor did he ever advised me about my faith or the lack of it. But he guided me sufficiently on matters of personal life, friendship, problems associated with jobs, marriage etc. He was good at heart, thought, action and word. I do not remember him ever to raise his voice to admonish anyone or using language not compatible with respectability. I cannot forget the support and solace he offered me on the demise of my father. He was with my father when he passed away in Erskin Hospital, Madura where he was admitted for severe gastroenteritis. 


When chitappa died on 10th October 1985 I was in Bombay.   All that I could do for him at that distance was to be stunned by the news and whispered a silent prayer for his soul.  





*******************



The  Brothers  Who Remained at Home 

There was a general feeling among all brothers that two of them, Maduram and Chelladurai (Chellam, for short) were neglected and were not given proper education.   They only did a few years of elementary education and later took up the responsibility of agriculture and trade. They had to earn their living out of a small holding of dry land and a small grocery shop at the end of the bazaar street where business was dull. Their occupation bound them to the village and rural living, unlike their other brothers who were urban living and  mobile.


The grocery shop was small, mud-walled and elevated about four feet from the street level. It was also thatch roofed. Commodities weren’t aplenty in that shop. If they had made a living out of  that shop, it was a miracle.  Chellam looked  after the shop until he fell sick and his health deteriorated.   He gave me sweets whenever I went to the shop. I was about six at that time. When he fell too sick to look after the shop, the shop was abandoned and left uncared for  some time. After many years of neglect it was sold.


I cannot recall having spent much time with Chellam but I do  remember he was small built and fair like his mother.  He died young, hardly four years after his marriage to Gnanamani,  younger sister of Thyammal, wife of his elder brother Maduram. The marriage took place at Nagalapuram on 26 October 1928. The bride was hardly out of her teens when she got married. While in Nagalapuram this young couple lived under the shadow of Thayammal and Mathuram in  a joint family. Chellam developed  tuberculosis and died on 28 June 1932.   He left behind him his young wife and a baby girl.


After her husband’s death Gnanamani gradually lost her health. Hers was a difficult lot.  She became lean in stature, poor in health and sad in her looks.  She clung to her little daughter, Pushpamani. When this child also passed away one day, nothing could revive her sagging spirit. Her health became worse and she also finally died more or less in oblivion. Her presence was never felt after the death of her husband, Chellam. There is no  grave stone to mark her resting place in the cemetery in Nagalapuram.


The difference between the rural and urban living brothers were obvious. The first son of the family entered the Revenue Department of the former Madras Presidency, the second son got into the Post and Telegraph Department, the fifth was employed in tea and rubber plantations both in Ceylon and Malaya. The last one ended up as a physician. But why were Maduram and  Chellam left out?   Or did they neglect their studies on their own? Was there any family circumstance that compelled them to stay behind and look after the fields? Or was there any monetary constraint in the family? I do not know.  But I do know that they looked different from their other brothers in their dress, their way of talk, their attitudes and their soft submissive nature. They were affectionate and loved us all in spite of their grievances they might have harboured in their hearts.


Maduram married Thayammal at Attangarai on 14 September 1927, only two days after the wedding of his brother Santhosham Yesuadian Norman took place in Tuticorin.  Thayammal chithi was a robust lady both in stature and health and spoke with a loud and clear voice. She was quite emphatic in her conversation.  I had never observed Maduaram Chitappa contradicting her. Thayammal chithi was  cheerful  in spite of the hardship of life in a joint family. She had a smiling face and a loud voice. She was outspoken and never tried to hide her feelings. If she was happy, she was very happy. and if she felt neglected  by others, she asserted herself and  her rights as a member of the family. If challenged, she fought her battle out. She pronounced my name with a rural twist. To her I was “Thevarsu” and not Devaraj. She was very fond of my mother. She would never appear before my father as a mark of respect  unless she was called to.

“                  “ , she would whisper to us if she saw father coming  towards us and would disappear from the place. 

Maduram chitappa was my favourite companion, whenever we went to the village. He was very understanding and put up with all my mischief. He played with me,  spoke, smiling all the time. He used to touch me lightly and ran his fingers through the hair on my head gently. I felt his touch  pleasant though his fingers were tough doing manual work.


As days went by we went on different  directions. We heard of them only occasionally.   The last time I saw chithi, her children were more or less settled. She had her elongated earlobes stitched back to normal shape. I still remember her saying to me,  “Thevarasu, see my ears now. I have done what you always wanted me to do.”

I heard later that she was living with her younger daughter in Kilakkarai, a sea side town in Ramnad district. That was about  eight years after the demise of Maduram chitappa. And one day the news reached us that Thayammal also had  passed away.  She died on 24 December 1984 in Ramnad at her daughter Jebakani’s place. I  recall now and then the cheerful faces of both of them and visualize past events. Death we cannot avoid but memory of the beloved ones remain, especially the pleasant memories.




******************
                                            The  Son  Who  Went  Across   the Seas

“For the donkey in the front there are two behind;  for the donkey in the rear there are two ahead.   How many donkeys are there?”


“A hunter asked a leader of a flock of birds how many birds there were in the flock..    The leader answered, “We, along with as many more of us and half as many of us and half of half as many of us and you added together make one hundred.” Could you solve the problem for the hunter?”


“ If two bees sit on a flower, one flower is left without a bee. If one bee sits on each flower, one bee goes without a flower to sit on. How many flowers and bees were there?”

These were the few of the  problems that Victor Chitappa asked me to solve when I was hardly seven years old. Obviously, I couldn’t. Then he gave me a small lecture on how I should be able to think fast, think sharp and be smart like what he was when he was young.   I had no doubt about his intelligence and believed whatever he said.


Then he had some verbal problems. “Come, Devaraj”, he said, “Read what I have written  on this  slate.”  He gave the slate to me. This is what he had written on the slate.

