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VAASAL  - thry;
Number 03                   Summer 2018

 
Welcome to Vaasal. We would like this magazine to be an entrance into the world of Tamil ideas, art and culture 
for anyone in Auroville who is from another native uuru (CU, village, home, country, habitat, that place which 
belongs to you and you to it).

 The word vaasal (thry;, entrance) comes from the word vaay 
(tha,; mouth). The entrance is the most important part of any Tamil village, a 
place which needs protecting from alien forces which might cause chaos if not 
properly watched over. Notice the location of prominent temples and shrines 
at the outer perimeter of villages around Auroville - placed at strategic points 
like crossroads and waterways where they can make sure no harm comes to 
the residents. 
 The entrance of the home is equally important. It is where the protective 
kolam (Nfhyk;, floor mandala) is placed each morning.  When you go 
to someone’s house to give them something, they will always step outside to 
receive your gift, or invite you in: nothing must be passed across the threshold 
of the vaasal that separates one world from another.

Our Vaasal intends to do the following things:
 1) Enjoy:  Showcase Tamil literature, music and art in a way that is accessible to everyone
 2) Meet:  Introduce senior Tamil Aurovillians to the community at large
 3) Think:  Introduce important ideas and rituals along with an open offer to participate
 4) Speak:  Act as a friendly first step into the Tamil language for those who are frustrated by their 
   language inability and wish to learn to enjoy themselves in this beautiful language
 5) Integrate:  In light of Mother’s words that Tamil culture is an essential part of the integral yoga of  
   Auroville, to bring the Tamil and non-Tamil parts of Auroville closer together.

How To Get Vaasal
We send out each issue of Vaasal to subscribers by email list, so joining the list is the best way to read it first.
To join, please send a subscribe request to tamil@auroville.org.in

Stop Press!  Vaasal Magazine is now available online, at www.vaasalmagazine.wordpress.com

Help us make Vaasal better!
What are we doing right? What are we doing wrong? Is there any particular subject you would like to read 
about in Vaasal? Would you or anyone you know like to contribute an article, a drawing, a suggestion?  
Please send us your valuable thoughts, ideas and feedback to tamil@auroville.org.in.

We would love to hear from you. Also if you enjoyed reading Vaasal, please consider a small contribution to 
support our costs (A/c no. 102367).

Anbudan (with love only) 
From Meenakshi, Ezhumalai, Jonathan, Radhika, Azhagappan, Lourdes, Ayyanar and all the team at Ilaignarkal 
School.
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The Tamil year follows a lunar calendar in a repeating 
sixty-year cycle according to Hindu tradition. Those 
who follow tradition devoutly may only celebrate 
their birthday three times at the most in their 
lifetime: once on their first birthday, when they have 
seen twelve moons; the second when on the sixty-
first birthday (couples often get married for a second 
time when they have seen through a whole sixty-year 
cycle together); and the third after the age of eighty 
two when they have seen a thousand moons.  

We have now started year number thirty-two of 
the sixty: its Tamil name is vilambi.  Where we are 
in the sixty-year cycle determines the weather, 
the state of the elemental energies in Tamil Nadu, 
whether the year will bring a bounteous harvest or 
difficulty and drought. Each year, an astrological 
almanac is published that details what to expect in 
the year ahead according to tradition, composed 
by Idaikkaadar, one of the eighteen siddhars. The 
almanac contains a short poem in classical venba 
style that makes astrological-based statements on the 

dominant energies for the year, covering everything 
from meteorology to governance.

This year - as in every vilambi year - there will be 
twenty units of rain in total: ten on the ocean, six on 
the hills and four on the plains. That most of the rain 
will fall on the ocean means that this year is predicted 
to be a difficult one for fishermen: already they have 
been forced to stay grounded for the past two months 
to allow fish stocks to recover.

Not the most uplifting of predictions! We will have 
just enough rain and food, so no-one will go hungry, 
but it is a year of great difficulty over all. This honesty 
about what to expect out of life, both good and bad, 
is part of tradition.

The first month of the New Year is Chitthirai. On 
varsha pirappu (year birth, New Year’s Day), the same 
ritual is performed across Tamil Nadu. Early in the 
morning, the family elders will close the eyes of the 
children and lead them into the pooja room, which 
will be richly decorated and full of niceties: silk, gold, 

silver, coins, fruit, books, writing materials - whatever 
the family thinks of as being auspicious and dear to 
them. Once the children are in the room, the elders 
will hold up a mirror, and when the children open 
their eyes, the first thing they should see that year is 
their own image.

The inner meaning of looking at yourself in the 
mirror is finally to see yourself, to accept yourself for 
who you are. And the mirror image itself is both real 
and unreal, both a true representation and a false one, 
something that is there and something that is not.

Tamil New Year

Here is the venba for this year:

tpsk;gp tUlk; Vilambi varutam In the year of Vilambi

tpisT nfhQ;rk; vilaivu konjam smaller harvests

khup mse;J nghopAk; maari alandu porizhiyum   just enough rainfall,

muru; fsq;fKld;; araser kalangamudan rulers corrupt

Nehthd;  nkyptNu noovaan melivaree diseases rife

Nehf;fupjhFk;  nfhLik nokkaridu aagum kodumai injustice commonplace

Mth Gfyupjhk; avaa pugalve aridam celebrations few(difficult to say)
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This duality of life, life in its opposites, is the key 
theme of varsha pirappu.  As the Advaita philosopher 
Adi Shankara wrote in the 8th century devotional 
song Bhaja Govindam:

पुनरपि जननं पुनरपि मरणं 

punarabhi jananam
punarabhi maranam  
    
again we are born, again we 
die

And so varsha pirappu is not a day of indulgence: we 
eat bitter neem flowers with sweet jaggery together 
to symbolize the bitter and sweet things in the year 
ahead.

