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An ordinary life, an extraordinary life

Sharada Venkatraman with Sarita her last grandchild (2008).
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Hyderabad, 1974
Dedicated to the memory of my father, Venkatraman Subramanyam (1926-1975),
who died long before he could see the fruits of the sacriﬁces he made for us.
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Author’s Foreword
A few words about my mother:
My mother, Sharada Venkatraman, has never led a country, never headed an
organization, and never launched a movement. In fact, she has never had a paid job.
Her main stage has been her family, in which she has played many roles throughout
the 85 years of her life – as daughter, elder sister, wife, daughter-in-law, sister-inlaw, mother, aunt, mother-in-law, grandmother and grandaunt. Outside her family,
her two most notable roles have been as a neighbour and a friend.
The many roles my mother has played have not been extraordinary. But the way
she has played them has certainly been so. Starting with her roles as a daughter and
elder sister, and in all the other roles that have followed throughout her long life, she
has taken her responsibilities seriously. She has done the very best she could, and
even more.
Over the years, she has faced and dealt with numerous obstacles, both large and
small. That is by no means extraordinary. But the way she did so certainly was. She
has dealt with challenge after challenge with courage, dignity and tenacity. And
whenever she has needed to, she has drawn upon huge resources of strength from
deep within, and also from around her.
Each responsibility shouldered, each commitment fulﬁlled, and each obstacle
overcome – has not been extraordinary in itself. But viewed as a whole, over eight
and-a-half decades, they represent a truly extraordinary life.
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A few words about this book:
The idea of writing something about my mother’s life came to me ﬁrst in the middle
of 2009, a few months before her 80th birthday. My initial plan – which was not fully
formed – was to gather and put together some recollections and reﬂections from her
six brothers and sisters, and their families; and also from us – her threesons and her
daughter, and our families.
I did not manage to do that. I managed only to get the many family members and
friends who came together for my mother’s grand 80th birthday celebrations to put
down their messages on a giant birthday card. And once the happy day passed, the
idea of a write-up passed with it.A year later, on a holiday in India, I decided to revive
the idea of the book. I asked my mother what she thought about it. She was game.
And so this project began.
I used my visits (once or twice a year) to Bengaluru (as Bangalore is now called), where
she lives, to gather information for the book. I began with one-to-one discussions
with my mother herself. More often than not we were not alone. My sister Malini,
and her son Pranav and daughter Deeksha – who live next door to my mother –
were part of most of these discussions. My wife Béatrice, my son Rohit, my elder
brother Shridhar and his wife Vinita joined in whenever they were present, as did my
mother’s youngest sibling, Geetha.
Initially, I asked my mother some questions and took notes. Later, as my drafts
evolved, I read them aloud to whoever was present, to verify dates and descriptions
and to ﬁll gaps. These readings and discussions in my mother’s drawing room - with
assorted family members sprawled on sofas, chairs, divans or on the ﬂoor - were
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valuable sources of facts and of nuance. They were mostly happy occasions; many
times, my project was swept aside in hilarious recollections of what someone said or
did years ago. But we also had some serious discussions about whether and how to
describe less-than-happy events.
My siblings and my mother’s siblings (notably my mother’s brothers Balan and
Natarajan, and her sister Geetha) reviewed drafts of the book, and helped ﬁll gaps
and correct factual errors. My sister-in-law Vinita also helped identify and correct
errors, including language errors. When the draft was ready, my nephew Pranav and
I trawled through family albums to choose photos to include in the book. So, this
has been a family project – initiated and shepherded by me – but very much a group
effort.
Two longstanding friends contributed to bringing the project to fruition. Glen
Williams, an Australian development writer-editor based in Oxford, England, has
edited the book. Glen edited and published my ﬁrst book in 1992, about my HIV
prevention work in Zambia. He has also inspired me to write stories of hope about
the work of unsung heroes around the world, as he has done. Neena Raina, who
works for the World Health Organization’s South East Asia Regional Ofﬁce in New
Delhi, India,put me in touch with Fountainhead Solutions, whose excellent team has
designed and published this book. I am deeply grateful to them both.

V Chandra-Mouli
August 2015, Geneva, Switzerland
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Photo Editor’s Foreword
My uncle asked me to work with him to choose the photos to include in this book
about my grandmother. I went through our family collection of photos and made
some initial choices. My uncle and I then looked at the photos alongside the text
and made the ﬁnal choices together. We then identiﬁed a photographic studio
(G K Vale and sons) which scanned the pictures and provided us with digital ﬁles.
We started this work many months ago, and completed it over several days during
my uncle’s visit in July-August 2015.
I had a wonderful time during the development of this book, listening to the stories
that my grandmother recounted about her life and about the doings of my mother and
my threeuncles. Combing through the photos was another fascinating experience,
as each one of them was accompanied by an interesting story. These photos are
really worth“a thousand words”. They make the text come alive.
Developing this book has been a wonderful experience. It has also brought us closer
as a family.
I had heard from my mother about the obstacles that my grandmother had faced
in her life, and about how she had overcome them through sheer determination.
Working on this book, I have come to appreciate and admire her even more. I am
proud to say that Sharada Venkatraman is my grandmother.
Pranav Shankaran
August 2015, Bengaluru
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Chapter 1:
A privileged and joyful childhood and youth
(1929 – 1954)
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Birth
Paravathi Subramaniam was born on 23rd September 1929, ten years before the start
of the Second World War and 18 years before India gained its independence. She was
named after her parental grandmother. While the name “Parvathi” was used in the
ofﬁcial context, for example, in school, the name “Sharada”1 was used at home.
Parvathi was born in her maternal grandfather’s home in Mangudi, Tanjore district,
in the Madras Presidency. Her mother, Visalakshi, was 16 years old at the time and
her father, Vyacherry Vaidyanathan Subramaniam (VVS), – then a civilian employee
of the British Indian Army - was 24.
Weeks after the birth of her ﬁrst child, Visalakshi joined her husband in the military
cantonment town of Secunderabad, in the princely State of Hyderabad, where he
was stationed.
The young couple was overjoyed that there were no
complications during the delivery and that their ﬁrst
child was born healthy and well.

Mother - Amma

Tiruchirappalli, 1970-71

Paravathi’s mother, Visalakshi Arunachalam, was born
in 1913 to a fairly well-to-do family in Mangudi, Tanjore
district. She was one of ﬁve children – two boys and three
girls. She had three elder siblings and a younger one.

Sharada says that she was named after the Sarada Act on preventing child marriage, which was passed in September
1929: http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Child_Marriage_Restraint_Act
1
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Visalakshi’s father owned and managed agricultural land. He was a strong-willed
and independent-minded person, but he was also renowned for treating his farm
workers kindly. That did not make him popular with the other landlords of the area.
On one occasion, when there were ﬂoods, he allowed his farm hands to come into his
house because their mud and thatch huts were ﬂooded. That was the proverbial last
straw. For that breach of tradition, he was excluded from then on from all weddings
and other social functions, and even forbidden from entering the community temple.
Throughout her life, Visalakshi had a strong sense of empathy and justice, something
she may well have learned from her father.
When Visalakshi was ﬁve years old, her mother died. In those days, other men in her
father’s situation would have remarried within weeks. He never did so. Instead, he
devoted his life to bringing up his ﬁve children.
Visalakshi was sent to the local Tamil medium school, where she studied up to class
ﬁve. It was at school that she developed her life-long passion for reading.

Sharada recalls: “My mother always told us that her father was a gentle and
affectionate man. When she was a little girl, he would plait her hair and help her
get dressed. And he would tell her and the other children fascinating stories.”

Visalakshi was married when she was 14 years old, not unusual in those days. Again,
as was perfectly common in her time, her marriage was arranged by her family and
she had very little say in the decision. She had little more than a quick glimpse of her
husband-to-be when he and his family came calling “to-see-the-girl”.
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Father –Naina 2
Visalakshi’s father, Vyacherry Vaidyanathan
Subramaniam (VVS), was born in 1905 to a
wealthy family in Malavalli, Mysore district.
His father was a civil engineer in the Mysore
government. The executive engineer to whom
he reported, Mokshakundam Visweswariah,
later became the Diwan of Mysore.
VVS was born with a proverbial silver spoon in
his mouth. His childhood home was a palatial
bungalow bustling with servants, and it was set
in a huge garden. He was one of eight children.
All his other siblings were girls. Being the only
male child and the last-but-one child in the
family, he was truly spoiled. Unfortunately,
disaster struck when he was ten years old.
While on a work-trip his father fell off the horse
he was riding and hurt his head. He managed
to get back on and ride home, but died a few
hours later. The last rites were performed in
their Malavalli house and then – in keeping
with Hindu tradition – VVS’s mother was taken
to her parents’ home. After a few days there,

Tiruchirappalli 1958.

2
Parvathi spent her early childhood in Secunderabad where Telugu is spoken. She learned to address her father using
the Telugu word – Naina, instead of the Tamil word – Appa. That term stuck. VVS was Naina to all his children, and to
the rest of the family.
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when she was on her way to Bangalore by train with a family escort, she was taken
ill and passed away in the train. Her body was taken to Malavalli, where she was
cremated.
Fortunately for the young orphan, his older sisters were already adults and married,
so they took on the role of foster parents. He did his schooling in Tiruchirappalli, and
his two-year Intermediate course and his Bachelor of Arts course at the Pachiappa
College in Madras. He then joined the civilian cadre of the British-Indian army as a
clerk.

Aunt –Atthai
Tripura Sundari, VVS’s younger sister, was born in
1908 – three years after her brother. Sundaram – as
she was affectionately called - was married in her midteen years and widowed even before she reached the
age of 20.
When her husband died, Sundaram’s parents were
already long dead. She moved in with her elder sister,
Kamalam, for a few years, and when her brother set up
his household, she moved in with the young couple.
A young Brahmin widow in South India during the
1920s had few options. Becoming a part of her brother’s
household was her best one. It gave her a sense of
Tiruchirappalli 1962.
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safety and of belonging. And unlike many less fortunate women in her situation, she
was treated with respect, not like a burden or an ill omen.
Sundaram was fortunate, but so were Parvathi’s parents. Visalakshi was ﬁve years
younger than Sundaram. She was ﬁnding her feet as a young bride and a mother.
She welcomed Sundaram into her household, and the two built a mutually supportive
relationship.
There were no really serious battles for power between the two women, but that did
not stop little spats occurring from time to time. Sharada and her siblings remember
how, after a row between the two, one or both would fast in apology or in protest for
a few days, until reconciliation was achieved.
Over the next forty years, Sundaram supported Visalakshi in facing many different
and difﬁcult challenges. And in the last years of her life, when she was paralysed as
a result of a stroke, Visalakshi nursed her with love and care. Sundaram died in 1968
in the bosom of her adopted family.
According to Geetha, Parvathi’s youngest sister: “Amma was the loving parent,
Atthai was the disciplining parent, and Naina was the often absent parent”.
Sundaram was ﬁercely loyal to VVS and his family. She was not afraid of antagonizing
family members and others, and did so on many occasions to protect the family
purse and other interests.
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“Atthai fought like a tiger to protect Tatha when his sisters tried to get him to
give them money, jewellery or land. They hated her and tried everything they
could to poison Tatha’s mind about her.”

Early Childhood
Parvathi spent her early childhood in Bolarum, Secunderabad and Bangalore, where
her father had been posted.
Her mother and her widowed paternal aunt, who had joined the household, cared for
her and the two children who followed her – Balan (born in 1932 in Secunderabad)
and Saraswati (born in 1936 in Bangalore).