Of course I could read fast.  It sounded like drum beats but made no sense. Then he came forward to help me. “You must count the number of        before you begin to read, if it should make sense.”   Then he read the sentence like this:


He even had some graphic problems.  “What does this mean to you?” he asked me showing a wavy line like this:                             drawn on a piece of paper.   It wasn’t a snake, he said. But then what else could  it be:  I gave up. “Oh it is so simple”, he said, “It is the water mark on the road made by a bullock urinating while running.”  I realized I was indeed deficient in rural knowledge and wisdom.


Among the sons of grandfather, Victor was the most happy one. He took life easy and even when unemployed he was  happy as ever, making others laugh. He did not go beyond High School in his studies but he had developed a lot of self confidence and he always hoped and believed that he would be well employed soon. He had an ambition of reaching high and he was resourceful.   


Chinnadurai and Victor carried on well together. Whenever they both happened to be with us there was a lot of fun, noise and laughter in the house. He cracked jokes with mother and made her laugh. Playing ‘thayam’ and ‘pannamguli’  were the popular pastime of the family in the afternoons.


Suddenly, one day, he left India and went to Ceylon in search of a job. During that period many went to Ceylon, Malaya, Burma and beyond in search of jobs. Tens of thousands of  men and women from Madras Presidency flocked to the tea estates in Ceylon under the supervision of  labour contractors  called ‘kaknganis’. There they suffered the worst hardship of life. Victor got employed in a tea estate but he did not feel comfortable in his job. We found him back in India as suddenly as he left India. He had resigned his job.   He appeared more mature then, with all his experience in a foreign country. This time he wore a gold cap on one of his front  teeth on the upper jaw which showed when he spoke. That glittering gold tooth improved his general appearance.   


Soon he left India again. This time he sailed to Malaya, then a British colony.   The  builders of the empire were developing rubber plantations and mining tin as apart of their exploitation of this country. Victor entered into service with one of the rubber plantations, Prang Besar Estate, near Penang. He had to work hard to make his life comfortable. His visits to India became few and far between.


He came down to India once to marry his first wife Marthal Mani and took her to Malaya. When the Second World War broke out they were there with their three children, Daniel, Esther and Gnanam. He did not make an attempt to send them back to India for safety. At the early stage of the war he did not anticipate the occupation  of Malaya by the Japanese nor did he foresee that living conditions would deteriorate so bad as to demand the repatriation of the family to India. All those who believed in the strength of the British Army which, they thought, could defend Malaya against Japanese invasion  were surprised and  were badly shaken. The Japanese descended like a whirlwind and occupied the entire area of Malaya so fast that most Indians in Malaya had no time to think of or plan evacuation of their families back to India.  They went through hard times during the period of occupation of the land by Japan. Marthal fell ill and died there for want of adequate medical attention and lack of availability of medicines. Victor returned to India after the war bringing his three children with him.


This  time, during his stay in India, he married again. Alexandra, his second wife, Alex for short, was slender, tall and had a pleasant look. She was also active, hard working and a good house-keeper.  Victor had great admiration for Chinese women who  he said, were more hard-working  than even their men. They supplemented their family income by rearing  a large live-stock, particularly pigs. They wasted no time in idle pursuits.   With a smile of appreciation for  those Chinese women, he said they were good in handicraft, needle work, embroidery and other  feminine fine arts. But he was none the worse for marrying Alexandra, for he found in her the fulfillment of an ideal wife.

   On his return to Malaya, he left Daniel with us in Madura to be brought up by us and be educated in Madura, while he took Esther and Gnanam with him to Malaya.   This was the period when he fared well in his job. His domestic life was full, happy and satisfactory.  His financial status had improved. All was well when death suddenly struck.   Victor took ill unexpectedly and passed away in the estate where he worked.  It was early  in 1955.


Deeply engraved in my mind are those care-free evenings when I, in the company of Victor and Chinnadurai went out strolling among the lush green paddy fields north of Ramnad.  The cool humid air, the silence of the open fields extending to the horizon, the brilliant orange and scarlet sky, the fiery red ball of the setting sun, all those are clear in my memory. The clear sparkling water flowing over the sandy bed of the irrigation canals, clear as glass, the fish swimming up-stream and the light brown crabs scurrying across in search of their burrows and an occasional water snake wriggling in the water of the canal made us leap out of the canal – all these are  woven around the memory of my association with Victor  and Chinnadurai and still remain green in my mind..


The memories of those who were real once to us but now no more will diffuse into oblivion as days go by,  as one generation yields its place to the next.   That is how nature has made us; the more we travel into the future wider is the view we leave behind, less and less defined and out of focus.






******************  



               Chinnadurai  and  Victor 

When a baby boy was born to grandmother on 13 January 1914, she was tired of child-birth and she decided not  to bring forth any more children.    So she called him 

Chinnadurai, implying that there was going to be no more ‘durais’ younger to that one.   He was fair in complexion, fairer then all his brothers and handsome too. He grew up in the intimate company of his elder brother Victor. Victor acted as ‘big brother’ in protecting  this young sibling.


When my parents got married in 1921, Chinnadurai was seven years old.  He was a lovely boy, active and curious to know  things. He had as much respect for my mother as she had  love for him. She started the process of urbanizing her brother-in-law.His hair was allowed to grow on the half-shaven head above his forehead and later cropped to suit the style of the townsfolk. He was made to wear shorts instead of ‘veshti’. In the process of improving him, his schooling was now taken more seriously. An objective was set for him above his brothers’.  His life in school boarding houses began.

His school vacations were mostly spent with us.   Though he was good in studies I have not observed him touching his school books while spending his  vacations with us.   I was his constant  playmate and we had lot of fun  together and made a riot of noise running after each other or playing hide-and-seek inside the house, to the annoyance of others at home.  All these happened when my father was not at home..   When he was at home there was perfect silence and every one was in the best of  behaviour .    Sometimes Chinnadurai and Victor both were with us.   The most enjoyable part of our days was spent out-doors during the evening walks.   And that was the time when mother had some time of calm and quiet at home.