But at Vaasal we like to end on the sweeter note, so 
this is also the season of the mukkani (three fruits): 
maa (mango), palaa (jackfriut), vaazhai (banana, 
which is available all year round but most abundant 
in all varieties in the hot season. These three fruits are 
a symbol of wealth and celebration: to give all three 
at a function to guests means that it will be a big feast 
indeed.

Happy New Year! 
  

Gj;jhz;L ey;tho;j;Jf;fs;!            

Tamil Language Hacking 

Last time in Vaasal, Meenakshi akka mentioned that 
the most important way to say ‘thank you’ in Tamil 
was to smile. We at Vaasal Magazine do not know if 
there is a World Smiling Championships, but we do 
know that if one was ever held, Tamils would certainly 
be on the medal-winners podium. You can see broad 
smiles on every street corner: smiling is the lingua 
franca of Tamil Nadu.

But the broadest smile of all is reserved for the outsider 
who tries to talk in Tamil, even though everyone 
knows that English would be faster and easier. This 
is a smile which says “Thank you for caring.” As 
language learners in Auroville, we are not seeking 
to learn Tamil so that we can watch Tamil films or 
get cheaper bananas in the market. That is just a by-
product. We are learning so that we get more heart 
communication. In the simplest way, speaking a 

bit of Tamil can change your everyday interactions 
from functional brain exchanges to rewarding heart 
exchanges. When you go to the local shop to get phone 
credit, the way you choose to ask will determine 
whether it comes by itself, or with some love on the 
side. Yes my friends, this is the nub of it - speaking 
Tamil here in Auroville will get you more love. This is 
the Vaasal guarantee. And goodness knows, all of us 
from another uuru are far from our family and closest 
friends, and so we need all the love we can get - the 
quickest way we can get more love in our lives is to 
learn some Tamil.

Just a few greetings can get it flowing. So on that, it is 
time to begin the

Romanized spelling vowel sound (Eng) vowel sound (Tam) meaning (Tam)

ǝ a bigg-er bett-er butt-er pan-nǝ do
a  hug much love va-na-kkam hello
aa  cars start fast Aa-ro-vil Auroville
uu  cool schools rule puu flower
i  six sick fish Aa-ro-vil
ii  meals feel real pu-riii-lle I don’t understand
e  get wet bed yep-di ir-king-e how are you?
ee  hair care vee-num want

Which sounds we mean in the examples below, when we write Tamil words using the Latin / Roman alphabet
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Vaasal Guide to

World Smiling Championship Medal-Winning Phrases

- Category 1: Greetings

Like all good medal ceremonies, we shall announce 
the winners in reverse order.

< 3rd place - Bronze >

You probably know that Tamil for hello is:

va-na-kkam
Greetings 

What you may not know is that the ‘n’ sound is like a 
normal ‘n’ with your tongue a bit further back in your 
mouth. Put your tongue at the top of your mouth as 
far back as you can, and push it slowly forwards until 
it you feel the ridge where the palate ends. This is 
where your tongue should be for this ‘n’ sound, called 
the ‘big N’ or ‘periya nagaram’. As usual, the double 
letters in ‘kka’ just mean that you should stress it a bit 
more - take a bit more time than you would if it was 
just a single letter.

Putting your hand on your heart during a va-na-
kkam will make it even more professional.

< 2nd place - Silver >

Yep-di ir-king-e? Nall-aa ir-king-laa?
How are you? Are you well?

The bold marks are the stresses, where the phrase 
lands on the beat. This is quite a long phrase, but it 
has four beats to the bar like 99% of all pop lyrics, and 
if we can remember useless things like that, we can 
certainly remember this. Try drumming it out with 
your hand on a table. You can put literally any song 
melody to it if it and sing it back if makes it easier (it 
does, believe me, and anyway, no-one’s listening).

The response to this double question is simply:

Nall-aa ir-ken
I’m well.

To spread the smile outwards from the mouth and 
eyes into a full-face beam, just follow it up with a 
question about someone’s family:

Vii-dǝ-le yep-di ir-kang-a?
How are they at home? (How’s the family?)

Nall-aa ir-kang-a
They are well.

< 1st place -  Gold >

These first two are already good enough for most 
situations, but for the biggest smile of all, we have to 
level up again.

Sap-ting-laa? 
Have you eaten?

Food is so central to culture that you can ask this 
pretty much twenty four hours a day and it will be a 
welcome question. The implication, in this culture of 
food hospitality, is that if you say no, an offer to share 
that person’s food will follow shortly. You can also use 
it at tea-time by adding the name of your favourite 
drink:

Tii / ka-fii sap-ting-laa? 
Have you had your tea / coffee?

Sap-pi-dunga!
Please Drink/eat.

The best response is to smile and say:

Sapt-a-chi
Yes I have (eaten/drunk)

This question is much more common than in 
English, which shows hows important food is here. 
It so common that we could almost translate it as 
a friendlier variant of “How are you doing?  / Fine 
thanks.”

That’s it for this month. Next time, we’ll look at how to 
leave a room in style.