Sharada’s face lights up when she recalls some of
the trouble she caused her parents
On one occasion Parvathi’s brother, Balan, was not listening to her repeated
calls to him to come into the house. She threatened to call a policeman. It just
happened that a policeman was passing by on his bicycle. Parvathi told him
that her brother was being naughty and asked him to take the boy away. The
policeman listened, nodded his head and then placed her little brother on the
bicycle’s carrier and cycled off. Parvathi was in shock. She ran into the house
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to report to her mother and aunt. After a hurried and tearful explanation, the
three of them ran out to look for the policeman. After a few minutes, the good
man, who had taken the little boy around the block, turned up with him, safe and
happy.
Parvathi was enrolled in the Keyes High School of Girls. (Many years later, her
daughter would attend the same school.) “I was a naughty girl” she recalls.
“I would give away all my things – ribbons, bangles, hair bands - to my friends.
They liked that very much but it made Amma and Atthai angry.”
“Once I lit a match and threw it into a huge bowl containing Diwali ﬁre crackers,
causing everyone a big fright.”
“I put on Atthai’s gold necklace and went to school one day, leaving the whole
household to believe that it had been stolen.”
“Once, when I was on a school bus, I asked the driver to stop. He did not listen to
me. So I threw one of my anklets out of the window. The other girls screamed to
him to stop the bus. This made him very angry. When we reached home, he held
my hand tightly, walked me to my parents and promised them that he would
never take me on his bus again.”
“One of my friends had dropped a pencil on a parapet wall at school. Without a
thought, I jumped down to the parapet to get it. Afterwards I realized that I could
not climb up again. I decided to jump to the ground. All the girls cheered me on,
so I jumped down. Luckily I was not hurt. But the principal was livid and sent a
sealed letter home to my parents, who were not pleased.”
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Later childhood
In 1939, when Parvathi was 7 years old, her father was posted to Lorelai, a garrison
town in what was then the North Western Frontier province and is now part of
Pakistan.
The family – Parvathi’s father, mother, paternal aunt and the three children – ﬁrst
went to Bombay by train, then to Karachi by boat and then made a three-day long
bus journey to Lorelai. After a year in Lorelai, the family moved to nearby Quetta.
Lorelai and Quetta were different from Secunderabad in every conceivable way – the
climate, the vegetation, the goods and services available in the market place, and
also the people and their way of life.
The local schools were very basic and all the teaching was in Pashto, which the
children did not speak. The family decided not to send the children to school.
Parvathi spent some time every day studying at home and helping with cooking and
cleaning. She was also charged with keeping her siblings occupied, and with keeping
an eye on them when they were out of the house. This was a challenge because they
had no playmates. After breakfast every morning Parvathi took her siblings outside.
Whenever there was a hockey game on in the nearby Army playgrounds, they would
go over to watch it. Sharada and her ﬁrst brother, Balan, both recall that he was hit
on the forehead by a hockey ball, causing a swelling almost as big as the ball. On
another occasion, Balan got muddy playing in the dirt. To avoid being found out,
Parvathi licked him clean.
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Parvathi took her child care duties seriously. Soon after their arrival in Lorelai, all
the adults in the family - her father, mother and aunt – contracted malaria. They
lay delirious with a high fever for several days. During a lucid moment, her father
staggered to the house of a fellow Army ofﬁcer who lived next door and asked them
to feed the children.
Parvathi harassed the ofﬁcer’s wife to give her sister glasses of milk regularly. And
when the kind woman made chapattis – unleavened ﬂatbread, Parvathi jumped up
to take them off the pan and put them straight onto her brother’s plate.

Sharada has fond memories of her time in
Lorelai and Quetta
“There were long rows of camel caravans there, passing through the towns.”
There were wonderful fruits – large and tasty seedless grapes, apples and exotic
fruits whose names I don’t know.
“Near Naina’s ofﬁce there were long rows of pink rose bushes. The rose petals
smelt and tasted lovely. Once Amma and Attai made rose jam. We all ate it with
relish and then were running to the toilet with diarrhoea for the next few days.”
“Once when Naina and I went to buy fruits at the local market, he had an
exchange of words with a big Pathan, who pressed him for a ﬁght. Naina was
only half his size but, using ﬁghting skills he had learned in the Army, he threw
him on the ground”. Thankfully, the incident ended with handshakes and back
patting, and Parvathi and her father went home safely with their basket of
fruits.”

| 10

“In the long cold winters, there was always a huge ﬁre going in our house. The
ﬁre and the thick rugs on the ﬂoor kept us warm. Running water was scarce. The
Pathan women who lived nearby – in the households of fellow Army ofﬁcers –
would cook on open ﬁres in front of their homes, and after the meal, would use
ash and snow to clean their dirty dishes. To keep the food going cold even as
people ate, plates were placed on a little charcoal burner – a sigri.”
Parvathi still has memories of the terrible earthquake that struck Quetta in 1939.
“Many people died. Some lucky ones were buried for days and pulled out alive.”
Life went on for VVS and Visalakshi. In 1939 her fourth child – a boy – Natarajan,
was delivered at home by her sister-in-law.

Youth
In 1940, the family made the long journey back to Secunderabad.
The Second World War had started in September 1939. VVS was called to Poona,
where he was selected to join the British Indian Army as a combatant, and sent to
Tiruchirappalli in what was then Madras Presidency, where a force was being raised
to ﬁght in Africa in 1940-41.
The family moved with him to Tiruchirappalli. Parvathi and her sister were enrolled
at the St Joseph’s Girls High School and her brother Balan at the Campion Boys’ High
School.
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When VVS was posted out again, Parvathi’s parents and aunt decided then that it
would be less disruptive for the children’s schooling if the family stayed put in one
place. Over the next sixteen years VVS was posted regularly from one station to
another. This included a stint in present-day Iraq as part of the Allied World War II
operations.
St Joseph’s is run by the Catholic church.
When Parvathi joined the school in
1941 almost all the teachers were nuns;
most of them were Europeans or North
Americans and only a few were Indians.
She still remembers one of the Indian
nuns clearly – a Sister Eugene, her class
teacher in Class Seven.
At the end of her ﬁrst year in Sharada playing the veena at home in Tiruchirappalli,
1946-47
Tiruchirappalli, Parvathi took her ﬁrst
external examination – the Class Seven examination – and passed with good grades.
She continued at St Joseph’s until she completed her schooling. She passed her
second external examination at the end of Class Ten, also with good grades.
During this period there were many changes on the home front. Sharada remembers
that the family moved houses many times. And the family continued to grow.
Ramkumar, Parvathi’s youngest brother, was born in 1943, and her two youngest
sisters, Vijayalakshmi and Geetha, were born in 1947 and 1953 respectively.
Vijayalakshmi was born in the year that India gained its independence. Her name
Vijaya – victory – was chosen to commemorate this momentous event.
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Parvathi’s father visited the family regularly. The older children looked forward
to his visits. For example, Parvathi loved the extra attention she got when her
impressive uniformed father came to school to meet her teachers. But to the
younger ones he was somewhat of a stranger. Parvathi recalls that her younger
brother,Ramkumar, would follow their father at a safe distance to observe what
he was doing and then report to the household: “That man is using our body
powder…”
In 1947 when Parvathi was 18 years old, India gained
its independence after 200 years of British occupation.
Parvathi and a whole generation of Indian girls were
struggling to undo the shackles that held them down
and to gain their individual independence.
Parvathi had successfully completed her two-year
intermediate course in 1949 and had been offered a place
at the Holy Cross Women’s College, where she wanted
to study English, Mathematics and Physics. Her father’s
elder sisters urged him not to send her to university. “It
will be difﬁcult to ﬁnd her a husband to match her level
of education” they said. Parvathi persevered. Luckily
for her, her paternal aunts were unable to prevail upon
her father and he allowed her to go to university. She
completed her two-year Bachelor of Arts course with
ﬂying colours in 1951.

Tiruchirappalli, 1950.
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During her two-year intermediate course (1947-49), Parvathi took to wearing
the traditional Tamilian davini – a skirt which came down to the ankles and a
separate piece of decorated cloth to wear over her blouse. During her two-year
degree course (1949-51), she took to wearing silk saris every day. That led to
her friends calling her Pattu-podavai-Parvathi (Silk-Sari-Parvathi).
Parvathi’s adolescence and early adulthood were sheltered and comfortable.
She was dropped off and picked up from school in a chauffeur-driven car. There
were helpers at home to do the household chores such as cooking and cleaning,
as well as the outside chores such as shopping. The house-help workers were
managed with an iron hand by her aunt, so she really did feel the absence of her
father. She helped her siblings with their school work and was also glad to chip
in with household tasks.
Though she was aware of what was unfolding, Parvathi’s life was not directly
touched by the turmoil of the Quit India movement, and the violence that
preceded and followed India’s Declaration of Independence. She remembers
joining a huge crowd, on a scorching summer’s day, to see Mahatma Gandhi
when he visited Tiruchirappalli on one of his lengthy rail journeys across the
country. Parvathi and her friends waved their hand-painted Indian ﬂags and
sang patriotic songs.

Memories of some incidents that occurred in those days make her chuckle but must
have been more upsetting then.
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Once, when she was prostrating before the images and idols of Gods and
Goddesses in the family’s Swami room (literally “God’s room”), her hair caught
ﬁre. Luckily one of the housemaids put out the ﬁre because any serious damage
was done.
One of the tributaries of the mighty Cauvery river passed not far from one of
the houses that the family lived in. On warm days there were often groups of
little children jumping and splashing in the river, and obviously having a lot of
fun. Parvathi’s brother Balan kept asking the adults to be taken to play in the
river. None of them obliged. “Taking pity on him, I took him swimming one
day. I asked him to take off his shirt and pants and jump in, in his underpants.
The current was strong and he was getting carried away. Luckily, one of our
servants – Chappani – came by, just at that moment. He jumped in and saved
Balu from being carried away, and saved his life. Chappani exacted a price for
his silence,” Parvathi said. “He demanded that I give him all my evening snacks
for many weeks.”
When Parvathi was in college, a young man next door was interested in
making contact with her. He tried to strike up a conversation and on a couple of
occasions reached out to shake hands with her. Parvathi’s aunt did not approve
of this. Her strategy was as simple as it was effective. The next time she and
Parvathi passed the boy, she handed him a ball of dried cow dung – still used in
India to light ﬁres. The young man was never to be seen again.
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Marriage
When Parvathi completed her university studies she was 22 years old. Her father
forbade her from taking up a job and she had no choice but to abide by his decision.
A search for a husband, which had begun while she was in university, was stepped
up in earnest. Her father, mother and aunt scrutinized matrimonial announcements
placed in newspapers by families looking for brides for their sons, sent out and
requested family histories, horoscopes and photographs, sought the advice of
astrologers and family members when responses were received, and replied to them
all. Over the next two years there were many promising matches, but none seemed
just right. Parvathi’s father’s elder sisters started to say: “We told you so”.
While the matrimonial announcement
mechanism failed to deliver, the wordof-mouth mechanism did. Parvathi’s
father was posted in Bangalore,
andone of his colleagues – Captain
Seetharaman – put him in touch
with Dr S. S. Aiyar, who was looking
for a bride for his son. In exchanges
between VVS and Dr Aiyar, both
agreed that their family standings
and their son’s/daugher’s horoscopes
matched well, and in addition both
said that they liked what they saw in
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Bangalore, 10th June 1954.

the photos that were exchanged. As a next step, a day was set for the groom and his
family to visit the home of the prospective bride.
One fateful afternoon, VVS’s chauffeur-driven car, polished even more than usual,
went to pick up the groom, his parents, and his brother and sister. The family came
over for tea and stayed for a little more than an hour. The parents of the prospective
bride and of the groom exchanged pleasantries and made polite enquiries and
greedily gathered information for analysis. The bride and the groom spoke very little,
and did not look at or speak to each other directly.
VVS’s driver dropped the groom’s family home and returned to say that - from the
conversation he had overheard in the car - they were keen to proceed further. A
conﬁrmatory phone call followed shortly. Parvathi’s parents and aunt were positive
too. And she too liked what she had learned about her prospective husband. She
consented to the marriage.
VVS called Dr Aiyar with the good news, and soon afterwards went over to the latter’s
house to discuss arrangements for the marriage. Dr Aiyar told VVS three things that
the father of any bride in India would have liked to hear - that he did not expect any
dowry payment, that he would not specify the type or quantity of jewelryto be given
to the bride, and that he wanted the wedding to be simple. “You have other daughters
who need to be married,” the good man told VVS. He added that, during the leadup to the marriage ceremony and during the marriage itself, if any of his family
members made comments questioning what they had agreed upon, VVS should
ignore them. With that the two Indian gentlemen schooled in the British colonial
tradition, concluded a gentleman’s agreement.
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Parvathi and Venkatraman were married on 10th
June 1954. The marriage and the reception took
place at the Vishweshwarapuram marriage hall
in Bangalore.“Everything went well, and everyone
was very happy,” Parvathi recalls.

Husband - Venkatraman
(alias Pichai)

Nobel laureate Prof C V Raman, a family
member, at the marriage reception.