We were in Ramnad between 1931and 1937,  residing  at the North end of the town. A five minutes’ walk from home brought us to a vast stretch of water called “Neelakanti Oorini”. It was a wide body of water, a mini lake, in which water was held behind raised mud bunds on three sides, the fourth side being the natural elevation of the land on which the town stood. The water of this tank was exclusively used for bathing.   Like in ‘Mugavai Oorani’ the water of this lake was also muddy, due to the suspension of fine particles of mud  that never settled. There were different areas  exclusive for men and women from where they could take bath. Close to the bathing areas, on the bank of the tank, there were idols of Ganesha installed on high pedestals for the bathers to worship after their bath in their ritual purity.   

Though the bathing area for  women was separate from that of men, young boys were not reprimanded for swimming into their area. It was there that the trespassing youngsters learnt the external features of  human body – a kind of distance education.  I wasn’t one of those naughty boys anxious to learn human physiology in a swimming pool. Nor could I have been one because I was always accompanied by an elder whenever I went for a swim in this ‘oorini’, an elder who kept strict vigilance over me to see that I do not swim into prohibited areas.

The floor of the ‘bathing  ghat’ was sandy but the bottom further into the tank was soft clay. I did not like the feel of the lay, slimy and soft, oozing between the toes whenever I tried to touch  the bottom
 with my feet. So we swam around and came back in small circles. They wouldn’t let me  swim to the deeper areas as the  other boys did.   Further I was not  very good at swimming and I was aware of it. 

Our evening walks lasted at least two hours.  We first walked along the bund of ‘Neelakanti Oorani’ and then reached the rich paddy fields, green with freshly planted seedlings.    We walked on the bunds between the fields, jumped across the gaps in the bunds and waded through the water in the canals used for irrigation. Our favourite pastime was attempting to catch a fish or  a crawling  crab in the canal, though we succeeded at neither. 



We returned home from our walks around six in the evening, before father came home from his office.   We had duties assigned to us. Chinnadurai did the cleaning of the glass chimneys of all the hurricane lanterns in use at home, filling kerosene, trimming the wicks and keeping the lanterns ready to be lighted later in he evening. Victor was to sit with my sister Flora and help her with her lessons. He also saw to it that the cows got their fodder, the pigeons their feed and the dove-cote cleaned.  I played the truant and tried to wriggle out of both study and work  until father arrived. A warning was given us when he was seen coming down the street  a hundred  yards away. And there was complete transformation in the house. A sudden silence fell and all fooling stopped abruptly. Each one went to his station to attend to the work assigned to them except the girls who giggled and went forward jumping and dancing to welcome father home.


As a young man, Victor impressed me. I had a high opinion of him. When we were in Thiruchuli where I started my formal education in a local school. I was given to understand that the teachers were to be respected inside the school, listened to in the class room and their proximity avoided outside the school. But I have seen Victor playing badminton with those teachers in the evenings.  Obviously he was not afraid of them, as I had been. So I considered him equally venerable as the teachers of the school. My logic was sound. And I knew it when he squeezed my ears or gave a knock on my head with his closed knuckle at every mistake I made in dictations which he gave me and my sister at home; until I started crying. He then gave up his efforts at  improving my Tamil. Tell me, which boy of seven of eight could correctly spell 






****************** 



             Abraham  Solomon  Norman

Abraham Solomon’s popular name in the family was Chinnadurai rather than his christened name. His classmates added an ‘S’ to his initials “A.S” which made his name sound less pleasant. He wasn’t really angry at such distortions because, he said, he was convinced that most of us, besides being humans were also part ass, intellectually speaking. What really mattered, according to him  was the proportion in which the two ingredients were mixed. He conceded that he was ninety percent of human and ten percent of the other, whereas I maintained that it was the other way round. We never could come to a reasonable settlement on this issue.


Whatever he was or was not, he was an extremely lovable person, very affectionate and helpful to all members of the extended Norman family. He was a successful doctor and physician. As a private practitioner he developed a good rapport with his patients who came from the rural areas around Rajapalayam.  He was so much respected by them that when he opened a new rural dispensary he was welcomed with the song                                                                              which was an adaptation of a ditty sung by N.S.Krishnan a Tamil Cinema comedian. 

But it must be affirmed that apart from the tune of the song, no parallel was intended

between                             and  


The car that he bought was a Baby Ford, a small version of Ford V-8, from George Oaks, Madura. I drove the vehicle, part of the way to Rajapalayam, until I almost hit a man crossing the road just in front of a Police Station en-route, at a location most undesirable and legally vulnerable where a car driver holding no  driving license could choose to knock down a pedestrian. I was promptly replaced by the driver who was accompanying us in the car for the rest of the way  to Rajapalayam. I was advised to sit in the front seat and watch the road without any harm to the vehicle and myself. The second episode  happened when driving the family to Iyannar Koil water-falls near Rajapalayam for a picnic. A cow ambling in front of the car suddenly decided to stop and look back to see who was driving the car behind her. Cows in Rjapalayam do not strictly follow the road-rules and generally get in the way of learner-drivers. Naturally she got hit in her rump and the car got it’s  first dent in the mud-guard, though small. That was the last time I was allowed to drive that vehicle. When both these incidents were reported to Chinnadurai, his reaction was characteristic; he gave a broad smile as if to say things do happen. Perhaps that was the reason why he never drove his car. “If anything can go wrong, it will” – Murphy’s  Law.


One day in March 1953 he arrived in Pannaikdu on a rescue mission. I was teaching there in the District Board High School and was staying in the School Staff Quarters adjacent to the school building.   Pannaikadu is a cosy little village nestled on hills covered with banana plantations, with a very enjoyable climate: not too hot, not too cold. Obviously a centre of romance, as all hill stations are. It was no wonder that I caught the spirit of the place and promptly fell in love with a girl who neither had a logical support from her family nor was she a Nadar by birth.  Obviously the family when it came to know of it disapproved vehemently of such an unheard of initiative and daring enterprise of a youth of the  Nadar family of  Normans.

Hence  was the trip of Chinnadurai  to Pannaikadu.  His mission was to rescue the erring son of the family from an impending disaster. He understood my point of view and even sympathized with me. But, all the same, he explained to me the purpose of his visit in unambiguous terms. In 1953, love in Tamil Nadu was permitted only on the wide white  screens of cinema houses, never in real life situation.  I couldn’t say if Chinnadurai returned with full confidence in my conversion but, never the less, it happened, in due course, as he wished. The mission was accomplished. Why and how it happened was another story not relevant at this part of the narrative.