Poi-ttu va-ren!
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Long ago a Saint named Rishi Mahakaleswara 
installed an idol of Lord Shiva in the form of a 
lingam naming it as Lord Mahakaleshwar at Ujjain 
in North India and another at Ambar-Maakalam 
near Mayavaram in South India. When he heard 
about the divinity of Irumbai (Auroville’s Western  
neighbour), he installed a lingam here too.

The Irumbai Mahakaleshwar Shiva Temple is 
dedicated to the God Mahakaleswara (‘the great 
Ishwar/Lord of Infinite Time’). The primary divinity 
Ishwar appears as a swayambu lingam (swayambu 
signifying ‘self-conceived’ in Sanskrit, i.e. one 
that isn’t made by man, but a naturally occurring 
lingam shape). In this temple, Lord Shiva’s female 
counterpart, Shakti, appears in the form of Goddess 
named Kuilmori (‘the sweet-voiced cuckoo bird’ in 
Tamil). This is the same kuil that gives its name to 
Kuilapalayam - the resting place (palayam) both 
of the cuckoo birds and of the Goddess. In occult 
language, the Kuil bird represents the Jeevatma 
longing to reach the Paramatma. The temple is said 
to be 1800 years old, with more recent inscriptions on 
the stone walls outside the inner chamber that praise 
the Cholas who gave generous land endowments to 
the temple sanctuary.

The richness of the land around is something that was 
praised over a thousand years ago. Saint Thirugnana 
Sambanthar, who lived in the 7th century, composed 
Tamil hymns to Shiva and Kuilmori that Shaivites 
still sing today.  In these hymns, St Sambanthar 
acclaims the fertility of the land around Irumbai, 
saying that while you are worshipping here, you 
can hear the sweet singing of many wetland garden 
insects all around. The richness of the area is referred 
to as “Irumbai maakalam” - Irumbai the limitless. 

There is an important legend for the life of people 
here which has been retold in countless versions in 
local koothu theatre and folklore:

Many years ago the monsoon failed, and a severe 
drought and famine affected the Irumbai region. 
The citizens approached King Kurumba Raja and 
asked for the assistance of the royal court to address 

their grievances. The King’s ministers investigated, 
and reported that the heat wave had a special cause: 
underneath a peepal (sacred fig) tree near the Irumbai 
Shiva temple, was a Saint who was doing rigorous and 
tenacious tapasya (penance), and it was his radiating 
energy that had stopped the rain and dried up the 
water sources. He had been in his meditation for so 
long that an anthill had grown around him.  His name 
was Kaduveli Siddhar. The ministers decided to wake 
him up from his state of deep penance, but nothing 
could break his meditation. Finally Valli, a beautiful 
young temple dancer accepted the challenge to 
distract the siddhar. She observed that occasionally 
he stretched out his hand from the anthill to catch 
peepal leaves falling from the tree and chewed them 
as his means of food. Valli prepared salted and spicy 
appalams in the shape of peepal leaves and placed 
them in the outstretched palms of the siddhar. The 
siddhar started eating the salted appalams, regained 
his senses and came out of his penance.

As he stopped his tapasya and came out of the 
anthill, the heatwave stopped and it rained again. 
The parched land once again turned fertile; the 
people were happy and everyone thanked the King’s 
ministers and celebrated with great joy. Meanwhile, 
Valli took the siddhar to her house and was a 
perfect host to him. Then a thanksgiving festival 
was performed in the temple, followed by a dance 
performance by Valli. During the performance, one 
of her anklets (salangai) came off and she started 
losing her rhythm. The siddhar, noticing it, rushed to 
pick up the anklet and tied it again around the ankle 
of Valli. The villagers were shocked: one by one, they 
began to laugh, scorn and ridicule him. “He is a 
fraud! What kind of siddhar would do such a thing?”

Auroville and the tale of the broken lingam
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Upset, hurt and angry, the siddhar vowed to prove 
his devotion. He prayed to Lord Shiva to bring a 
shower of stones that would declare his innocence. 
The stones fell from the sky in such huge number 
that nothing was safe: the Lingam idol inside the 
temple was smashed into pieces and its fragments 
flew around in all directions. The siddhar cursed 
the villagers, saying that wherever the pieces fell, the 
land will become dry and parched.

The King, ministers and all the villagers realized their 
mistake and pleaded for forgiveness and mercy. The 
siddhar replied that the curse will only be lifted, and 
the land will only become fertile again when foreign 
people from far-off lands come here and make this 
place their home. 

Can it be a coincidence that, of all places, Mother’s 
vision of Auroville is growing here?

As we were going to press, we received the sad news 
that Pondicherry-based poet and translator ML 
Thangappa passed on after an illness of three months. 
We honour his work with two translations in this issue 
- from R. Meenakshi akka’s latest poetry collection, 
Pebble, and from his masterpiece Love Stands Alone, 
translations from the Tamil classics.

Born in 1934 in Tirunelveli, South Tamil Nadu, into 
a family of Tamil pandits, both his father and at 
least two of his uncles were Tamil teachers. He was a 
precocious child, able to recite scores of classic verses 
in traditional metres, whose influence can be clearly 
seen in his own precise approach to poetic form. 

He started writing in both in English and Tamil at 17, 
and has almost 50 books to his name. He was on 
the editorial board of the Tamil monthly, Thenmozhi 
(Words of Honey, 1962–67), and published a number 
of books of poetry and essays in Tamil. 

Following in his father’s footsteps, he taught Tamil, 
with a focus on classical literature, for over twenty-five 
years in government colleges around Pondicherry-
based until his retirement in 1994.