Venkatraman was born in Bangalore, the capital of what is now Karnataka State, on
the 15th of December 1926. He was the second of three children, and had an elder
brother and a younger sister.
Venkatraman’s parents were from wealthy, cultured and inﬂuential
families. His mother’s elder brother was the Diwan – the head
of
government - of the erstwhile royal State of Bharatpur. His father,
Dr Swaminathan Subramanyam Aiyar, had
a Doctor of Philosophy degree in Chemistry
from the University of Wisconsin, USA.
His mother was a home maker.

Venkatraman (left), his sister Padmini and his elder
brother Swaminathan (to the right); 1936.
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When Venkatraman was a small child, he
fell seriously ill. His condition was so bad
that his parents feared that he would not
survive the illness. They prayed for his

recovery. When the child recovered, his parents saw this as a miracle, as ”alms” from
God and called their son pichai. Till the end, that was how his parents, aunts, uncles
and siblings called him.
Venkatraman’s father was a Central Government ofﬁcial. When Venkatraman was
a small child, his father was posted to New Delhi. He was then moved to Bombay,
where he was appointed as the Chief Chemist in the Customs department – the ﬁrst
Indian to hold that post.
So the little South Indian boy spent his early childhood in New Delhi and his later
childhood and adolescence in Bombay. He completed his schooling at the Don
Bosco school. He then studied commerce at university and joined a reputed ﬁrm of
Chartered Accountants – Bilimoria and Company – to study and work to become a
Chartered Accountant.
Venkatraman was a good student. Sharada recalls with pride that he was one of
a handful of students who passed his Chartered Accountancy exams at the ﬁrst
attempt, and with ﬂying colours.
A logical next step was taking the competitive Indian Administrative Service exam
– an annual exam which is still used to recruit young men and women and place
them in administrative and managerial positions, and groom them to become future
government leaders. Venkatraman was successful and was assigned to the Indian
Revenue Service.
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He wanted to stay on and build his career at
Bilimoria and Company, but his parents insisted
that he take up the Central Government job that
he had been offered. He deferred to their wishes
and took up the post as an Income Tax Ofﬁcer in
Bombay, Maharashtra State.
During his late teenage years and his twenties,
Venkatraman took up membership of the
RSS - the Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh, an
organization working to build Hindu pride and
nationalistic spirit. He participated in meetings
of the organization and in exercise sessions and
rallies in Bombay’s famous Shivaji Park.

Bombay, 1950-51.

Closing reﬂections
Sharada grew up in a wealthy and inﬂuential family,
and which was loving and close-knit. As the ﬁrst of
seven siblings and with a father who was often away
for extended periods, she learned early on that she
would be called upon and relied upon. She learned
to take charge. The bedrock of conﬁdence and
strength that she would displayin the years ahead
were established in her formative years.
Tiruchirappalli, 1950.
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Chapter 2:
The Bombay years (1954 to 1972)
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A young newly-wed woman ﬁnding her
feet in Bombay
On the day of her marriage, Parvathi
took on her husband’s family name. As
indicated in the previous chapter, while
she was known as Parvathi in school
and college, she was called Sharada at
home. Venkatraman’s parents asked
her to use that name in the new role
that she was stepping into through her
marriage.
After her wedding, Parvathi and her new
husband stayed for a few days with his
Bangalore railway station, June 1954.
parents in their Basuvangudi home in
Bangalore. They then set off for their life together in Bombay. Venkatraman’s mother
accompanied them and stayed on for a week to help Sharada settle into her new life.
Their ﬁrst home together was a small ﬂat in Worli, a middle-class neighbourhood of
Bombay. For Sharada the ﬂat - which consisted of just one room - must have been
a bit of a shock, even though her mother-in-law had told her what to expect. But
she was game. Her husband had lived the life of a bachelor, barely able to fend for
himself, and she was determined to make a comfortable home for him and to feed
him well.

| 22

Venkatraman was close
to his maternal aunt,
Sundaram, who lived
with her husband and
four children in Dadar, a
suburb of Bombay. Before
his marriage, he had
spent most weekends
with his aunt’s family.
Sundaram
welcomed
Sharada like a daughter.
For Sharada, who was
The young couple visiting Sharada’s family.Sharada’s father, mother and aunt
just ﬁnding her feet in
are seated second, third and fourth from the right
her new roles as wife and
homemaker, Sundaram was a wonderful mentor and ally.
Sharada settled quickly into her new life. The next two years were happy ones for the
young couple. They were invited to the homes of Venkatraman’s colleagues. They
visited the museums, monuments and parks of the magniﬁcent city of Bombay.
They shifted to a bigger ﬂat in the same apartment block and furnished it with care.
The extra space made it easier for them to host visitors, including their parents and
siblings.
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The young couple visiting Sharada’s
family.Sharada’s father, mother and aunt
are seated second, third and fourth from
the right.
The young couple visiting Venkatraman’
family in Bangalore.Venkatraman’s father
is standing in the middle, and his mother
is seated third from the right.
The young couple visiting Venkatraman’ family in
Bangalore. Venkatraman’s father is standing in the
middle, and his mother is seated third from the right

Motherhood
On November 20th 1956 – a little under 2½ years after
her marriage, Sharada became a mother. She was
27. Her son, Shridhar, the ﬁrst of four children, was
born in her parents’ home town of Tiruchirappalli.
Her pregnancy and childbirth in the Child Jesus
Hospital were trouble-free.
Motherhood brought a sense of fulﬁllment but it
also brought with it child care responsibilities which
fell largely on her shoulders.
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Prayer ceremony to offer thanks and seek
blessings for Sharada’s ﬁrst pregnancy,
Bangalore, 1956

One of Sharada’s lasting memories
of the period is not a happy one.
It occurred on 15th August 1957,
the 10th anniversary of India’s
independence. Later she recalled:
“We went out to join in the
celebrations. We joined the crowds
from around 6 p.m. to 3 a.m. I carried
Shridhar, who was a lively tenmonth old baby for almost the entire
period,” she recalls. “When I gave
him to Appa3, he would hold him for
just a few minutes and then pass
him back to me.” That event was a
portent for the future. Venkatraman
was a respectful husband, but he
was of little help with the children or
with house work.

The couple and Venkatraman’s mother with their ﬁrst two
children, Bangalore, 1959

When Sharada was 29 she became a mother for the second time. A second boy,
Chandra Mouli, was born on the 10th of August 1958.
That year also saw the growing family move from the unpretentious neighbourhood
of Worli to the relatively upmarket neighbourhood of Peddar Road on Cumballa
Hill. There they moved into a ﬂat in one of the two newly constructed apartment
blocks in the Income Tax Ofﬁcers’ Colony. The B block had 6 ﬂoors, with four ﬂats
Appa means father in Tamil.

3
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on each ﬂoor. The family’s ﬂat was on the third
ﬂoor. Sharada and Venkatraman settled into
the modern and spacious ﬂat. They found
the Colony friendly and welcoming. It had
play areas for the children, a club house with
a reading room, table tennis and pool tables,
and lovely tree-lined streets nearby. But they
also discovered that the neighbourhood shops
charged much more than the ones they had
frequented in Worli.
Sharada had her hands full with her toddler
and her baby. In addition to feeding, washing,
bathing and clothing them, she had to keep
a close eye on Shridhar, who was often up to
some mischief, for example, checking if his
mother’s warnings that he could hurt himself
if he touched the hot plate of the cooker were
really true.
The two children were generally healthy. When
Bombay, 1960
they were ill with routine childhood illnesses,
Sharada and Venkatraman took them to Dr. Bose, a kindly doctor.
In 1962, Sharada gave birth to another boy, whom they named Sheshashayee. In the
same year, the family moved to a more spacious ﬂat in the ﬁrst ﬂoor of A block.
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Some events involving the children stand out in
Sharada’s memory
One day Shridhar – who was about two years old then - locked himself in the
bedroom. With the help of Venkatraman’s parents, who were visiting, Sharada
tried for a long time to get him to unlock the door but failed. So, granddad
carefully eased himself on the ledge of the third-ﬂoor ﬂat, from a drawing room
window, walked carefully along it and climbed into the bedroom window to set
his grandson free.
One day, when Shridhar was a little boy and
Chandra Mouli still a toddler, Sharada went
to check on the boys, who were surprisingly
quiet. She discovered that the room was full of
tiny black curls. Shridhar had given his little
brother a haircut. On another similar occasion,
he rubbed Burnol – a soothing cream used to
treat skin burns – into his little brother’s eyes.

An iconic family photo of Sheshashayee
at Sharada’s ﬁrst brother – Balan’s,
wedding, Madras, 1963

Sheshashayee was a little bundle of energy.
One afternoon, when he was about a year old,
he heard the sounds of children playing in the
balcony of the adjacent ﬂat, scrambled up onto
a wooden stool, reached over the balcony to
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see what was happening and fell over! Sharada and the two older children raced
down the stairs to reach him. Luckily, he had landed on a cushion of thick grass.
As soon as Venkatraman returned from work, they took the child to their family
doctor. They were extremely relieved to learn that there were no serious injuries.
Sharada recalls another story about Sheshashayee, which is now part of family
legend: ”One day he saw Vajra (the wife of Sharada’s ﬁrst brother, Balan’s)
bathing and clothing her daughter Janani, who was three months old at the time.
He saw Vajra applying black eye liner to her eyes. After she left the room little
Sheshashayee rubbed eye liner all over her face and then wiped off his soiled
hands on the bed clothes and walls. Vajra’s heart nearly stopped when she came
back.”
Just months after Sheshashayee was born, Venkatraman’s elder brother,
Swaminathan, his wife Vasantha and their two older children, came to stay with the
family. They stayed for a year while Swaminathan searched for a job. Venkatraman
and Sharada were happy to help but little tensions between Swaminathan and
Vasantha, and between the two women, soured the peace from time to time.
Towards the end of 1963, Sharada felt tired and ill. Tests revealed that she had
pulmonary tuberculosis. She was put on anti-tuberculosis treatment, and recovered
over the next few weeks.
On November 15th 1964, Sharada gave birth to her fourth and last child – a girl - that
she and husband and others had been hoping for. They named her Padma Malini
(Malini for short). In August that year, three months before Malini was born, Sharada’s
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brother Balan and his wife
Vajra paid the family a visit.
On the advice of Sharada’s
gynaecologist-obstetrician
– a kindly woman called
Dr. Alimchandani – they
took Sheshashayee (who was
nearly 2 ½ years old then) with
them to New Delhi, to reduce
Sharada’s work load.They
returned him a few months
later, when the family got
together for the wedding of
Natarajan, Sharada’s second
brother.

Sheshashayee with Sharada’s ﬁrst brother Balan, his wife Vajra and their
ﬁrst daughter Janani, New Delhi, 1965

Towards the end of 1964,
when Sharada underwent a minor abdominal operation, signs of tuberculosis were
detected again. Venkatraman’s mother came over to help her with the housework.
She brought with her a cook, who stayed with the family for six months. Friends
also chipped in, Prema and Srinivas Murthy – a kindly Konkani family – were
especially supportive. Wadia, the wonderful Parsi woman whose KamKassa preschool Chandra Mouli, Sheshashayee and then Malini attended, also helped out, for
instance, by walking Sheshashayee home after school. Slowly Sharada overcame her
infection and regained her strength.
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A band of rascals

Sharada and her four children during a visit to a
military station outside Poona where her brother
Balan was stationed, Poona, 1965-66

The three boys gave poor Sharada a tough
time. They went through four sets of clothes
every day. They came back from school and
from play sessions in the Colony’s grounds in
clothes which were muddied and ﬁlthy and
sometimes torn. Because of their reputation
of being ”hungry, noisy and naughty”, Sharada
found it hard to ﬁnd willing neighbours to leave
them with for an hour or so, if she an errand to
run.

Money concerns
By 1964, the family had four children. Household expenses rose steadily with the
growing family. The cost of living rose as well. To add to the expense, Venkatraman
needed to send some money every month to his father for the construction of his
house on a plot of land in the Jayanagar suburb of Bangalore.
What was a comfortable salary for a newly married couple in 1954 was only barely
enough for this six-member family ten years later. The ﬁnancial pressures that would
dog Sharada for the next 40 years showed up for the ﬁrst time.
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The tight ﬁnancial situation had an effect on the
children as well
Sharada recalls: “The children were surrounded by classmates and friends who
had money to buy snacks and drinks. They wanted pocket money too. We could
not afford this.”
Sharada caught Shridhar, Chandra Mouli and Malini stealing small amounts
of money from home. This pained her. She made sure that money was not left
around for them to ﬁnd it. At times, she asked their teachers to keep an eye on
them, and to tell her if they came to school with money to spend. She recalls
that the teachers were always helpful and supportive.