Chinnadurai’s first job was with the Indian Army to which he was directly inducted from the Medical College, Madras. After a  brief  period of training in Meerut

he left the shores of India as Lt. Norman I.A.M.C. to Singapore where he was captured, along with his entire regiment by the Japanese army and sent to the island of New Guinea.   He spent the entire duration of the Second World War as a prisoner of war.

At the end of the war he returned to India with the honorary rank of Captain. As civilian he served in many Mission Hospitals in Tamil Nadu and Andhra Pradesh.   Wherever he worked he was devoted to his calling and his service was much appreciated by all concerned. Finally he decided to set up his own practice and chose Rajapalayam for his practice where he spent the rest of his life.


His contribution to the development and welfare of the church in Rajapalayam and to many other missionary institutions indicate his concern about spiritual  matters.   In all matters of alms, donations and contributions to religious and charity institutions he was ably guided and supported by his wife Joyce. They were a close-knit couple bound by deep love for each other.

The last time I saw him was after the death of Joyce and he felt the bereavement too deep in his heart.  A person brave in the face of all adverse circumstances all through his life now appeared  ‘lost’ in spite of the unfailing and loving attention of his sons and daughters-in-law.   He passed away peacefully on 12 September 1992, two days short of a year after the death of his wife, in Rajapalayam.   With his death we lost all possibility of knowing the past history of the family to its very roots.




A  Journey  by  Train

The Boat Mail (now Rameswaram Express)  from Madras passed through Ramnad in the early hours of the day, around  2 or 3 a.m. The 1930s were years of less population pressure. The population of India including Pakistan and Bangladesh was only 330 millions. People traveled less and trains ran half empty. The early rail tracks  laid by the British were more for the speedy transport of the troops rather than for the convenience of the Indian traveler. The seating boards of  the benches were hinged and could be lifted like the lid of  any wooden box only to reveal the racks provided below for placing the rifles of the soldiers transported from place to place. Reservation of seats  in the III class (now II class) compartments was unheard of. Nevertheless, one traveled in reasonable comfort in all the trains, locals, Mails or express trains, except, of course, during Hindu festivals, pilgrimages or during the movement of leaders of some stature in the Indian National Congress. The trains then overflowed with passengers standing on foot-boards and even on the roof of the compartments. Ticket-less travel, rowdyism and indiscipline had already started under the very nose of the bosses of the Congress Party.   They turned a blind eye to such breaches of civic behaviour partly because they themselves had aroused the passion among the people for political freedom from the British and had taken on themselves an aura of heroes and martyrs in the eyes of the people of India and expected huge crowds to attend their meetings. It was also because  they were helpless and even indifferent to the indiscipline of the crowd. They assumed that the crowd was an indication and a measure of the strength behind their political movement.

The trains weren’t long – only six or eight compartments of body built of wood and the doors of which opened outward.   The III class compartments were not fitted with fans. The trains were hauled by steam engines, fired by coal and puffed out smoke in large quantities. The smoke often got blown in to the compartments that were close to the engine. There were many watering stations where the engines ‘took on’ water and coal  carried manually from coal stacks to the tender (back part) of the engine.   Many of the passengers got down from the train at such watering stations and exercised their limbs by walking on the platform.   The journey was leisurely, the average speed of the trains being fifteen miles per hour.   Express trains did twenty or twenty-five.

When it became dark during the journey, the more thoughtful of the passengers spread their sheets or towels on the luggage rack above the seats and claimed the space for them to sleep. When it was time for lunch or dinner, the traveling families untied their bundles of tamarind rice they  had brought from home, for the journey, shelled the boiled eggs kept buried in the rice, unscrewed the polished brass vessel (                         ) in which they carried water for the journey. Dinner was served on banana leaves. This was by and large  a messy affair;  dropping rice on the floor, spilling water due to the jerking  motion of the train, children crying for more and the baby wailing for no valid reason.   Those were days before family planning was thought of  and every family had its share of babies. This kind of eating  arrangement in the train was generally accepted, with grace, by the fellow passengers who pretended not to watch the eating spree of the hungry family.


And when they all felt sleepy, they started looking for space to stretch their limbs.   Soon they were asleep between benches, if space was available, near the lavatory and even under the benches. And some slept sitting, nodding their heads or falling sideways on passengers seated to the left or right of them. Those who claimed the luggage rack for their bed had a comfortable sleep, undisturbed. There were no fans in the III class compartments and the lights were on all throughout the night. Many of the passengers carried with them  their own fans of woven palmyrah or coconut palm fronds.  The incessant rocking of the train all through the night made them wake up in the morning more tired than rested.


It was by Boat-mail one day in 1937 that Chinnadurai was traveling from Madras to Ramnad to spend his vacation with us.  My sister, Flora, and I were very anxiously awaiting his company.Mother, being fond of her youngest brother-in-law was eagerly looking forward  to his visit. No one was expected to go to the railway station to receive him at that part of the night.  He was instructed to engage a ‘jutka’ and reach home on his home as he usually did. But no ‘jutka’ arrived  till six in the morning. There was no way to know if the train was late. (Those were days of no ‘phones’, no ‘ cell phones’) How late was the train? No one could say. Mother got worried and wondered what could have happened. Father was away on camp and there was no one who could offer help.

Chinnaduri always took his post-lunch siesta wherever he was: at home, in the college attending his class or in the theatre watching a movie and in addition he also slept at night. He never liked to be disturbed when he was asleep. And we didn’t for fear of his powerful slap which he delivered at times. Having been careful about his own comfort in the Boat-Mail he had chosen an available luggage rack to sleep during the night in the   train.The monotonous sound of the wheels of the train made at every gap between the rails and the rocking motion of the train were like a lullaby for Chinnadurai. Those were days when welded rails were not visualized and noise-less compartments were far ahead  in time.