His translations from Tamil literature into English 
range from Sangam poetry and didactic poetry to 
the songs of Ramalingam Swamigal, Subramaniya 
Bharati and Bharatidasan. He has won the 
Bharatidasan Award (1991) of the Government of 
Tamil Nadu and the Sirpi Literary Award (2007) for 
lifetime achievement in poetry. Active in the Tamil 
language rights movement, he is also a founding 
member of the Puducherry Ecological Society. Two 

of his translations from the Tamil classics have been 
published as Penguin Classics: Love Stands Alone: 
Selections from Tamil Sangam Poetry and Red Lilies 
and Frightened Birds.

This deep familiarity with the language of the 
Sangam poems, so compact and formal compared to 
contemporary Tamil, is what enabled him to create 
such powerful, modern translations into English. 
He knew how to go beyond the formal linguistic 
constraints to the depth of the emotion: in his hands, 
the poems are uniquely alive in English too. 

In 2012, he was awarded the top prize for translation 
by the Sahitya Akademi, India’s top literary honour,  
for Love Stands Alone, which remains the most 
accessible introduction in English to the beauty and 
richness of classical Tamil akam and puram poetry.
He is survived by his wife Visalakshi, who is also a 
retired teacher and Tamil scholar, as well as their 
three children. His eyes and body have been donated 
to JIPMER Medical Research Centre, Pondicherry.

M.L.  Thangappa - A Pondicherry Literary Giant 
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Love Stands Alone - The Poetry 

KURUNTHOKAI    #174

In the desolate, rain-forsaken land
the twisted kalli’s pods
open with a crackle
frightening the mating pigeons
with their close-knit downy feathers.

He has left me languishing
‘In search of wealth’, he said.
He did not mind the risks on the way.

If it comes to that,
then in this world
wealth has all support
and love must stand alone.

Reprinted from the book, “Love Stands Alone” – selections from 
Tamil Sangam Poetry, translated by M.L.Thangappa and edited by 
A.R.Venkatachalapathy, Penguin India , 2013

PEBBLE - a Collection of poems by R.Meenakshi
(Review by Themina and N.Doraiswamy, Former Professors of English Literature, 

Presidency College, Chennai.)

Usually a poem loses its poetic beauty in translation. 
But to our great surprise and greater delight, the 
translation of “Koozhangal” (Pebble), a collection of 
Tamil poems by  poetess R.Meenakshi and translated 
by Professor M.L.Thangappa, Sahitya Akademi 
recipient, retains its original beauty and rich content.. 

Known for her deep love for nature and concern 
for the suffering of humankind, women’s rights in 
particular, her poems resonate with an unquenchable 
thirst to contribute to a better society, a vision firmly 
in alignment with the great modern Tamil poet, 
Bharathiyar.

Recently when we met her in Coimbatore, she was 
talking about a pebble that she had picked up on a 
river bed.  She was so endeared talking about the 
pebble, that we hadn’t realised that a pebble could 
carry within itself the whole universe. How could a 
pebble inspire so many poems with such varied ideas? 
The poem “The Evening Sky in our Hands” is 
translated so subtly that we feel the fragrance of wet 

grass caressing our nostrils. How easily the poet has 
been able to roll up the golden evening sky into the 
palm 
of her hand like a small handkerchief through her 
poetic imagination!

“Pebble” is a poem with a simple title but with a 
profound philosophy. The humble pebble has a 
philosophy to teach mankind, the highest being on 
the ladder of evolution. Allowing oneself to float with 
the tide of life like a pebble would shape one into a 
complete being.  

We wish we could write more on this collection and 
its translations. The translations are so pure and 
convey the thought contents of the original poems as 
clearly as they have been set down that we cannot help 
but wonder if the poet Meenakshi and the translator 
Professor M.L.Thangappa are twin souls sharing one 
mind. 

We look forward to more such amazing literary 
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ngz;zhW   

 
ngz;nzd;why; mts; 

Xu; MW.

,f;fiuapypUe;J

mf;fiuf;F khw

mtSf;Nf

jd;Dupik cz;L

mJ mtsJ  cs;shW.

ve;j MWk; mtSk;

,ul;ilg; gpwg;G.

elg;gJNghy; elg;ghs;

fplg;gJ Nghy; fplg;ghs;

,q;Fk; ,Ug;ghs;

mq;Fk; ,Ug;ghs;

,y;yhJk; ,Ug;ghs;

,y;yhJk; Nghths;.

MWjhd; mts; vd;whdJ

Mapuk; fpisahWfs;

tk;r MWfs;

$Lk; Fjpf;Fk;

jhz;Lk; jzpAk;

mfypf;Fk; xLq;Fk;

mizf;Fk;

Gwe;js;Sk;

,Ufuk; ePl;Lk;

NkYk; fPOk; Gul;Lk;

Mw;Wf;Fk; xU

,jak; cz;ly;yth?

ngz;Nz Xu; MW

fiuapy; ehzy;

eLtpy; jPT

cs;Ns Cw;W

CrpKidf; frpT

Xq;Ffly; ngUf;fk;.

Reprinted from $ohq;fy; (Pebble), a new Tamil-English anthology of R.Meenakshi’s work with translations by M.L.Thangappa, Dream 
Space Publications, Puducherry, 2018

works from Meenakshi and more such translations 
from Professor M.L.Thangappa. 

As has been suggested previously by Professor M.L. 

Thangappa, it is high time poetess R.Meenakshi is 
awarded a Nobel Prize for Literature.

A woman
is a river.

She has full freedom
to move from one bank
to the other.
It is her inner river.