Everyday joys
Sharada worked hard to make sure that her family felt loved and cared for. The
children went to an excellent school – The Hill Grange High School – a short and
safe walk from home. Sharada kept in touch with their teachers and helped them
with their studies. After school the children had a set routine – a snack, some
homework, play time in the Colony grounds, back at home for a wash, a brief prayer,
dinner and bed. The weekends ran to a routine too. On Saturdays, the children went
to Scouts meetings, and to BalVihaar classes (of which more later). On Sundays,
they waited eagerly for the comics that came with the weekend edition of the
Times of India. Sharada gave them oil baths once-a-week, accompanied by a special
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treat – a cup of tea. All four children
were then required to do some school
work, after which they were free for
the day. On some Sunday afternoons
she made snacks – such as pakoras
– for the family, while Venkatraman
listened to the cricket commentary
on the Philips radio and the children
breezed in and out. On other Sundays,
the family visited relatives in Bombay.
These visits were often day-long
affairs with a long bus ride out, a
leisurely day or half-day visit with
meals thrown in, and a late bus ride
back home. On other days, the family
Malini and Sheshashayee visiting the Victoria Zoo in
would visit temples: the MahaLakshmi
Bombay, 1970-71.
temple in Haji Ali and the Siddhi
Vinayak temple in Prabhadevi were favourites. Occasionally they went to Carnatic
music and Bharatanatyam dance performances.
Venkatraman and Sharada had a small but close circle of friends, whom they visited
with regularly. As long-standing residents of the Income Tax Colony they also
developed close relationships with the staff – Lala the huge Pathani security guard,
Kashinath the liftman, Gopal the milkman, Raman the garbage man, and with the
assorted vendors of brown bread, South Indian groceries, newspapers and comic
books.
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When the family ﬁrst moved to the Income Tax Colony in 1958, it had two new
apartment blocks – A and B, and two older ones – the Durbanga mansions. Over the
years, two additional apartment blocks were added – C and D. With this the number
of families increased and there were more activities carried out by the Colony
community. The family participated in festivals that were celebrated in the Colony
such as Holi, Ganesh Chaturthi and Diwali. Sharada enrolled the children in variety
entertainment shows held to celebrate Ganesh Chaturthi. She recalls with pride
that Shridhar won a prize in a fancy dress competition dressed as nariyal-paniwala
(a street vendor selling coconut water) and Sheshashayee dressed as a Pathan with
a beard fashioned from older brothers’ locks.
Sharada also celebrated Hindu festivals such as Navaratri and Kartikei, in the
Tamil Brahmin tradition. The children looked forward to the delicious eats and the
ceremonies associated with each festival, for instance, the elaborate displays that
were put up in the drawing room for the nine-day Navaratri festival. Sharada enrolled
the children in the BalVihaar (child development) classes run by the Chinmaya
Mission. They participated in 90-minute classes once a week, where they learned
to understand the meanings of Hindu prayers and also learned how to chant or sing
them. They also discussed stories with moral themes.
Venkatraman and Sharada always had a little dedicated prayer room. They spent
sometime every morning and again in the evening in prayer. The children were
taught to respect this quiet time and to say their prayers/bow to the images and
idols of Gods and Goddesses, before setting off for school in the morning and before
dinner at night.
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Relatives visited from time to time. The family took them sight-seeing in and around
Bombay – to the Hanging Gardens, the Gateway of India and the Ajanta and Ellora
caves.
Once a year, for the summer holidays, the family visited Venkatraman’s parents
in Bangalore and Sharada’s parents in Tiruchirappalli. Train tickets needed to be
purchased months in advance. Shridhar has memories of waiting with his father
overnight in long queues at the Victoria Terminus Railway Station to purchase those
precious tickets.
Venkatraman’s siblings had been married before he was. Sharada, on the other hand,
was the ﬁrst to be married in her family. Over the years, they joined Sharada’sfamily
in a series of marriage celebrations – Saraswati (1962, Tiruchirappalli), Balan (1963,
Madras), Natarajan (1963, Madras) and Ramkumar (1969, Tiruchirappalli).

Relations
Sharada lived in Bombay from 1954 until 1972. She developed a close
relationship with Venkatraman’s maternal aunt, Sundaram, within weeks of
her arrival in this big city, far from home. She remained close to this venerable
woman and her family throughout her 18 years in the city. Sharada’s maternal
uncle, Varadarajan, and his family lived in Bombay as well, and se was close to
them as well.
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The family was also close to Venkatraman’s cousins. They were heartbroken
when Maragada, his paternal cousin, lost her husband and two daughters in a
train crash at Belgaum on the way to Bangalore.
One of Sharada’s three younger sisters, Saraswati (affectionately called “Jo”),
lived for a while in Poona - a three-hour train ride from Bombay, where her
husband was posted at an Indian Air Force station. Both families visited each
other from time to time. Another of Sharada’s younger sisters, Vijayakumari,
who was a doctor, came to Bombay to be by her side when she needed to have
an operation in 1968, and then stayed on to do her postgraduate training in
gynecology-obstetrics. She worked in hospitals in the city and visited the
family from time to time.
Like many middle-class households in the India of the 1950s and 1960s, the
family did not have a phone at home. It was therefore through letters, telegrams
and occasional visits that Sharada communicated with her parents and her
siblings – two brothers who were engineers in the Indian Army, one brother
who was a doctor, one sister who was married to an ofﬁcer in the Indian Air
Force, one sister who was a doctor, and another who was an English professor.
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Tough times
The sixties were a difﬁcult decade in India. Failed monsoons led to extensive crop
failures. Wars were fought with China and Pakistan, and a devastating earthquake in
Koynanagar caused nearly 200 deaths and extensive damage.

Money concerns
The second half of the 1960s was a difﬁcult period for Sharada. She struggled to
make ends meet with the small budget she had. She made sure that the children
were well fed and clothed - that was her priority. But there was no money for luxuries.
“Whatever money we had, we spent on the children,” she recalls .
The second half of the 1960s was difﬁcult for other reasons as well. Venkatraman
was a man of strong principles. He was scrupulously honest. He made enemies
whenever he refused requests from colleagues and instructions from supervisors
in the Income Tax department where he worked, to aid tax defaulters or to turn a
blind eye when others were doing so. Supervisors blocked a promotion that was long
overdue, and some harassed him more actively.
Sharada was proud of her husband’s principled stand at work and in refusing the
lavish gifts that individuals and organizations pressed on them,for example, using
the pretext of Diwali to give huge boxes of ﬁre crackers, sweets and other gifts. But it
was hard for her to see neighbours in the Colony revelling in homes brimming with
furniture, carpets and household gadgets far beyond what she and Venkatraman
could buy with the money he earned.
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To cut down on expenses the family took to buying groceries at a wholesale store,
Sahakaribhandar, and vegetables at the Byculla wholesale market. But that meant
extra work for Sharada – taking buses up and down and carrying heavy loads.
After much reﬂection, Sharada and Venkatraman decided to move the two older
children from the expensive neighbourhood private school they were attending to
the Kendriya Vidyalaya (Central School), a subsidized school for the children of
Central government employees, even though it was located at the other end of the
city.

Health concerns
In 1968 Sharada found that she was getting very tired. She was busy from morning
to night with four demanding children aged 12, 10, 6 and 4, and with her husband,
so she did not pay much heed to her tiredness, nor did she have the space to do so.
But as things got worse, she went to her family doctor for a check-up and then to the
Bombay Hospital, where the doctors diagnosed an abdominal tumour.
Within days, Sharada’s parents and her doctor brother – Ramkumar – were by her
side. The whole family held its collective breath as Sharada underwent explorative
surgery to remove the tumour from her abdomen. Thankfully, it turned out to be
benign. There was great relief and joy.
Sharada’s mother stayed on to help her recover, and Sharada quickly regained her
strength. There was one lasting effect, however. In the years ahead, because a long
stretch of her intestine had been removed, she had to learn to cope with difﬁculties
in digesting and absorbing her food.
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To lighten Sharada’s burden, her parents proposed that the two older children spend
a school year in Tiruchirapalli. Sharada and her husband considered the offer and
decided to accept it. Shridhar was enrolled in Class Eight and Chandra Mouli in Class
Seven at the Central School in that town. The boys completed a successful year there
and rejoined the family in 1970.
Towards the end of the year, Venkatraman was ﬁnally awarded his long overdue
promotion. Sharada and Venkatraman were thrilled. They celebrated this happy
event with visits to a temple and celebratory meals with their friends.
Sharada hoped and prayed that the new decade would bring even more good tidings
to the family. But more tough times lay ahead.

More tough times
Just as life seemed to be getting back to normal, another more serious problem raised
its ugly head. Venkatraman habitually rose early, got going with his morning routine
- which included newspaper reading, a shower, 30-45 minutes of prayer - and then
set off to work. Around September-October 1971 he started getting up late in the
mornings, seemed drowsy and was unwilling to go to work. In the nights, he said his
sleep was disturbed by images of writhing snakes.
This dragged on for a number of days, then weeks, then months. Sharada tried to
deal with the situation on her own. For example, early in the evening of every day she
took down the clothes she had put up to dry in the passageway near their bedroom, to
prevent Venkatraman from mistaking them for images of moving snakes. She then

| 38

turned to her family and friends for help. She asked her husband’s close friends to
come over in the mornings and take him to work. They did this gladly and graciously.
Sometimes the two older boys did this on their way to school.
Sharada’s maternal uncle rose to the challenge. First he wrote to Sai Baba, a spiritual
leader to whom many people turned for help. He then took Sharada to meet Dadajianother spiritual personage who was well known for his problem-solving powers.
Sharada says that when they ﬁrst met him, Dadajit old them: “I have been waiting
for you”. “He knew our entire story, and answered all our questions,” she recalls.
He performed a ceremony to remove the dosham – blemishes in Venkatraman’s
horoscope - and within weeks the cloud that had hindered his ability to function
normally lifted, and he was himself again. A huge burden had been taken off Sharada’s
shoulders.
In 1972, Venkatraman received transfer orders to move from Bombay to Nellore, a
small town in Andhra Pradesh. Sharada is not clear as to why he was moved from
India’s commercial capital to a provincial backwater town. Perhaps this was because
his supervisors believed that he needed to be in a place where the work pressure was
less, or perhaps they wanted to punish him for refusing to participate in their lessthan-honest dealings. Whatever the reason (or reasons), the transfer orders were
issued and the family started making preparations to move.

39 |

Venkatraman
Venkatraman respected and cared about his parents. Of his two siblings, he was
especially close to his younger sister Padmini. He had many uncles, aunts and
cousins, and was happy to
open his doors to them and
to visit them. (He had a soft
corner for his paternal Aunt
Sundaram.) His relationship
with Sharada’s parents and
siblings was cordial but
somewhat formal.

Venkatraman with his colleagues, early 1950s

He had a small number of
friends at the Income Tax
Colony. He got together
with them once in a while
but did not really do things
with them, such as going on
picnics or to the cinema.