To the best of my knowledge, Chinnadurai had not entertained any worry in his mind, not even when he failed in the first year M.B.B.S.exam.   He was not the worrying type and that was the reason why he always slept soundly.  That  was also the reason why he did not wake up when the train stopped at Ramnad railway station that night..  Eventually when he woke up the train was approaching Mandapam station some twenty miles from Ramnad.  In fact he was awakened by the ticket examiner who demanded to check his ticket. Trying to be very cooperative with the railway official he produced  his ticket and said, “I will be alighting at Ramnad.”  “Oh, I see” said the Ticket examiner, “You will just as well get down right here. The train is approaching Mandapam and you have been over-carried and you will have to pay  the excess fare along with the  penalty.”   For a medical student living on a shoe- string budget the prospect of excess fare and fine was not a welcome proposition. So he decided to talk it out with the man in white uniform checking his ticket. He had his charming way of convincing people. He found that the railway employee was quite understanding and not too strict.


The running staff of the Indian railways prior to our freedom were men proud of their positions. Their uniform was smart, their manners courteous and their style of going about their job strictly conformed to the rules of the railways they served. The guards of important trains were invariably Anglo-Indians who wore their white uniforms well starched and pressed, with shining brass buttons. His peaked cap was black with a red band around. His belt, cross belt and his shoes were of brown leather, well polished. His whistle cord was slipped through the left sleeve of his coat and rested around his left shoulder. The whistle was tucked into a wire loop on the cross belt. He whistled and waved his flag in style, with a hint of authority. He was always the last one to board the train, which was already in motion. I always looked at those men with admiration because my own uncle Henry, my mother’s eldest brother, was a railway guard himself, a jovial man who enjoyed his job. He was stationed in places like Villupuram, Chingilput, and Thambaram which to my mind were places up in the north.During the 1930s Ramnad was my world and Madras was a far off place.


Ticketless travel was an offence;it was treated so. But the beggars of India always hitch-hiked  on those trains in spite of the vigilance of the railway staff. Off loaded at one station, they waited for the next train to arrive and boarded it from the far side of the platform. The traveling ticket examiner softened his attitude to Chinnadurai when we was told that he was a medical student and not a tramp. He was ‘excused’ and permitted to return to Ramnad by the next available train. When he arrived home at 10 O’clock in the morning mother was relieved of her anxiety and we were happy. We knew we were going to have a few days of enjoyable time in his company.





******************






Cinema in Ramnad

Our stay in Ramnad from 1931 to 1937 was memorable. Father’s salary was small but we could live comfortably. And our table was well provided. A full coconut could be had for an anna and a half (nine naya-paise of today). Two annas’ worth of fish was sufficient to feed a family of five.The  purchasing power of the rupee was high; our monthly consumption of provisions from a grocery shop hardly exceeded rupees thirty-five but it needed a bullock-cart drawn by a single bull to transport the purchases home in North street from Govindan Chettiar’s grocery shop in the Main Bazaar of Ramnad. He gave me a hand-full of cashew nuts to chew on the way, escorting the cart home.


I walked to Schwartz High School every morning and back home, a distance of about two and a half miles. It was fun walking through the road in front of the palace of the Sethupathis. The palace was well kept, opened to visitors to see the huge portraits of the old Maharajahs, in the main hall as well as the menagerie of wild animals kept  in an enclosure inside the palace complex. The only time my father came in contact  with my education was the day he admitted me to the school and on those days he signed my report card without even going through it. I did not reach the top of the class nor went below the third or the fourth in rank.   But certainly I was at the bottom of  my class in physical education and sports. This never bothered my parents. It was only during the last year of our stay in Ramnad that he bought me a second hand bicycle which I was proud to own.


He also bought a Columbia portable  gramophone for rupees thirty on monthly instalment of  rupees five.We hired 78 rpm discs usually sets of dramas, consisting five or six discs packed in a small case. On Friday nights, when father was on camp, we played the gramophone placing it on our verandah, at night. A small crowd gathered in front of our house to listen to those drama sets. In the normally quiet street in Ramnad where we lived, the subdued voice of the gramophone was loud enough to be heard for a distance and attract the listeners. “Thokku, Thukki”,  “Harichandra”,  “Valli”, “Satyavan Svaitri”, “Nandanar”  and the like were the plays appreciated by the street audience. 

Father took us to the cinema in Ramnad, once in a while, when the touring talkies camped in the town. The theatre consisted of  a long  canvas tent with a wooden cabin at one end housing a single projector and the screen at the other  end of the tent. At the cabin end there were terraced benches called ‘gallery’. Three quarters of the area under the tent was without any furniture and was designated ‘floor’. A partition about two feet high separated the ‘floor’ from the area where some rickety  folding chairs were kept for the elite, the privileged members of the society who would either afford to pay for their tickets or command the luxury of complimentary passes.The chairs were mostly unoccupied because, early in 1930s cinema was not the popular pastime with the rich and educated, the elderly and the cultured people of the town.    


The ‘floor’ was over flowing with audience drawn from the poor, the hooligans, the unemployed and the like who paid two annas for the entrance.   But they enjoyed a rupee worth; shouting, whistling, stretching themselves on the floor and even sleeping through parts of the picture. The women were seated separated from men by a low partition between them.   Women patronized the cinema more than men and most of them brought with them their toddlers and babies in arm who cried and wailed and generally added to the confusion in the ladies’ enclosure until the picture started when there was some order.


A band played in front of the theatre to attract the people. A number of eating stalls sprang up in front of the cinema tent. Those small shops made brisk business selling vadai, murukku, and other eatables popular with the public. And also tea. People loved to eat before the show started and during the half a dozen intervals between change of reels.  The cinema had only one projector and it needed time to unload the spent reel and load the next one. A full length film had six reels and so every half an hour the lights came ‘on’.There would be a general commotion inside the tent; people walking about to exercise their limbs, the vendors of eatables calling out their wares. Those cinema companies produced their own electrical power using generators running on petrol. The breakdown of those generators happened occasionally and the crowd inside the cinema tent understood and waited patiently for the generator to come to life again, and the show continued.