A woman and a river
are twins.
For she walks like a river
Lies  down like a river

She is now here
and now there.
She is, and is not.
It has  become certain 
that she is a river
which has a thousand branches
and lines of descent.
They join together and jump
they spring up, they come down
they broaden, they shrink
they embrace and push away
they extend their two hands,
revolve up and down.

Even the river has a heart,
Doesn’t it?

A woman herself is a river,
reeds on the bank
island in the middle
and springs deep down…
Water oozes out
from a needle-point pore 
and swells into a forceful ocean.

WOMAN – A RIVER
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“Sweety! Take the goats to the shore for grazing. 
According to Kani, the grass is lush over there. But 
don’t you dare stray onto Rawuthar’s land, else we’ll 
all get slaughtered!”, shouted Senthamarai’s mother.  It 
was neither a request nor an order nor a warning -  but 
all three in one.

And so, head covered by her mother’s saree, Senthamarai 
set off to take the goats out grazing like she did every 
day -  with rice, porridge and pickle in her lunchbox, 
holding a stick and chewing on a karuvelankucci  twig 
. She felt like a Sir managing a bunch of naughty kids 
– yes, the goats were her naughty students and she 
was their Sir. The stick was keeping them in line, but 
she would never actually hurt them. It was something 
she learnt at school from Varadharaju Sir. He always 
looked menacing, brandishing his six foot long stick, 
but she never saw him hit anyone with it. He would 
only beat it on the ground.

She pretended to be him, making strange sounds 
and beating on the ground with the stick to keep her 
goats in line.  Once she was a student too. It was not 
that long ago that she used to rush to school in her 
uniform and with her yellow school bag - not because 
she actually cared about being on time, but because 
she was terrified of Rasanga Sir, who always punished 
latecomers. 

Senthamarai was good at school, and she liked 
being there more than being at home. She was never 
bothered by getting into trouble because she had 
dreams, dreams of making it big. There was only one 
female teacher at her school, Kanakavalli Teacher and 
all the girls idolised her. She used to tell them about 
her humble background and how she worked hard to 
reach her goal. Senthamarai also idolised her and she 
too dreamt of how she would lift her family upwards 
through her hard work and academic success.

She was the darling of the school, and everyone 
loved her. When Kanakavalli Teacher remarked to a 
colleague out loud that Senthamarai would follow in 
her footsteps, her joy knew no bounds. She felt like 
she was flying in the air. But as she got older, she began 
to realise the changes happening inside her, and in 
sadness what would become of her freedom.
As soon as she reached puberty in grade 8, her mother 
took her out of school. According to her mother, 
education is not a priority for girls: cooking and 

household chores are. And so, Senthamarai was kept at 
home and trained to be a good housewife. Her father 
tried to stand up for her but was powerless against her 
mother. It was Kanakavalli Teacher who eventually 
convinced her to let Senthamarai complete grade 8, by 
telling her she would get some financial compensation 
from the government. But afterwards, that was the end 
of her studies.

Senthamarai’s mother made sure that she learnt all 
the chores. It was like a school except there was no 
freedom, more like bonded labour. Senthamarai had 
a sister too. Soon they both were doing the chores 
and left with lot of time. So, her mother came up with 
a plan. She persuaded her father to buy goats as an 
investment for their future marriage expenses. 

“A goat kid costs 400 rupees in Singampidari market. 
In four years we may be able to sell it for 2000 rupees”, 
she said, presenting the business plan to her husband.
Senthamarai consoled herself by imagining grazing 
the goats outside school, where she would play out the 
role of a teacher. She used her old notebooks to create 
name tags for each one of the goats. She would do the 
roll call, give them snack and lunch breaks. Whenever 
a goat would straighten up to look around, she would 
discipline it. She felt her clipped wings loosen a little 
during that time. 

SACRIFICIAL GOAT
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One day she heard that someone called Meenakshi 
Teacher had come, and it gave her hope. Meenakshi 
Teacher was single as her husband worked abroad. 
She rented a room at the village elder’s house, a few 
blocks away from Senthamarai’s house. The first time 
she saw Senthamarai out grazing goats, she got angry 
and fought with her mother to send her to school, but 
in vain. “Maybe grazing goats is a curse from your 
teacher”, she remarked sadly - and it was true. As 
strange as it sounds, teachers used to verbally abuse and 
curse students to punish them. But not Senthamarai. 
Unlike plenty of others, she never gave anyone any 
reason to curse her. There were many young girls boys 
who had dropped out of school and would graze goats 
in their villages. It was normal for the children to lose 
interest in education and start grazing goats. But not 
Senthamarai. 

So Meenakshi Teacher came up with a plan. She said to 
Senthamarai, “Why don’t you graze the goats near the 
school? When you get to school, I will graze the goats 
for you and you can study”. So that’s how Senthamarai 
managed to finish grade 9. The goats grazed near the 
school on a dry Chettiyar lake bed. But soon disaster 
caught up with them: the goats went out of control 
and wreaked havoc in Maniyan’s farm. He complained 
and Senthamarai’s mother was livid, so she screamed 
at Meenakshi. With patient, good humour, Meenakshi 
replied that rather it was her poor grazing skills 
that were to blame for Senthamarai dropping out 
of school. The two of them continued to enjoy each 
other’s company even after Senthamarai stopped 
attending school. They would chit chat in the evenings 
at Meenakshi’s house until Meenakshi moved away. 
Before she left, she said something that made a strong 
impression on Senthamarai: “We earned freedom from 
the British - but I see it never reached your village and 
your village girls”. 