Venkatraman had been brought up in a religious household and observed
Hindu traditions and rites meticulously. Sharada’s family was also Hindu, tut
observed these traditions and rites less strictly. She learned from her husband
and his parents, and followed in their footsteps.
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Again, in keeping with his upbringing, Venkatraman was a strict vegetarian
and never used tobacco or alcohol in his whole life.
Venkatraman enjoyed listening to Hindi ﬁlm songs on the famous radio
show, BinacaGeet Mala. Malini recalls that, when the show was broadcast on
Wednesday evenings, she and her siblings learned that they would get into
trouble with him if there were noisy. He was also an avid listener to cricket
commentaries, although he did not play any sports or exercise regularly. His
principal pastime was reading. He read avidly and built up a big collection of
books and magazines (for example, Reader’s Digest and Bhavan’s Journal).
Sharada was aware that her husband was under pressure at work and tried her
best not to burden him with household concerns and problems. She recalls that
he dealt with household bills, company dividends, income tax returns and such
paperwork very well. But his contribution to housework and to bringing up the
children was less than what she had hoped for and expected. Her resentment
led to little tiffs. Apart from that, Sharada and her husband had a peaceful and
mutually respectful relationship.
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Closing reﬂections
Sharada had arrived in
Bombay in 1954 as a young,
well-educated and highly
protected woman, from a
wealthy family. She had done
so as a young bride, wideeyed about life in the big city
in which she was to set up
home.
During her 18 years in the
city, there had been good and
bad times. She had mothered
and nurtured four children,
ran a growing household with
Sharada in the balcony of her apartment in Bombay, 1971
a budget that seemed to be
growing tighter all the time, and weathered some serious crises. She was now ready
to move on. The Sharada who left Bombay was a strong, self-reliant woman who was
sure of herself, toughened by the challenges she had faced and well prepared for any
fresh challenges that lay ahead.

| 42

Chapter 3:
The Nellore and Hyderabad-Secunderabad years
(1972 to 1983)
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Nellore
In April 1972 the family moved from the bustling metropolis of Bombay, Maharashtra,
to Nellore - a hot, sleepy little town in Andhra Pradesh. The family travelled by train
with suitcases containing the things they needed immediately, while most of their
household goods were packed onto a truck.
The train journey took 1½ days. Nellore was markedly hotter than Bombay, and the
pace at things moved was noticeably slower. The family drove to a rented house
arranged for them in advance. While they waited for their luggage, Sharada and
the children spent the torrid afternoons playing endless rounds of board games,
especially Ludo. Sharada had the kitchen going almost immediately. For lunch, she
made thairshadam – cooked rice mixed with curds - and served it with hot mango
pickle. But from time to time the family went to a local restaurant, Annapurna, for
lunch or dinner, and was struck by the little hills of rice that the locals downed with
ﬁery chutney.
There were no good English-medium secondary schools in the town, so Sharada
and Venkatraman decided to send the two older boys back to Tiruchirappalli to
complete their schooling at the same school where they had studied previously. The
two younger children were enrolled at a local school.
As a Class One ofﬁcer, Venkatraman had a lord-like status in Nellore. His work load
was lighter and less stressful than it had been in Bombay. There, his ofﬁce had been
located in a crowded, multi-storey building. In Nellore it was set in a compound on

| 44

the banks of the Pennarriver, with benches in the shade of a huge banyan tree for
people to wait in. In the colonial tradition, one part of his spacious ofﬁce room was
screened off, with a private area containing a bed for a post-lunch siesta.
The calm and tension-free environment was a blessing for Venkatraman, who was
able to continue his recovery. He also continued his daily prayers at home and at
the famous Mallilkarjuna Shiva temple nearby – as advised by Dadaji- the holy man
who had helped heal him in Bombay. On the afternoon marking the completion of
45 days of prayer, Venkatraman saw a white snake ﬂit across his ofﬁce room. He and
Sharada took this as a sign that he had done what was needed to make peace with
the deities.
Nellore provided Sharada a welcome opportunity to recharge her batteries. She
missed her two older boys, but knew that they were in good schools and were being
well cared for by her family. She was also happy to see her husband become himself
again.
For the children’s education prospects, Venkatraman and Sharada decided to put in
a request for a move to a bigger city, which was approved. So after just 40 days in
Nellore, the family was on the move again, this time to the Twin Cities of HyderabadSecunderabad.
Sharada muses that the family’s short stay in Nellore was ordained to enable her
husband complete the prayers that he was required to, in the shadow of the famous
Mallikarjuna temple.
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Hyderabad-Secunderabad –
the Twin Cities
The family arrived in the Twin Cities and stayed for a while in the Secunderabad
Cantonment home of Sharada’s second brother, an ofﬁcer in the Indian Army. A
friend of Sharada’s father – retired Captain Seetharaman4 – helped the family ﬁnd
a house in the Tatachari compound, Secunderabad, the newer, smaller, quieter and
greener of the Twin Cities.

Happy early years
The two younger children were enrolled in schools a short walking distance from
their home. Sheshashayee was enrolled in the St Mary’s Boys High School in Class
Seven and Malini in Class Three in the Keyes Girls High School. (Incidentally, this
was the school that Sharada had studied in,
many years ago.) The two older boys were well
settled in Tiruchirappalli - Shridhar in his last
year of school and Chandra Mouli in his ast-butone year. They continued there, coming to visit
their parents and siblings during the holidays.
Venkatraman settled into work at the Income
Tax Ofﬁce in Hyderabad. At around 9 a.m.
every weekday, he walked to the bus terminus
This was the same gentleman who had put their parents together, many years ago.

4
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Hyderabad, 1974

adjacent to the Secunderabad Railway Station – a brisk 15 minute walk – and took a
45 minute bus ride to work. He made friends at his workplace and also outside. One
of his friends was Dr Kakade, a Maharashtrian doctor who ran a private clinic in the
Kacheguda area of Hyderabad. The doctor was a devotee of the legendary holy man,
Shirdi Sai Baba. He drew the family into a prayer group that met every Thursday
morning to sing bhajans (devotional songs) and chant shlokas and mantras (rhyming
texts from Hindu holy books).
From time to time Sharada and Venkatraman walked in the evenings down to the
Keyes Girls High School grounds to participate in Hindu religious discourses and
Carnatic music concerts.
“The early years in Secunderabad
were happy ones,” Sharada recalls.
The cost of living was lower than
in Bombay. Vegetables and locally
grown fruits – such as grapes,
custard apples, mangoes and
watermelons - were inexpensive
and available in plenty.

Hyderabad, 1974

The children were doing well too.
The two younger ones were happy
in their respective schools and the
two older boys were making their
way towards university. In 1973
Shridhar completed secondary
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school in Tiruchirappalli and secured a place in a Bachelor of Engineering course
at the Regional Engineering College in the same town. In 1974, Chandra Mouli
completed his secondary schooling and applied for places at medical colleges all
over the country, including colleges in Andhra Pradesh, the state in which the Twin
Cities were located. The newly introduced ”sons of the soil” policy meant that most
places in coveted courses such as Engineering and Medicine were reserved for local
students – those who had lived and completed their schooling in the State. Because
Chandra Mouli had completed his secondary schooling in Tiruchirappalli, Tamil
Nadu State, there was only a small chance that he would be allocated a place at a
local medical college. Venkatraman, however, would have none of that. He went to
New Delhi and petitioned for his son to be allocated one of a small number of places
reserved for the sons and daughters of Central Government ofﬁcials. Thanks to his
efforts, Chandra Mouli was able to take the entrance test and to secure a place in
Osmania Medical College, Hyderabad.

Visits to the shrine of Puttaparti Satya
Sai Baba
In the second half of the 1960s, like hundreds of thousands of Bombay residents,
Sharada and Venkatraman went to the Vallabh Bhai Patel stadium to see Puttaparti
Satya Sai Baba, a young holy man who was capturing everyone’s attention. A photo
of this holy man joined the crowded cast of idols and photos in their prayer room, and
has stayed there ever since.
Being in Secunderabad, physically closer to Sai Baba’s ashram in Puttaparti, meant
that making a visit there was not too difﬁcult nor too expensive.
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In 1973, Sharada, Venkatraman and the two younger children took a train to Puttaparti.
Sharada recalls: “During the overnight train ride, Appa was coughing and wheezing.
No one in our compartment could sleep that night. We arrived in Puttaparti early
in the morning, got ready quickly and then went to Sai Baba’s darshan. Sai Baba
reached out to Appa in a huge crowd, touched his head and blessed him. From that
moment on the cough and wheeze miraculouslydisappeared.” The family again went
to Puttaparti in 1974 on the holy day of Shivaratri.
In the years ahead, Sharada became an ardent devotee of Sai Baba.

Welcoming Venkatraman’s father
Venkatraman’s mother had passed away in 1973. His father continued to stay on in
the house he had built in Basuvangudi, Bangalore, with his elder son. In 1974, he told
Venkatraman and Sharada that he would like to spend some time with the family in
Secunderabad. The apartment that the family was living inwas not big enough to
accommodate him. In addition, he would need to climb a winding ﬂight of stairs to
reach it. So two years after the move to Secunderabad, the family moved to a more
spacious bungalow set in a big garden in the Barkatpura area of Hyderabad. It was
the ﬁrst of many such moves during their 11-year stay in the Twin Cities.
Venkatraman’s father visited the family once, stayed for a few weeks and then
returned to Bangalore. After several months, when it was clear that he was not
planning to stay with them, they decided to move back to Secunderabad. As luck
would have it, they found a ground-ﬂoor apartment in the Tatachari compound,
where they had stayed when they ﬁrst came to the Twin Cities.
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Tragedy strikes
Venkatraman had developed high blood pressure while the family was still in
Bombay. He was put on medication and advised to reduce the salt in his diet. Sharada
prepared salt-restricted meals for him and made sure he took his medicine regularly.
Venkatraman found it hard to stick to bland food, so every once in a while he would
have a snack or a meal at a restaurant. Whenever he did this with the children,
theywere told not to tell their mother.
In September 1975, while at work,
Venkatraman had severe chest pain.
He was taken by his colleagues to the
Afzal Ganj Teaching Hospital,where he
was admitted to the Intensive Coronary
Care Unit (ICU). One of Venkatraman’s
colleagues came home and informed
Sharada. (In those days the family did
not have a telephone.)
Venkatraman had had a massive heart
attack, or perhaps more than one. After
Venkatraman at his ofﬁce desk in Hyderabad, 1974-75
a few days in the ICU, his condition
stabilized. He was then moved to a private ward. Initially he seemed to be making
progress, but over the next few days his kidney function deteriorated. Sadly, in 1975
there was no dialysis machine at this hospital. Without this support, he slipped into
a semi-coma which deepened into a coma.
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As his condition declined, it was evident that Venkatraman knew that he was
seriously – even terminally – ill. His level of consciousness and awareness of the
people around him varied. On some days one could see tears trickling down his
cheeks. Just days before he breathed his last, he placed Sheshashayee’s hands in the
hands of Dr Kakade, the Maharashtrian doctor he had befriended, as if handing over
responsibility for ensuring his youngest son’s safety and welfare to his friend.
Venkatraman passed away on October 21st1975, 21 days after he had entered the
hospital. He was just 49. Sharada was just 46. She was in shock. The entire family
was in shock. The next fortnight went by in a blur of activity around the funeral and
the 13 days of Hindu funeral ceremonies. Sharada’s maternal uncle and his wife were
at her side to support her and to deal with the practical arrangements.

Picking up the pieces
Venkatraman had arrived in the Twin Cities in July 1972. He passed away in October
1975, just over three years later.
In the days after his passing, a constant stream of visitors came by to express their
condolences and to share their respect and admiration for the principled life he had
led. In the ensuring weeks the stream dwindled into a trickle, and then dried up.
A handful of colleagues kept in touch with the family and helped them. One was Mr
Sambandamurthy, a gentle, elderly Chartered Accountant, whom the family already
knew socially. He told Sharada the things she needed to be aware of, such as monthly
pension and income tax returns, and he helped her ﬁle the Estate Duty and Wealth
Tax papers. He refused any payment for his services. Venkatraman had not left a
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will. On his passing away his bank accounts were frozen. The quarterly payments
from the company investments that her husband had so carefully made over the
years were also frozen. This meant that Sharada found herself without an income
and unable to draw upon the family savings.
Close relatives as well as complete strangers came to Sharada’s help. Venkatraman’s
younger sister’s husband, Gopalakrishnan Ramachandran,who was the Auditor
General of Andhra Pradesh state, helped speed up the bureaucratic process of
initiating Sharada’s monthly pension payments, but this still took many months.
Sharada needed to borrow money from her parents and her younger brother,
Ramkumar, during this period.
To be able to access bank accounts and deposits, and to receive and encash payments
of dividends from company investments, Sharada needed to get a succession
certiﬁcate. The lawyers she approached said that they would be willing to help her
but asked for 25% of the funds that they would contribute to unblocking. Sharada was
close to despair. On the advice of a friend – Vageeshwari Narayanan, Malini’s music
teacher - she approached Mr Shankar Raman, a retired Supreme Court Advocate, for
help. This kindly man agreed to take on her case pro bono, and over the next several
months, helped her with the complex paperwork and court procedures needed. Ten
months later,when Sharada ﬁnally received the succession certiﬁcate, a huge burden
was lifted from her shoulders.
Venkatraman’s father wrote to tell her about the house tax and other payments she
needed to make for the house that Venkatraman had constructed in Bangalore for
his retirement years.
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“I do not know what we would have done without their support,” she muses.
Both of Sharada’s parents were alive when her husband passed away. They asked
– even pleaded – with her to come home. Sharada thanked them but declined. She
recalls: “I did not want my children to grow up being obliged to others,” Sharada
decided to bring up her children on her own – an immensely courageous decision,
for many reasons.