When father took us to see a picture, which was not too often, he walked into the tent in style, waving his walking stick. We followed him in single file. The men at the entrance parted the curtain at the entrance and let us all in. No tickets were asked from us because he knew that we had none. We were shown our chairs and soft drinks offered for us after ascertaining our choice.  


This again is the glimpse of  the life of the government servants in small towns.   To run a touring cinema,they needed a clearance from different government departments; the Police, Public Health, Revenue and the local Panchayat. Whenever they signed the clearance they also usurped the right of free admission to see the cinema.This was a convention not questioned  by any and accepted by all. Invariably they took their families as well, occasionally accompanied by their office peons carrying comfortable chairs for them from home.


In those days of silent cinema, we were in Ramand. I have seen a number of those silent pictures.What those pictures lost by ‘no-sound’, they made up by action, adventure, fights and the like. The story was explained by an interpreter who shouted at the top of his voice, in Tamil, to the accompaniment of a band in attendance. I can still recall to my memory the man standing in front of the screen, young, dark in complexion, less than thirty, spectacled in metal frame, drinking soda in gulps to wet his throat. He was a lively imaginative person who added his own ‘masala’ to the events one saw on the screen.   Without him in attendance the silent film would have been as tasteless like biriyani without salt.The first talkie I saw in Ramnad was “Valli Thirmanam”, featuring T.P.Rajalakshmi,  an  actress of good repute in those days both in drams theatres and in the leading roles in cinemas.  But that was many years after the silent ones. 


Chinnadurai and I went to see a film one day in Ramnad. By that time Ramnad had its first permanent theater which was actually a  tin-roofed drama theatre, alternately used for dramas and talking pictures. The ticket cabin was a temporary structure  outside the compound where the theatre was. When father was not accompanying us to a cinema, we purchased our tickets like any other law abiding citizen.


Queue was virtually unknown in those days and booking of cinema tickets required a lot of muscle power to push oneself through the crowd to reach the booking window. Everyone who wanted to buy tickets tried to reach the same window at the same time. We managed to worm  our way through the crowd and reached the window when, to his great surprise, Chinnadurai noticed a narrow gap between two corrugated zinc sheets which made the wall for the ticket cabin.  Chinnadurai could see a stack of tickets close to  this gap. We lost no time in thrusting our fingers through the gap and pulled out a couple of tickets without much trouble.They were floor tickets. In those days the theaters used card tickets for entrance and they were collected at the gate and reused for subsequent shows.   


The show that night was a failure.The generator broke down frequently. We kept flashing our torch on the screen every time the power went off plunging the cinema hall in darkness. We were proud of our torch lamp because it had green, red and white bulbs, a rare novelty then. After the third or fourth breakdown of the generator it was announced that the show could not be continued and that the tickets would be returned to us at the exit gate and that the same tickets would be valid for the show next day. The crowd started edging to the exit gate but Chinnadurai and I jumped over the partition between the “floor”  and chair enclosures. We sat on the chairs for a few minutes pretending we had chair tickets. When we tried to walk through the entrance to the chair enclosure to claim chair tickets one of the men who manned the entrance asked us to please stand aside for a moment.


The men who manned the gates of the theatres were tough men, rude, crude and observant. They were usually muscular men who came in handy during times of crises due to the unruly behaviour of the audience. The man at the gate had watched us sitting in the ‘floor’ area and using our torch with coloured bulbs.He quietly took our torch and examined  it to see if it had coloured bulbs in it. We were caught pretending as though we were chair ticket holders. Soon his language changed for the worse. It isn’t pleasant to record here what he thought of us and said. It is sufficient to say that he used some choice epithets which Tamil language is rich in. Translated into plain king’s English, he meant  to say, “You fellows look educated and even decently dressed; but it is surprising that you indulge in such petty lies ( he did not know that we also had stolen tickets from the booking cabin) Shame on you”,  and he gave us two floor tickets and chased us away, out of his sight.


On our way home we tore the tickets and threw them away and decided never to enter that theatre as long as we lived or as long as we happened to be in Ramnad, whichever was shorter. We surprised mother by returning home early and told her that we decided not to spend money wastefully on cinemas. Mother was happy that she had a couple of sensible boys in the family. She was proud of us. 






**********************





Captain A.S.Norman I.A.M.C.

There is very little that one can recall about the early days of Chinnadurai in his native village. Obviously he started his elementary education under the tutelage of his father. He was the pet child of the family which he continued to be even after the family expanded, his brothers got married and had their own children. He spent most of his days, during the school vacations , with the families of his brothers in town. He was not only welcome there but was eagerly awaited and pampered when he arrived there.


During his high school days at Pasumalai, Chinnadurai did not enjoy his stay in the hostel.But he was happy during the two years in the American College hostel, Madura where he did his intermediate course of study. He loved the freedom of the college hostel.    In the final year Intermediate  examination he failed in English. No one made any fuss about the failure and when my father was told about it he just said, “ Let him appear again.” Appear, he did,  and completed his Intermediate course in his next attempt. 


It was Paul chitappa’s suggestion that Chinnadurai should do Medicine. That was an ambitious target for the Normans in the 1930s. Could the family afford to support one through medical education of five years’ duration in the only available medical college in Madras, in those days? They decided to take the risk. It was decided to pool money from all the brothers who could spare from whatever meager income they had and help the youngest member of the family to become a doctor, a prestigious profession. But in actual practice this pious resolution failed to materialize mid-way.Alternate arrangements had to be sought to keep the boy going and complete his medical education.


When he took his medical  degree, M.B.,B.S. from the Madras Medical College in 1940, he was already married for one year. Though his financial problems had been solved by his father by fixing his bride to be with a family in Naglapuram which agreed to support him through his medical education, he was soon to face the problem of employment and setting up his home.