To fill the void left by Meenakshi Teacher, Senthamarai 
focused her attention on the goats. They became her 
world. In the herd of goats was a young goat kid. It 
was one month old and was always climbing on her 
lap and playing with her. Turning towards the herd, 
she announced that from now on, the kid would be 
called “Senthamarai”. Then she initiated the goat kid 
into her classroom.

Later that evening, when she returned home, she was 
shocked to see lot of guests. Her mother took her 
through the backyard and told her to shower and get 
dressed. She could smell a big feast being prepared in 
the kitchen. 

When she came out of the shower, her aunt gave 
her a new sari to wear and helped her get dressed. 
Senthamarai obeyed everyone. She heard a young goat 
kid crying, as if asking what all this fuss was about. 
Senthamarai looked out of the window and saw that 
her uncle was cleaning the young goat kid.
“Bring the girl!” someone called out. The crowd became 
bigger, the neighbours arrived. When Senthamarai 
stepped into the lounge, she saw a huge spread of fruits 
and flowers. The groom and his family were seated. 
Someone urged the groom to have a good look at the 
bride. Out of shyness and modesty, Senthamarai stood 
with bowed head. Somehow she managed to catch the 
groom’s eye. He looked like the butcher, Munusamy, 
dark and menacing. The young goat Senthamarai let 
out a heartbreaking wail.

The feast was elaborate. Senthamarai was instructed 
to serve the groom and her family. The groom’s father 
praised her father, “Great feast, brother! The goat 
meat was so tender and juicy. Hope we get more like 
this at the wedding!”. “Of course,” nodded her father. 
“Senthamarai serve the groom some mutton curry!” 
shouted the groom’s mother. And so, Senthamarai 
the young goat was drenched in curry and put on the 
groom’s plate.

Senthamarai’s mother was filled with pride when the 
groom’s mother complimented her for raising her 
daughter so well. Devastated, Senthamarai found 
herself back in her room. She could hear the mother 
goat wailing. Does she know that her kid has been 
slaughtered? The Senthamarais are scapegoats, their 
heart, wings and flesh torn into pieces. 
Isn’t it strange how emotions continue to throb, long 
after the heart is torn apart?

Translated version of short story in Tamil, “Baliyaadu” by 
S.Arunan, Kapilan Pathippagam, 2016.

  
Solution to the riddle: Human body!
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One day a keen linguistics student will do a thesis 
on the languages spoken in Auroville. We know the 
impressively long list of brother and sister nations’ 
languages spoken here, but let’s pay attention here to 
the English we speak, and how it affects us. English 
is our main language of interaction here despite 
Mother’s pronouncements that Tamil, French and 
Sanskrit should come first, so what type of English 
are we speaking – and why does it concern us in a 
magazine about Tamil ideas and culture?

This student might conclude that Auroville English 
is not British English (thankfully, old chum) and not 
Indian English (in this hotel I have thrice taken tiffin), 
but another variant altogether. Perhaps the closest 
researched variant is what is known as Globish, 
a simplified version of American English that 
functions as the international language of business 
and culture. Globish is a strictly practical language: 
out goes complex phrasing and delicacy: “Would you 
mind to pass the salt, sir?” and in comes directness 
and brevity: “Please give me salt.” Its buzz words and 
phrases are taken almost entirely from American teen 
pop and technology culture. So, you can go almost 
anywhere in the world today and hear entrepreneurs 
describing their Supramental-Pizza-Toppings app as 
‘awesome’ or a rival that ‘sucks’; while US companies 
continue to dominate technology and online content, 
this linguistic trend will only grow.

Which brings us to our main course today, the catch-
all Globish phrase No Problem. No Problem is the 
ultimate phrase in international discourse: a phrase to 
show that you are easy to work with, nice to be with, 
one of the good guys. Other people create problems 
– not me. I am totally problem-free, problem-less, 
nothing problematic about me whatsoever. And by 
being with me, there will be no problems for you 
either. What could possibly go wrong?

One of the first phrases you hear in Tamizh is parva 
illai (often shortened to par-val-le) – no problem. It’s 
a good answer to the question, yep-di i-ru-kin-ge? 
“How are you?”. Parvalle. No problem. Life is treating 
me well.

See if you can spot the potential sting in the following 
scene:

You walk into a station waiting room through an 

open door. A man is already sitting in the room. You 
close the door behind you and sit down.

Man - Rumba veyil. Kaduvu terundu kudukringla?
It’s hot in here. Can you open the door please?

You – Parvalle.
No problem (getting up to open the door)

The man starts to shout at you, and gets up to open 
the door himself.

What went wrong? If you need help in seeing the 
danger, we can simplify the conversation above as 
follows:

Man - I have a problem. (Can you help?)
You - I see no problem. (No, I won’t).

Suddenly our polite response doesn’t look quite so 
polite any more – in fact, it’s downright aggressive.

“No problem” is a classic illustration of the problems 
of directly translating from one culture to another. 
We can translate words and phrases directly, but 
often the culturally  In Globish or American English, 
no problem is often used to mean “OK” or “Yes”, 
whereas in Tamil, it can’t be used like that. It would 
be much better to simply say kandippa (certainly), or 
even Tanglish Yes sir.