Financial situation
After Venkatraman’s passing, Sharada considered taking up a job. After consulting
with the family and weighing up the pros and cons, she decided not to do so. She
wanted to be available to her children, especially the younger ones, who were only 11
and 13 when they lost their father. Her government pension, the interest from the life
insurance payments she received, the income from company investments that her
husband had made and nurtured, and the rent from their house in Bangalore meant
that she was not under ﬁnancial pressure to work.

Health
During her Bombay years, Sharada had experienced a number of health problems, as
described in the previous chapter. Thankfully, during her Hyderabad-Secunderabad
years she remained relatively healthy.
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The only notable health issue during this period was the diagnosis of hypothyroidism
in the late 1970s. Following months of tiredness and listlessness, she underwent
tests and was diagnosed as having decreased thyroid gland function. She was put on
daily doses of thyroid supplement, and her condition steadily improved. In addition,
she continued to need periodic Vitamin B12 supplements – a consequence of the
intestinal resection she had undergone in Bombay in the 1960s.

Holy men and women
Sharada had experienced, at ﬁrst hand, the healing powers of Dadaji, a holy man in
Bombay. It was thanks to his spiritual powers that her husband had become himself
again, as described in chapter 2.
This experience strengthened Sharada’s spiritual orientation and her faith in holy
men and women. She became an ardent devotee of Puttaparti Satya Sai Baba. In
addition, she turned to holy people she could access more directly for help with the
daily challenges in her life. For example, she and Venkatraman had learned about and later approached - a Mr Pawar for advice on ﬁnding a suitable marriage partner
for her sister, Vijayalakshmi. After Venkatraman’s death, she contacted a certain
Radhamamiin Bombay through her maternal uncle’s wife. Radhamami then became
an important source of support to Sharada, giving her speciﬁc advice on which deities
she should pray to, which temples she should visit and what offerings to make
Sharada associated Radhamami’s interventions with speciﬁc problems solved, such
as unblocking of the payment of company dividends after Venkatraman’s death, and
the successful identiﬁcation of a house to move to when the harassment of one of
the landlords became unbearable.
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Family members
Sharada’s family members provided her with abundant love and care, and were
always ready to provide practical support at a moment’s notice.
When Venkatraman had been taken ill, several family members rushed to be by
her side. After his death, Sharada’s maternal uncle and aunt handled the practical
arrangements for his funeral and the 13 days of ensuing ceremonies. Her mother
came and stayed with her for several months in the aftermath of the tragedy.
Venkatraman’s sister’s husband helped speed up the start of the pension payment.
Venkatraman’s father, for his part, kept in touch with the Sharada until he passed away
in 1981 – six years after his son’sdeath. He wrote to her regularly, enquiring about the
family, offering advice when asked to do so, and expressing his appreciation of her
courageous efforts and his support for her. Sharada remembers these letters with
gratitude. “He cared about us,” she recalls.
Sharada’s doctor brother, Ramkumar, gave her money when she badly needed it in
the weeks and months after her husband’s death, and again later when she had to
pay for the boys’ education. She was deeply grateful for this help, but made it a point
of repayingwhat she had borrowed in the form of a gold waist belt as a wedding gift
to Ramkumar’s daughter, Akila.
When Venkatraman passed away Sharada’s second brother, Natarajan, who was an
ofﬁcer in the Electrical and Mechanical Engineering Corps of the Indian Army, was
posted at Ambala, Punjab state. He secured a posting to Secunderabad and moved
to the Army cantonment in the outskirts of the city. Natarajan and his welcoming
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and affectionate wife, Shanti, and their four children stayed on in Secunderabaduntil
1978. Their Roberts’ Road residence was a welcome home away from home. The
children went over on many weekends, and Sharada joined them sometimes. At
other times she stayed at home for some quiet time.
Over the years, several relatives visited the family – including Sharada’s parents,
her siblings and their family, Venkatraman’s sister, cousins, nephews and nieces.
Sharada welcomed them all with open arms.

In keeping with Hindu religious tradition, a sacred thread ceremony (a coming of age ceremony for
Brahmin boys) was conducted for Shridhar and Chandra Mouli within six months of their father’s
passing, Tiruchirappalli, 1976. The ceremony was held in their maternal grandfather’s home
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Friends
A handful of friends were of great help to Sharada, namely:
Vageeshwari Narayanan was Malini’s Carnatic music teacher. This venerable lady
had fallen upon hard times herself. Her husband had been a senior journalist in
the Deccan Chronicle newspaper – still the leading English language newspaper in
the Twin Cities. He ruined his career and his family lifethrough excessive alcohol
consumption. When things became unbearable, Vageeshwari left him and supported
herself and her young son by giving music lessons. (Her two older daughters were
married and settled elsewhere with
their families by then.)
She would comethree times a
week to teach Malini. After a
sixty-minute lesson, Malini would
skip off to play while Sharada and
Vageeshwari would have a cup of
tea and a chat about the things
they were dealing with in their
lives. (Vageeshwari introduced
Sharada to the kindly Supreme
Court Advocate who helped her
obtain a succession certiﬁcate.)
Sukhdharshan

Singh

Dhaliwal

Tiger Dhaliwal who brought so much joy to the family in their
Sikh Village house, Secunderabad, 1976.
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(Darshi) and Bina Dhaliwal), a Punjabi-Gujarati couple, their two children and
assorted family members became close friends when the family moved to a ﬁrstﬂoor apartment in Sikh Village.
Darshi and Bina provided each other with friendship and companionship, and were a
source of comfort and security in this quiet and sparsely-populated area. The families
opened their doors to each other - meals were shared and many happy hours were
spent together. To the teenagers who were deﬁning their identities and their places
in the world, Bina also provided a great sounding board and a shoulder to lean on.
In addition to this, the couple provided help in practical ways. For example, on
one of his trips to Bangalore, Darshi persuaded the Bank of Maharashtra, which
occupied the ground ﬂoor of their house in that city, to increase the monthly rent
they paidSharada.
Dr Subba Rao and his wife Saraswati Rao, a Mangalorean couple, who lived in Sikh
Village also became close family friends. The retired doctor and his wife shared the
same cultural background and world outlook as Sharada. The bond of affection and
mutual respect quickly grew between the two families.
Sharada stayed in close contact with these friends long after she moved away from
Secunderabad.

House moves
Between June-July 1972, when the family arrived in the Twin Cities, to October 1975,
when Venkatraman passed away, the family set up homethree times –ﬁrst,in a
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ﬁrst-ﬂoor apartment in Tatachari compound; second, in an independent bungalow
in Barkartpura; and third, in a ground-ﬂoor apartment in the Tatachari compound
again.
The moves to Barkatpura and back to the Tatachari compound were on the family’s
own volition. Between October 1975 and September 1983, when the family moved
to Bangalore, it moved houses another three times – ﬁrst (in 1977), to a ﬁrst-ﬂoor
apartment in Sikh village; second (in 1980), to a ﬁrst-ﬂoor apartment in East
Maredpalli; and ﬁnally (in 1982) to another ﬁrst-ﬂoor apartment in the same locality.
The ﬁrst two moves were instigated by greedy landlords who pressed the family to
leave on the pretext that they wanted to occupy the houses themselves. What they
actually did was rent out the apartments to new tenants at higher rates.
In each case a previously helpful and
friendly landlord gradually became
unhelpful and unfriendly. And in each
case the landlord found ways and means
of troubling the family (for example,
limiting water supply) or dropping by
for unannounced visits to check the
state of the house. These unscrupulous
landlordsacted like this because they
knew that a single parent struggling
to put her children through school and
college would not have the means to
stand up to their harassment.

Sharada in the kitchen of the second-to-last rented house
she occupied in Maredpalli, Secunderabad, 1980.
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Guiding and supporting her children as they
move ahead
Shridhar
Shridhar
completed
his
schooling in Tiruchirappalli
in 1973. He applied for and
joined the Regional Engineering
College (REC) in the same town
that year. Shridhar and Sharada
recall that they saw a newspaper
admissions notice on the day
before it closed and rushed to
get the application in on time.
During his ﬁve-year Bachelor
of Engineering course, Shridhar
stayed in hostel rooms at the REC campus. He visited his grandparents regularly and
came over to Secunderabad for the summer and winter vacations.
Among the ﬁrst batch of photos Shridhar sent home
from the USA, 1981.

Shridhar graduated in 1978. Within weeks he was engaged by Southern
Petrochemicals Industries Corporation in Tuticorin, Tamil Nadu. Ten days into his
job, he learned that he had been accepted for the Masters of Technology course at
the Indian Institute of Technology, Madras– part of the most prestigious chain of
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engineering colleges in the country. Sharada recalls that he was so keen to move on
that he left on the spot, leaving behind a bicycle and clothes that had been given for
laundry.
He spent the next two years at the Institute. As soon as he completed his course
in 1980, he was grabbed by Tata Burroughs, a computer software development
company and was moved to Bombay. After three months of orientation, his company
sent him to the USA, where he was to spend the next 13 years.

Chandra Mouli
Chandra Mouli completed his secondary school in Tiruchirappalli in 1974. Thanks to
Venkatraman’s lobbying efforts, he was permitted to apply for a place in a medical
college in Andhra Pradesh. He took the State-wide entrance examination and
secured a place at Osmania Medical College, and joined the institution just months
before Venkatraman’s death.
He worked his way through the ﬁve-year course, with a lot of family support,
especially from Sharada, who supported him and his group of friends when they got
together to study throughout the day and late into the night before their exams.
Chandra Mouli’s cousin,Vimala, introduced him to the University Young Men’s
Christian Association (YMCA) movement. He was active in the Secunderabad chapter
of the YMCA, organizing meetings such as a Twin City-wide talent competition and a
national University convention. He took up public speaking, representing his college
and winning prizes in debates and elocution competitions. That opened doors for
him in the Yuva-Vani– the Youth Voice section of All India Radio, where he presented
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features
and
produced
programmes, earning some
pocket money in the process.
Sharada was pleased with
these achievements but
sometimes worried that they
were taking time away from
Chandra Mouli’s studies.
And she was also worried
that some of the boys he was
spending time with were not
a good inﬂuence on him.
Chandra Mouli in the pathological laboratory he set up in the front

When Chandra Mouli told
room of the family apartment in Secunderabad, 1980
Sharada that he had met a
girl and wanted to develop a long-term relationship with her, she was deeply worried.
She told him that she did not approve. “It is much too early,” she said. “You have to
ﬁnish your studies, ﬁnd a job and make a life. And you have a responsibility to your
sister.” She deeply missed her husband’s presence in helping deal with this matter.
Chandra Mouli completed his medical studies in 1980. While doing his internship he
set up a small pathology laboratory in the front part of the East Maredpalli apartment.
Private doctors and nursing homes appreciated his work, and the project took off
quickly. Sadly he had to close it down after a year because of differences with the
landlady.
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In 1981, after completing his internship, he went to Bangalore to try to ﬁnd a job and
to press the Bank of Maharashtra to hand back the ground-ﬂoor premises of the
family house. Disappointed with the working conditions at the Church of South India
hospital in Bangalore, and with no immediate prospect of recovering the house, he
returned to Secunderabad. In December 1982 he left for Zambia, where he would live
and work for the next nine years.