The Second World War had started on the first of September 1939 and Britain had declared war against Germany on the third of the same month. By 1940, England was deeply involved in the war. Troops from British colonies were being inducted for action in Europe and later in the Far-East when Japan jumped in to the war in 1941.   Recruitment to the Indian Army , the Indian Air Force and the Indian Navy was catching up very  fast in spite of the political opinion expressed by Gandhi and the Indian National Congress, discouraging Indians to fight on behalf of the British colonizers of India. Medical doctors and students in the final year of their medical studies  volunteered in hundreds to join the Indian fighting forces. They were absorbed immediately after the completion of their course of study. No wonder Chinnadurai decided to join the Indian Army Medical Corps. As soon as he was selected he was sent to Meerut for military training prior to active service, in the rank of Second Lieutenant. When he came out of the training unit, he was commissioned as Lieutenant with two pips on his epaulet.


Lt. A.S.Norman  I.A.M.C was immediately earmarked for field service in the Far-East. Japan had already entered into  the war in the Pacific on 7 December 1941, by bombing the Pearl Harbour.  She was rapidly expanding her conquest. When Chinnadurai reached Singapore, the Japanese army had just reached Singapore and  taken over the city which  was hardly defended by the Allies. The entire allied forces grouped in Singapore and Malaya were taken prisoners. They were sent to different camps of prisoners of war at different locations in far off islands in the Pacific Ocean. The English, the Canadian and the Australian prisoners of war were separated from the Indian prisoners and sent to exclusive camps where the treatment was worse than to the prisoners of other nationality.


The unit to which Lt. A.S.Norman was attached was transported from Singapore by ship to Papua New Guinea which the men of “ The Land of the Rising Sun” had earlier occupied. It was a dangerous voyage. The convoy of ships moved slowly, very slowly, zig-zaging its way to avoid detection by the British and American fleet. The ships were completely blacked out at nights. It was scary to be afloat in the defenseless transport vessel, mid-sea, surrounded by enemy warships and that when it was pitch dark both inside and outside the ship. It took over one month to reach the camp where the  Indian  troop was kept under careful and constant  vigil of the Japanese soldiers.


There was no barbed-wire fence around the camp. There was no escape route either. The prisoners were warned not to cross a certain boundary and if they did they would be fired at without  warning and killed. They were given the freedom to cultivate their own vegetables to supplement their rations. This concession  was advantageous to the prisoners because they could divert their minds to some activity and keep at bay the gloomy thoughts  of home and the rigors of prison life. The masters who manned the camp could take it easy on the supply of rations. The Japanese believed that Indians consumed   pungent and spicy food and so supplied rice and pepper in equal quantities.


The medical personnel of the Indian Army were separated and given command to look after the health need of the other prisoners. But the medical supplies were low and in the absence of adequate supply of drugs medical attention was ineffective.


The prisoner was not allowed to complain against any Japanese soldier, his treatment of the inmates of the camp, the living condition in the camp or the rations supplied. The punishment for disobedience was severe, humiliating and was met out in the sight of all the P.O.Ws in parade. The Japanese soldier climbed on a stool (because he was short in stature) and slapped the Indian soldier with all his strength, as a part of punishment. Any murmur or  a show of defiance was replied with more slaps. A prisoner of war had no choice except to put up with all the insults hurtled  at him. Mostly those punishments were administered as a deterrent to discourage others from breaking the rules of the camp.


Chinnadurai’s  attention was drawn  more and more to the impossible living conditions in the camp and the suffering of the men in it. He often remembered his young wife and the baby left behind in his native village, Nagalapuram.  He was terribly home-sick.In addition, the prisoner’s life under the Japanese was very depressive. Chinnadurai was a soft minded and sentimental person.


Sometimes even drinking water was not supplied in sufficient quantities and they had to depend on rain water which they collected  in tin containers during the rains which was not infrequent.   More and more prisoners fell sick and those soldiers who refused to join the Indian National Army of Subhash Chandra Bose were discriminated against.   War wasn’t  getting over in the Pacific and they had been, by this time, prisoners of war for about four years. The long separation from the loved ones at home, lack of communication with the relatives  and friends back in India caused a lot of anxiety to Chinnadurai. He slowly became moody and began to show lack of interest in his medical duties. Being surrounded by medics, he was protected by them and taken care of to avoid his lapse into a state of melancholy and depression. During the last few months of the war, before the surrender of the Japanese, he was exempted from his duties in the camp.   The Japanese medical officers in the camp were sympathetic to him and gave him special attention. But a prisoner of war, nevertheless, was a prisoner, how much ever he might have been pampered.


The day of delivery came when the Japanese surrendered unconditionally, on 14 August 1945.As soon as the message of surrender reached the Japanese in the camp, they laid down their arms and declared the prisoners free. The entire mood of the camp changed. Even though they were hurt by their defeat in the war, the Japanese soldiers embraced the prisoners  they had held for the past years and begged their pardon for all the ill treatment they had met out to them. The day of repatriation was still far off. Not many ships were available for the speedy evacuation of the Indian soldiers back home.


When Chinnadurai reached Calcutta, he was Captain A.S.Norman I.A.M.C. That was his honorary rank in the Army. He breathed a sigh of relief and took a train to Madras, and then down south to his native village and to his long awaiting loving wife, for an emotional welcome.


It is not clear how the people of Nagalapuram came to know of the arrival of the first Captain of the Indian Army hailing from their village. They would not let him go home without a ceremonious welcome with fanfare, drum beats garlanding and all the rest of the ceremonies in Tamil tradition. He was felicitated once at Ettaypuram and then in Nagalapuram, all the time keeping his wife Joyce anxiously awaiting him.


I cannot recall the exact date of his coming home after four long years of absence.   How emotional  was the reunion with his family can only be guessed, for, neither I or my parents were present to witness this joyous reunion. But that day of return of Chinnadurai back home must have been the happiest day in the life of the young couple. 


The joy of reunion gave place to the reality of resettlement. He initially started working in mission hospitals  in Kilanjanai (1945),  Nagerkoil (1946),  Neyoor (1947) and Chirala in the Telugu speaking area of the  Madras Presidency (now Andhra Pradesh) in 1948. He finally decided  to set up his own clinic in Rajapalayam and start his private practice there, in a modest way in 1949. Later he expanded his practice to a rural center where he was the first doctor  to venture. He commanded the admiration and respect and confidence of all his patients.