Do you know of any other seemingly innocent phrases 
in English that can cause real problems translated in 
Tamil? Let us know at tamil@auroville.org.in

The Problem with No Problem
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I was born in Kuilapalayam on 27th June 1941, in 
a nattamai (traditional village head) family. My 
father, Chinnakanna Koundar was a periya nattamai 
(traditional village head) of five villages. I was the 
youngest of three kids: I have an elder brother and 
sister. I was named Ezhumalai because I was the 
seventh of the seven pregnancies my mother had. 
Ezhu in Tamil means the number seven. Only three 
of us survived.

Our family owned 17 kaani  of land. When Auroville 
was initiated by Mother in 1968, during the soil 
ceremony, we participated by offering earth from our 
lands.

I had my schooling in Bommayapalayam until Grade 
3 and then went to Kuilapalayam and Pondicherry 
where I finished my 8th Grade. After schooling, I 
joined the Hand Made Paper unit of Sri Aurobindo 
Ashram and later the Auroville Handmade Paper 
unit under R.S.Gupta. My hard work and loyalty at 
the paper unit earned me a job at the Villianur Khadi 
Board. I married my uncle’s daughter, Mangalakshmi 
when I was 21. We have 4 children: the eldest is 
Srinivasan, founder of Yatra Arts and Media ; after 
him comes Sivasankaran, who is a manager in a 
courier company; then my daughter Sivasankari; 
and my youngest, Sivakumar who is an artist. After 
retirement I followed my passion for agriculture 
and became a cashew farmer. My farms are in 
Kuilapalayam next to Pitchandikulam Forest and my 
acquaintance with Joss goes back to many years, when 
we worked together in resolving many land disputes.

While I was working with Auroville Papers, there 
was a workers strike. Some of the workers brought 
politicians from Pondicherry to gain support. This 
created a lot of issues as it went against the Charter 
of Auroville. I spoke with the agitators and eventually 
managed to get it to the point where a court ruling 
was made on Auroville’s behalf to keep political 
parties out of our affairs.

 My father, being a village nattamai, called 
for a village council meeting and discussed Mother’s 
vision with the elders. A consensus was reached and 
we decided to give some of our land to Auroville.

Mother always said that there is some power in the 

atmosphere of this place and that is why she chose 
this land to establish Auroville. I lived in the Ashram 
atmosphere for 14 years and have heard her sermons. 
She prepared us for a future where more and more 
people will come to Auroville,  and told us how we 
should welcome them.
 
I was fortunate to have a private darshan with the 
Mother on three occasions. I had a mentor named 
Kiran Chowdhary, who was very fond of me and 
organised the darshans. He was impressed by my 
service in the Ashram and the Handmade Paper unit. 
He would instruct me how to behave in front of The 
Mother: I should offer a lotus flower on a golden plate 
kept there and bow before her. She would smile and 
pick a petal from the flower. I never understood what 
she said as it was in English, but at times I managed 
to steal a glance at her. Her eyes were so powerful. It 
was with her Blessing that I was offered a job at the 
Khadi Board.

Changes over the last fifty years

Because we were nattamai of the village, our house 
was the first concrete one. We were eating idli 
and drinking coffee when others had only kuzhu 
(traditional ragi porridge). The creation of Auroville 
opened up several opportunities for the villages. Some 
foreigners like Joss came to our village. He was so 
generous, donated timber for our temple. Some were 
remembered by their nicknames, such as cigarette 
ayya rather than real names. One such Westerner was 
Popo, who was an engineer by profession and helped 
the villagers identify ground water tables and good 

Aurovilian at Heart
(Interview with long-time friend of Auroville, village elder Ezhumalai from Kuilapalayam)
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places to drill borewells. 
Village people were very simple, illiterate, with 
limited knowledge of the outside world: it was more 
like a semi-tribal life. In those days women wouldn’t 
wear blouses (under their saris), but now this has all 
changed. They had little opportunities other than 
home life and farmland where they would go for 
mulching before sunrise. Now they have learnt to 
ride bicycles - among many other skills - which has 
given them a sense of freedom and achievement. Our 
people have become civilised, more hygienic, properly 
educated, they learn English. Not only has Auroville 
created employment but people have also learnt new 
trades other than dry land agriculture. 

 Kuilapalayam has a special geographical location 
[up on the hill - ed.] - it is muttai (egg), like an island 
isolated from the neighbouring villages. It used to 
be known as muttagramam (the village of fools) but 
now that our people have learnt so many new skills – 
mechanic, welder, carpenter, miller, etc - it’s known as 
the “Singapore of Pondicherry”.

The village has been modernised thanks to Auroville, 
yet still we try to maintain our culture and values. My 
family was the first educated family in the village: only 
in 1961, after us, other families sent their children to 
schools and study. Although I was educated only to 
grade 8 (in those days that was good), I would go 
to farms and force kids from farms to go to school, 
physically drag them there.

My first Aurovillian acquaintances were Shymala, 
Varadharajan and Meenakshi. When Meenakshi came 
to Auroville, we were the first to host her at our family 
house.  I respect Meenakshi very much, because we 
have such a good trust-based relationship.

The people who came to create Auroville from outside 
were devotees of the Mother and strongly believed 
that early settlers like us should be respected and 
felt obligated to compensate us for our generosity in 
donating lands. So they took on the responsibility of 
education, renovating temples, clearing up the water 
catchment areas, paving roads, health and so on. 
I remember, we used to graze our cows under the 
Matrimandir banyan and we would to sit in the banyan 
itself to watch the cattle. All these lands belonged to 
us. There used to be a pond: now I can’t even recognise 

the place (in a good way). It has changed so much!
Advice to Newcomers and the importance of 
communicating

When new people come to Auroville, they should 
adapt to the lifestyle and principles of Auroville - the 
Charter - they should never question the Charter. 
Accept the Charter; do not try to change it. Whatever 
has been established in Auroville, follow it, and do not 
try to change it.