Sheshashayee
Sheshashayee completed his 10th standard at the St Mary’s Boys High School in
1976. He did very well and earned a place in the Little Flowers Junior College, a highly
reputed institution. Here too he did very well. He was awarded the prestigious National
Science Talent Scholarship, missing a place at the Indian Institute of Technology by a
whisker. He enrolled in a Bachelor of Technology course at the Regional Engineering
College in Warangal, a two-hour train ride from Secunderabad. Just as he was he
was getting started, he learned that he had secured a place in a Marine Engineering
course at the only institution in the country which offered this course – in Calcutta.
Sharada recalls with gratitude that it was her ﬁrst brother Balan who suggested that
Sheshashayee should apply for this course.
The Marine Engineering course, however, was expensive. Sharada needed to take
out a bank loan - placing some of her jewelry as a security deposit – to pay for it. But
she did so willingly. She knew that this was a useful investment for her youngest
son’s future.
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Sharada saw Sheshashayee off at
the Secunderabad Railway Station.
She was teary eyed. “He was only
16 and going so far away on his
own,” she recalls.
Sheshashayee settled down in
Calcutta and did well in his course.
Like his elder brother, Shridhar, he
came home during summer and
winter holidays. He completed
Sheshashayee being awarded the President’s gold medal at his
graduation ceremony in Calcutta, 1982.
his course in 1982. Sharada
went to Calcutta for his colourful
graduation ceremony – a proud occasion. There were many jobs Sheshashayee
could choose from. He decided to join the Great Eastern Shipping Corporation as a
ﬁfth engineer, and ﬂew off to start his ﬁrst assignment. He would spend the next four
years on ship, making his way from ﬁfth to ﬁrst engineer.

Padma Malini
When the family moved to Secunderabad from Nellore, Padma Malini (known by the
family and her friends and colleagues as “Malini”) was taken in one class lower than
what she should have been in.Sharada was determined to correct this injustice. She
lobbied the State Education Department to allow her daughter to take the seventh
standard Board Examination as a private candidate. She coached her for many hours
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every day and asked for and received
help for example, previous exam papers
and practical tips) from Malini’s school
teachers. Her tireless lobbying – which
went all the way to the Education
Minister – and the months of effort that
she and her daughter put in,paid off.
Malini passed the Board Examination
with ﬂying colours, and earned a double
promotion, moving from Class Six to
Class Eight.

Malini in the foyer of the last house that the family rented
in Maredpalli, Secunderabad, 1981.

In 1979 Malini completed her secondary school education
at the Keyes High School for Girls, and enrolled in a
Bachelor of Arts course at the Kasturba Gandhi Women’s
College.

Malini at a song competition,
Kasturba Gandhi Women’s College,
Secunderabad, 1979-80

As a girl, Sharada had learned to play the Veena, an elegant
stringed musical instrument. She was determined to see
her daughter schooled in Carnatic music as well. She
engaged a music teacher to give Malini private lessons
at homeand played vocal and instrumental renditions of
Carnatic music on the radio. She also took her daughter
to public performances.
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Carnatic music was a daily presence in the family home – the melodious tunes on
the radio and a voice being trained to become melodious through teaching and
practice. Sharada pressed her daughter to practice every day. Malini recalls the sad
looks her mother would give her, expressly designed to make her feel guilty if she
did not practice enough. Malini did very well. She learned to sing beautifully. She
won prizes in school, at college and in open competitions. She also gave a number of
performances on All India Radio.

The move to Bangalore
For months, the family had been pressing the Bank of Maharashtra to hand back the
ground-ﬂoor portion of the house in Jayanagar, Bangalore, that it had rented from
them. The Bank notiﬁed Sharada that it would do so in July-August 1983.
In September that year,when Chandra Mouli had come over from Zambia, the
family packed their things onto a truck, which set off for Bangalore. Chandra Mouli
accompanied the driver and his assistant on the 500 kilometre journey, to ensure
the safety of the goods. Sharada and Malini travelled separately by bus to Bangalore.

Closing reﬂections
Sharada’s new start in Nellore and in the Twin Cities had been full of hope and
promise. She was completely unprepared for the sudden and untimely death of her
husband.
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She declined – with gratitude –
her parents’ pleas to come over
and stay with them. She quickly
got a grasp of the legal actions
that needed to be taken to protect
and access the resources which
enkatraman had left behind,
and she learned to manage her
ﬁnancial portfolio. She coped
with avaricious landlords. She
supported her children’s study
A beaming Sharada with Presidential gold medal awarded to
decisions morally and practically,
Sheshashayee, Secunderabad, 1982
and in Malini’s case took on an
unresponsive bureaucracy to enable her to secure a double promotion from Class
Six to Class Eight. To cope with these diverse challenges, she sought and received
help from relatives, friends and complete strangers. And for solace and strength she
turned to prayer and to holy men and women.
However, she was worried about the boys - especially Chandra Mouli – going astray,
and did everything in her power to prevent this from happening. This was one of
many areas where she missed her husband’s presence.
She was proud when her children did well in their studies. During her HyderabadSecunderabad years, she saw two of them graduate as engineers and one as a medical
doctor. And when her boys decided to go abroad to work, she did not stand in their
way, though she felt sad and a little abandoned by them.
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Sharada’s last eight years in Secunderabad had been difﬁcult ones. As she stepped
onto the bus to Bangalore in September 1983, she knew that fresh challenges
awaited her, but these were challenges that she was not afraid to face, drawing upon
resources from within and around her.
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Chapter 4:
The Early Bangalore Years
(1983 – 1999)
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Reclaiming her home
Sharada arrived in Bangalore in September 1983. After all the problems she had
had with greedy landlords in Secunderabad, it was with a huge sense of relief that
she moved into her own house; the house that had been built with the hard-earned
money which her husband had sent every month to his father.
The Elephant Rock road in Bangalore is broad and tree-lined. It links the busy
Jayanagar neighbourhood to the Basuvangudi neighbourhood. House no. 79/8,
which Sharada and Malini now occupied, was a two-ﬂoored dwelling set in a large
plot of land, at the Jayanagar end of the road.
The two women rolled up their sleeves and got to work. Theyinstalled water tanks
and an electric pump. They spent many hours every day working in the garden.
Theybegan by clearing the jungle of weeds and the rubbish that had accumulated
over the years. Then they planted fruit trees – coconut, mango, guava, jackfruit,
pomegranate, papaya and chikoo. They hired a gardener, who planted a variety of
ﬂowering plants. Their hard work over several months brought the garden to life
with greenery, ﬂowers, butterﬂies and bees – a delight to the senses.
The house was located close to the Jayanagar shopping centre. The footpaths on both
sides of the house were busy with passers-by, including thieves. Sharada installed
security grills on the windows and the verandahs at the front and back of the house.
After the metal garden taps were stolen a couple of times, Sharada had them replaced
with inexpensive plastic ones. And after the metal manhole covers were stolen, she
replaced them with concrete ones. A regular problem was that the fruits would be
stolen just as they were ready to be harvested. Another problem - an India-wide
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issue – was that of men urinating in the storm drain lining the outside of the garden
wall and on the garden wall itself. Sharada tried many strategies to prevent this –
including posting ”Do not urinate here” signs on the garden wall, asking the gardener
to tell-off would-be offenders, and covering the storm drain with stone slabs. But her
efforts were successful to only a limited extent.

Tenant troubles
Sharada was able to occupy the ground-ﬂoor part of 79/8 Elephant Rock road
because the tenant – the Bank of Maharashtra – vacated it after being repeatedly
requested by her to do so.
The ﬁrst ﬂoor tenants, the Narasimhan family, had occupied the house since it had
been built in 1965. They welcomed Sharada and were helpful to her in the early days.
But after she told them that she wanted them to leave, they began to change. They
told her that it was very unlikely that they would ﬁnd a conveniently located house at
the rent they were paying of Rupees 150 per month. They asked Sharada for 100,000
Rupees or to build a little apartment for them in the plot of land. Sharada refused.
Her relatives urged her to pay off the Narasimhans to get them to leave. But she
refused because she felt betrayed by their behaviour. Venkatraman, and later Sharada
herself, had agreed to their request to pay a nominal rent because they were not
verywell off. They had been considerate when rent payments were delayed. They had
also carried out repairs and renovations at their own expense, whenever requested.
Against this background, Sharada felt it was unjust for the tenants to make these
demands, especially given the circumstances she was in.
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As time passed, tensions between the families grew. The Narasimhans began to
throw their litter onto Sharada’swell-kept garden and to let dirty water from their
verandah ﬂow down into the garden. They also left the front gate open, allowing
stray animals into the garden, which trampled upon and soiled Sharada’s carefully
tended plants.
The Narasimhans felt able to behave in this manner because, when Sharada moved to
Bangalore, Shridhar was in the USA, ChandraMouli was in Zambia and Sheshashayee
was on the high seas. Only Malini, who was aged only 18, was with her.

Court case
In 1984 Sharada ﬁled a case in the Small Causes Court in Bangalore to evict the
Narasimhans. She engaged a lawyer, a Mr Swami, to ﬁght the case on her behalf.
The case dragged on for two years. Sharada and Malini have unhappy memories of
many, many visits to the lawyer’s ofﬁces and monthly attendances at the Court. They
recall that.after many hours of anxious waiting, they would hear an announcement
that the case would not be heard on a particular day, and that another date, three or
four weeks in the future, had been set for the hearing. In retrospect, they feel that Mr
Swamy, their lawyer, at best did not pull his weight, and at worst had been bought off
by the Narashimhans and collaborated with them.
On 15th August 1986, a day that is etched in Sharada’s memory, the court ruled
against her. This was a huge shock. Sharada sought advice from family and friends,
engaged another lawyer, and ﬁled an appeal again the decision at the Bangalore
High Court.
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Having suffered at the hands of landlords in Secunderabad, where tenants had little
protection in Andhra Pradesh State, Sharada now had to suffer in Bangalore at the
hands of tenants because the laws in Karnataka State were biased in their favour.
With the prospects for reclaiming the upper ﬂoor of the house seeming bleak, Sharada
turned to the one strategy that had helped her on previous occasions – prayer. She
consulted astrologers and reached out to holy men and women for their support in
making her tenants leave. Miraculously, one day in April 1988, Mrs Narasimhan
quietly told Sharada that they had decided to leave. They did so in June that year. In
Sharada’s mind, this was clearly because of divine intervention.

Moving even closer to her family
Moving to Bangalore brought Sharada physically closer to herown birth family
(most of her siblings lived in Tiruchirappalli) and also to that of her husband (most
of whom lived in Bangalore and Madras). She was able to visit them more easily and
had alarge and conveniently located home to which she could welcome them.
She participated in the wedding of her youngest sister, Geetha in 1988, and also joined
in family celebrations as the different generations of her family members marked
important milestones in their lives. She also shared their pain when Nirmala, the
wife of her brother Ramkumar, was diagnosed with breast cancer, and when Satish,
the Indian Air Force ﬁghterpilot son of her second, sister Saraswati, died in a plane
crash.
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Parents
Sharada’s parents had visited her
in Bombay and Secunderabad on
several occasions. In her father’s
case, the visits were brief ones
(around two or three days at a time).
In 1984, both her parents agreed to
come and stay with her for some
time. Sharada’s parents were a
great source of moral support to
her. As always, her mother’s gentle
and helpful presence was a delight.
A seasoned campaigner, her father
was a great source of advice and
support on the court case.