He, along with Joyce had been a source of immense help to all members of the family. They had their doors open to welcome any of the relatives and received them with a smile, with love, entertained them and extended their hospitality even by providing monetary help if requested.


The passing away of Joyce on 14 September 1991 and of Chinnadurai on 12 September 1992, in Rajapalayam brought to an end the second generation of Normans. Their contribution to the development of the Church in Rajapalayam will be remembered          for a long time.

                                                              ****************

                                               My  Career  Begins

I spent the summer of 1942 with Paul chitappa’s family in Ramnad. Hilda was a baby in the cradle. She was a plump child, sweet and full of smiles. She hardly cried. I used to carry her in my arms and amuse her showing the birds and mimicrying bird’s voices. At that time I had finished my degree examination and was taking rest, awaiting the result of the exam.


Even before the examination  results were known, I was offered the privilege of coaching some backward students of Schwartz High School, my alma mater. Mr. Sam Victor was the head-master of the school. He was Grace chithi’s elder sister’s husband.  He was kind enough to launch me into my career. When the university results were made known through news papers, I received a  telegram from the American College, Madura, where I spent four years of my college education, asking me to join the staff of the college as a Demonstrator in Chemistry Department. It was a great surprise for me and with the good will of both chitappa and chithi  I left Ramnad and returned to Madura. 


My parents were in Sivakasi and I was wondering where I would stay in the city.   When I went to the college to enquire and confirm about my appointment, I was told that I was, in addition to my academic duties, to take over as the superintendent of Zumbro Hostel. That was a great surprise to me to have had my problem of  accommodation in Madurai solved. Now I had a room in the hostel to stay within the campus of the college.   I was very  happy.


During my student days, until I finished my graduation, I dressed myself in plain white dhoty and shirt. I had neither a pair of pants nor a coat to wear as a demonstrator in such a prestigious  college.The Truthful Manufacturing Company a firm that made ready-made garments for men had just started their sale in a modest shop in Madura. I bought two sets of dresses from them, the evening before the day of reopening of the college. A half sleeved shirt was priced at twelve annas (seventy-five paise of today). A pair of shoes could be had for ten rupees. A couple of ties also I bought that evening. (I remember, in Bombay in 1960s one could buy a tie for one rupee from vendors on the busy roads in Flora Fountain area.) My wardrobe was full consisting of two sets of dress  of a couple of pants and shirts, shoes and ties and socks. I walked into the college, the next morning, awkwardly dressed in my new outfit. Awkward because that was the first time I found myself in a pair of pants with the shirt tucked in, a coat over the shirt, in a pair of shoes and to top it all a tie round my neck badly knotted.

The princely salary offered to me in the college was rupees fifty a month. And that was plenty of money  in the year of Our Lord 1942. The monthly rate for food varied from rupees thirteen to fifteen, which included a weekly feast  of unlimited feed. If the charge exceeded rupees fifteen even by a rupee, there would be a riot in the hostels and the student representatives of the mess would have to run for their lives  and hide somewhere.


I didn’t stay in the hostel for long. Students  in the first floor of the hostel used to close the doors of their rooms and entertained themselves with beer. I used to hear the bottles being thrown into the drainage gully just outside the compound. As a superintendent of the hostel I was expected to prevent them consuming alcoholic drinks inside the college campus, particularly inside the hostel. But I had been warned that trying to prevent this occasional indulgence of the hostel mates in an alcohol-spree would  be risky and  dangerous. So I had to follow the path of least resistance, a policy  of non-interference. I knew that discretion was better than valour.   


The second World War was on and war service attracted every youth to join the fighting forces. I joined the Indian Army by the end of September 1943 in the Indian Army  Ordnance Corps as a Viceroy’s commissioned officer which was a rank between the other ranks and the King’s commissioned officers. After three and a half years’ service in the army, at Central Ordnance Depot at Dehu Road, Bombay Presidency (now Maharashtra) I opted for discharge from the army. I got my discharge in March 1946.   I found myself one among the thousands of unemployed graduates of my days. I felt terribly insecure like a freshly moulted crab.






***************** 

                             “The  Divine  Resurrection  Church:  Nagalapuram”  

The  brochure published by the Nagalapuram church on its 125th Anniversary in 1993 says that Christian worship was held in Pallivasalpatti on 15 February 1860.   The conversions to Christianity in this area could have started a decade or two ago.  No record is available to establish exact dates but if the work of one Rev.Canton in and around Nagalapuram could have resulted in the early conversions in this area, then the history of Christianity  in Nagalapuram could be as old as 175 years.   During the first half of the nineteenth century,  the Zamindar of Ettayapuram had been vehemently opposing the conversions and building of churches in his area.   It is also recorded that Christians were stoned in our native village in those early days.


The land for the Mission compound in Pallivasalpati was bought in 1864 and an Anglo-vernacular school was started there, with eleven pupils. In 1875 the school had a strength of 113 boys and 20 girls in classes up to sixth standards. This was a very remarkable achievement considering the backward nature of this area and the short period the school had been working.


The Divine Resurrection Church was built in 1860 by Rev. Jesudian in the land bought at Pallivasalpatti in 1864. The building cost Rs. 900/- and could accommodate 300 worshipers. It was consecrated on 9 December 1868. The church was later expanded in 1887 at a cost of  Rs.15,000/-  by Rev. D. Vedamuthu. He was the same pastor who baptized my father in 1895. (see his baptismal certificate attached to the earlier part of this book) It also appears reasonable to assume that all the first  and second generation Normans were baptized in this church. During the period of Rev. J. Manuel, the church was rededicated on 23 August 1908 by Bishop Morley. A new  tower  was added to the church  in 1993 to commemorate  its 125th Anniversary.






*****************






Post Script

The intimacy and love for the roots of the family will naturally dwindle among the members of the generation far removed  from the first Norman for the simple reason they would have no personal contact with the earliest members of the family. The family itself would have expanded and spread out far and wide to be able to bind them into a collective identity except for bearing the name of the family. But to those lonely souls of the future who care to probe deeper into the past, this small effort may be of some use.






*****************          
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