As a village nattamai, I have formally never joined 
Auroville, yet I am Aurovillian by heart and in the way 
I live. For the past four years I have been travelling 
around India on spiritual pilgrimages: Varanasi, the 
Himalayas, Mount Kailash. I am also involved in 
helping to clean up villages, separating and collecting 
plastic waste whenever I can. 

Today I am still nattamai of this village - just 
Kuilapalayam, unlike my father who was periya 
nattamai for 5 villages. I have always mediated and 
resolved issues through talks all throughout my life 
and my position as nattamai gives me the authority 
and opportunity to do that. In the past they were issues 
with villagers fighting to take over Joss’s Auroville land, 
but I sat with them and talked to them and made them 
realise it would not be maintained and looked after so 
well if they owned it. I am still respected as nattamai in 
the village. I guide them as a mentor for any issues and 
even the police will defer to our judgement. People 
used to move fences to encroach lands in Auroville. In 
such cases, I would visit the site and remove the fence. 
Because of my actions, I was threatened, but that did 
not scare me. I would talk to the people and take them 
to Matrimandir and help them find jobs in Auroville: 
that would solve most of the issues.  

There was an issue in a neighbouring village recently 
concerning land encroachment. I had a discussion 
with the villagers involved and told them that there 
is no need to be greedy and take things which are not 
ours, and it was resolved.

Remember the Charter of Auroville! Let us maintain 
harmony. Eat healthy food. Never forget God. 
Problems will come: when they come, sit and discuss. 
any problem can be solved by talking. 
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The palmyra is a symbol of Tamil Nadu, its state tree, 
and of the nearly 1 million trees that grow in India, 
over half of them grow here. The reverence in which 
it is held stems from the fact that every part of the tree 
can be used - fruit, seed, bark, leaves, wood, sap. 

Sucking the juice out of a nungu on a hot summer’s 
day, and then digging the seed out to eat the juicy, 
fragrant fruit, is one of the defining tastes of Tamil 
Nadu. The nungu is so much more than its fruit. Its 
abundance is legendary: a single palmyra tree can 
give 180 litres of palm juice, leaves for use in a keet 
roof, a kilogramme of shoots, two kilogrammes of 
thread, 6 kg of powdered fuel, hundreds of palm fruit 
for summer and the sap can be drunk as the local 
alcoholic toddy, or turned into jaggery (palm sugar). 
A single tree’s sap, after being boiled into a thick 
syrup, can give over twenty kilos of jaggery. 

Before the advent of paper, palmyra leaves were used 
as manuscripts. Early literary works were scratched 
onto palm leaves using a special writing tool called a 
ezhuthani. Professor M.L.Thangappa (see his obituary, 
this issue) recalls how in his  school they used to have 
palm leaf books in addition to text books printed on 
paper. The first few lessons were copied on palm leaf 
sheets and given to them to read.   

The palmyra tree also played a prominent role in 
creating communities based on occupations. One 
example is the nadar community who tap the tree 
to collect palm-sap and are responsible for jaggery 
making. The thick, black palm jaggery is known as 
karupatti (black cake) in the Southern districts of 
Tamil Nadu. Ellukarupatti (jaggery with sesame 
seeds) is a delicious sweet made in traditional Tamil 
households: when the boiling palm sap reaches the 
final stage, sesame seeds are mixed into it, stirred and 
poured into coconut shells moulds. The same recipe 
is pounded together in a mortar and small balls are 
made out of it, called the “ellurundai” (sesame balls). 
Professor M.L. Thangappa recalls the following 
humorous story about ellurundai, which gives some 
idea of the importance of ellurundai the tools used to 

make it in the village.

An urban man married a girl from the country, and 
the couple went to visit the girl’s mother. The mother-
in-law immediately offered him ellurundai as a 
country delicacy, but the son-in-law, who had urban 
airs and graces, considered it beneath his dignity to 
eat something as simple and refused. He couldn’t help 
noticing, however, how much all the children in the 
family were enjoying it, and so after a while he quietly 
asked a boy to give him a small piece, and put it in 
his mouth. It tasted divine. By that time, the children 
had eaten all the ellurundai cakes and he felt ashamed 
to ask his mother-in-law when he had already refused. 
In the kitchen, he noticed that some tiny particles of 
ellurundai had stuck to the stone mortar used to make 
the cake. So late that night, when everybody was asleep, 
he crept into the kitchen, stuck his head inside the big 
stone mortar and started to lick. He got so carried 
away, pushing deeper and deeper into the big mortar, 
that his head got stuck. He tried his best to pull it out, 
but he could not. So he cried for help. The family woke 
up and rushed into the kitchen, but their efforts to free 
his head were in vain. Finally one man rushed in with 
a chisel, and bent down to start chipping away at the 
hole.

“Wait a second!” cried the mother-in-law. “If you have 
break my dear son-in-law’s head, do it - but take care 
of the mortar! It’s a family heirloom!”

The Palmyra Palm in Tamil Culture
jpidj;Jiz ed;wpnrapDk; gidj;Jizahf;

nfhs;tu; gad;njupthu;

Tinaittunai nandrisayinum panaittunaiyaa 
kolvar payanteruvaar

To the one who is asked for help, it may be as trivial as a thinai grain, but to the one who asks for help, it may 
be as big as a palm tree!