Sharada celebrated the 80th birthday of her father in style in her
home, Bangalore, 13th November, 1985

Sharada’s father was gregarious. He quickly charmed her friends and neighbours.
He built a special friendship with Mr Jayadev, the owner of a property next door, who
was often in the area overseeing construction work. The two men spent many happy
hours in each other’s company.
Sharada’s doctor sister,Vijayalakshmi, who lived and worked in the outskirts of
Bangalore, came over periodically to check on the elderly couple and to ensure that
all was well.
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On November 13th 1985, Sharada was proud to host the family celebration of her
father’s 80th birthday. All her siblings and their spouses came over for the celebration,
which included a Hindu religious ceremony followed by a grand feast.
Sharada’s parents stayed on with her to participate in the celebrations of Malini’s
wedding in January 1986. They then
returned to Tiruchirappalli. Sharada’s
father passed away 18 months later, in
July 1987. She regrets that he did not
live to see her reclaim her home from
her tenants.Sharada’s mother continued
to stay on in Tiruchirappalli, with her
fourth son and her youngest daughter,
after her husband’s passing. In 1996, she
developed dementia, which gradually
worsened. In 1999, she fell at home and
broke one of her thigh bones. She died
a few months later. Sharada was then in
Geneva visiting ChandraMouli. When it
was clear that her mother was sinking,
she arranged to return earlier. Sadly,
however, she was unable to get back in
time. When talking about her mother
Sharada muses: “Patis pent such a saintly Birthday celebrations for Charanya (known affectionaly
as Madhu), Vijaylakshmi’s younger daughter, 6th
life. It was so unfair that she suffered so December, 1984. Madhu’s death because of road trafﬁc
injuries in 1981 was huge shock for the family.
much in the end.”
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Second sister Vijayalakshmi
Sharada’s second sister,Vijayalakshmi, a gynecologist-obstetrician, had spent some
time with the family in Bombay in the late 1960s.
Sharada and Venkatraman had contributed to the family’s efforts to ﬁnd Viji, as she
was affectionately known, a husband. They shared the family’s joy when a suitable
groom was found and were due to join the wedding celebrations in October 1975.
Because of Venkatraman’s passing, the wedding was postponed by a month. The
young couple came to Secunderabad a week after the wedding to pay their respects
to Sharada.
Viji’s husband was an ofﬁcer in the Border Security Force and was posted in the far
North of the country. She joined him there after the wedding. For the next ten years,
she moved with him from one posting to another. Over this period, the couple had
two daughters – Lavanya and Charanya.
In 1984, when Lavanya and Charanya were seven and two years old respectively, Viji
decided to move back to South India for their schooling, and to pick up the threads
of her career.
She found a job as a resident gynecologist-obstetrician in the St Louis Mission
Hospital in Krishnagiri, Dharmapuri district, Tamil Nadu State, a two-hour drive
from Bangalore. For the next eight years, the girls stayed with Sharada and their
mother came to visit them twice a month. Padmamalini shared the responsibility
of caring for her cousins. She has happy memories of little Charanya (affectionately
called Madhu), a clever, mischievous nymph of a girl.
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Seeing her children move ahead with their
lives and welcoming her grandchildren
Shridhar
Shridhar had left for the USA in 1981, when Sharada was still living in Secunderabad.
He maintained close contact with her, calling her at least once a week and speaking
with her for the better part of an hour on
each occasion. He came back to India
for his ﬁrst visit in 1984, after securing
his USA residence permit. Sharada was
thrilled to see him after four years. Over
the next ﬁve years, Shridhar visited
Sharada at least once a year, even if it
was just a brief stopover on a work trip
in the region. His regular phone calls
and visits were a great source of moral Shridhar and Vinita – wedding celebrations, Bangalore,
11th February 1987
support to Sharada, as she battled to
evict her tenants.
In October 1986, Shridhar came over to present Vinita, whom he had met and
befriended in New York. Sharada welcomed this young Punjabi-American
woman. Shridhar and Vinita were married in a colourful ceremony in Bangalore in
February 1987.
In November 1987, and again in January 1990, Sharada went to New Jersey, USA,
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to visit the young couple. Sharada has
wonderful memories of sightseeing
trips around the country. And Shridhar
has memories of her shoveling the
snow off their front porch, bundled up
in heavy coats.
In September 1988, Sharada rejoiced at
the birth of their ﬁrst child, a boy whom
they named Dhruv, which in Hindi
means “North Star”. Shridhar and Vinita
came to India with Dhruv for the ﬁrst
Sightseeing with Shridhar and Vinita in the USA,
November-December 1987
time in January 1989. Their daughter
Madhvi was born in October 1990. Sharada and Vinita’s mother, Sarla, went over to
help the couple.
Shridhar had gone to the USA in 1981 with the Tata Burroughs computer software
company. He was based ﬁrst in New
York and then moved to New Jersey.
He then took up a job with Tandem
Computers and later moved with them
to California.

Sharada went over to help the couple in October 1990
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Shridhar had been considering a move
back to India, and in April 1994 the
family made the move. In the lead-up
to this,Shridhar had an extension made

to Sharada’s house, which the young family moved into. Dhruv and Madhvi were 5½
years and 3½ years old then. They settled into their schools and life in India quickly.
Shridhar continued to work with Tandem Computers from 1994-1997, and then set
up his own company – Neemtree Technologies.

Chandra Mouli
ChandraMouli had left for Zambia in 1982, when Sharada was still in Secunderabad.
He returned to India in August-September 1983 and
helped her and Malini move to Bangalore.
Before he had left for Zambia in 1982, ChandraMouli
had married KironBala Ramamurthy in a civil
ceremony without the knowledge of his mother or
other family members. Sharada had heard whispers
of this from friends in Secunderabad. She had
conﬁrmation of this news from Shridhar sometime
in 1984. She was deeply hurt and worried about the
effect of this on Malini’s marriage prospects. For the
next ﬁve years she barely spoken to ChandraMouli,
even when he visited Bangalore for his sister’s
wedding.
The rapprochement came after ChandraMouli’s son,
Rohit, was born in April 1988. Sharada agreed, after a

Sharada visited Chandra Mouli, Kiron
and Rohit in New Delhi in 1992. Kiron
died of cancer in 1996, when she was
only 38 years old
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lot of discussion with Shridhar and other family members, to welcome ChandraMouli,
his wife and young son home. They did so in the summer of 1989.
ChandraMouli was in Zambia from 1982 to 1991. Initially he worked as a general
practitioner with a private company. He then moved into public health, working ﬁrst
with a community-based organization to ﬁght childhood malnutrition, and then
setting up his own community-based organization to respond to the AIDS epidemic.
In 1991, he decided to return to India to work with a funding agency in New Delhi.
After a year of this work, he went to Zimbabwe for a short assignment and then took
up a job with the World Health Organization in Geneva.
Sharada visited the family in New Delhi in 1992 and in again in Geneva in 1994.
Towards the end of 1994, Kiron was diagnosed with lymph gland cancer. Despite
the best possible care, she
passed away in Geneva in
July 1996. Rohit was only
eight years old at the time

On lake Annecy in France, in a pedal boat with Rohit and Chandra Mouli,
July-August 1994
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This was a heartbreaking
time for Sharada and for the
entire family. Over the next
several years, Sharada and
Kiron’s mother,Rajeswari,
took turns to spend one
or two months at a time
in Geneva to help care for

Rohit and support the bereaved family.

Sheshashayee
Shehashayee had taken up a job as a marine engineer in 1982. Over the next four
years, he progressed steadily from the post of ﬁfth to ﬁrst engineer. He wrote long
letters to the family with fascinating descriptions of life on ship, and shared these
stories in person on his holiday visits. In August-September 1984, Sharada and Malini
went to Visakhapatnam, a port city on India’s East coast, to step onto a mammoth
ship which Sheshashayee was working on, to experience this for themselves.
In the second half of 1985, Sheshashayee applied for a place in the prestigious Indian
Institute of Management. He took an entrance test, secured a place in Bangalore
and started a two-year Master of
Business Administration course in
1986.
Shehashayee had told Sharada
that he wanted to get married to
Radhika, the eldest daughter of
her ﬁrst sister,Saraswati. Radhika
reciprocated his sentiments. Sharada
was uncomfortable about this.
However, after months of discussion
involving the extended family, she
agreed. Sheshashayee and Radhika

Radhika and Sheshashayee’s wedding celebrations –
Bangalore, 19th February, 1986.
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were married in February 1986.
The young couple moved into 79/8 Elephant Rock Road with Sharada, while
Shehashayee pursued his course, which he completed in 1988. After doing so, hedid
a brief stintwith an advertising agency in Bombay, and then with a development
agency in Bangalore. The young couple moved back and forth between the cities.
They decided to return to Bangalore when they learned that Radhika was pregnant,
and moved in again with Sharada.Sharada celebrated the arrival of her third
grandchild - their son, Abhimanyu - who was born in February 1989.
A few months later Sheshashayee moved to Bombay yet again to join a shipping
ﬁnancial services company. In 1990 he decided to go back to sea. He joined the
Maersk Line, one of the largest shipping companies in the world, as a Chief Engineer
and stayed in his sea job till 1995. Radhika and little Abhi accompanied him on some
trips. At other times, they stayed either with Sharada or with Radhika’s parents.
In 1994, there were two important milestones for the young family. In May that year,
they adopted a little baby girl whom them named Damini. And in June, a few weeks
after Shridhar and his family returned to India from the USA, they moved into an
apartment they had bought, a couple of kilometers from Sharada’s house.
In September 1995, Sheshashayee hung up his sea boots and took up a job as a
manager in Akzo Nobel, a marine paint manufacturing and distribution company.
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Malini
When Sharada moved to Bangalore, Malini was in the ﬁnal year of her Bachelor of
Arts course at the Kasturba Gandhi Women’s College in Secunderabad. She continued
with the course from afar, with special permission from her teachers. She travelled to
Secunderabad once a month to catch up on her studies as best as she could. During
her visits, she stayed with her friends or with family friends.
For the next three years, Malini’s life was completely wrapped up with that of her
mother. She was intimately involved in ﬁghting the court case to evict the ﬁrstﬂoor tenants. She played a key role in
caring for her maternal grandparents
who came to stay with Sharada in June
1984. And she was primarily responsible
for caring for the two daughters of her
aunt, Vijayalakshmi, who were entrusted
withSharada’s care in January 1984.
Despite this, she made the time between
1985 and 1986 to get a Master of Arts
degree by correspondence from the
Annamalai University, Tamil Nadu.
Malini and Shankaran – wedding celebrations,
Bangalore, 22nd January 1986.

Sharada’s search for a husband for Malini
began in 1985. She placed announcements in matrimonial columns. A groom was
selected within months; and in January 1986, Malini and Shankaran were married in
a grand ceremony in Bangalore, which brought together the whole family.

83 |

Malini’s marriage marked an important milestone for Sharada. Her daughter was not
yet 11yearsold when her father had died. Sharada had raised and educated her, and
arranged for her to marry a ﬁne young man from a decent family, in line with her
religion and tradition.
Malini and Shankaran left for Bombay after their wedding. Sharada missed her
deeply. This sense of loss was compounded by the departure of her parents to
Tiruchirappalli.
Just as the young couple had settled into their lives in Bombay, they learned that the
Small Causes Court in Bangalore had ruled against Sharada. In September 1986, at
Shridhar’s request, they moved back to Bangalore to support her. Over the next year,
they shuttled between Bombay and Bangalore. In September 1987, they moved to
Bangalore permanently.
They rented a little ﬂat not far from Sharada’s house. The computer ﬁeld was
beginning to take off. Shankaran easily found a job with a multinational company
and Malini took up a teaching job at the Aurobindo School in Banashankari. She
found that she loved teaching and took a second postgraduate degree – this time a
Bachelor of Education degree in teaching.
In June 1988, Sharada’s ﬁrst-ﬂoor tenants left at short notice. Her lawyer warned her
that if the apartment that they vacated was left unoccupied even for a day, the State
rent control agency could well assign it to another tenant. At her request, Malini and
Shankaran moved in with her.Months later Sheshashayee and Radhika did so too.
At one level, this was a happy time for Sharada. She had reclaimed her house in full.
All four of her children were moving ahead well with their lives. At another level,
it was marred by Shehashayee’s hostility towards Malini, emanating – in her view
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– from tensions that had arisen during the intense family discussions prior to his
wedding with Radhika.
In February 1992, Malini and Shankaran decided, for the sake of peace, to move out
of Sharada’s home. They set up a computer company – Transtel Communications
Limited. In 1995, they bought their ﬁrst apartment. In 1996, with Sharada’s
blessings,they adopted a little baby boy whom they named Pranav. Malini had
worked with Shankaran to get their company going. Now, as a young mother, she
decided to devote all her time and energy to her precious baby.

Concluding remarks
On September 23rd 1999, Sharada turned 70. There were no birthday celebrations for
her that year. The family was mourning the passing of her mother.
As she stepped into her seventies, Sharada could look back at the years with
satisfaction.


She had seen all her children through to adulthood.



She had reclaimed the house that she and her late husband had built.



She had hosted the grand celebrations of her father’s 80th birthday, and had spent
happy times with both her parents in the twilight of their lives.



She had drawn even closer to her family, and shared in their happiness and
sadness.

Her children had made her proud and happy. When her husband had died in 1975, two
of them had just entered university and two others were still in school. Now all four
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had secured postgraduate
university degrees, and
found good jobs or set
up their own businesses.
Sharada
welcomed
the
women her sons had chosen
to marry, even though her
sons had broken away
from family norms and
traditions. She shared in their
happiness and delighted in
her grandchildren – six at the
end of 1999.

Sharada with all her six siblings on her 71st birthday, Bangalore,
23rd September 2000.

But there was sadness too. She was deeply pained by the extended illness and death
of ChandraMouli’s wife,Kiron. And she had found herself trapped in the tensions
between Sheshashayee and Malini. She had faced these and other challenges and
dealt with them. She had shouldered responsibilities that had been thrust on her, and
fulﬁlled commitments that she had made to others and to herself. She knew that she
had”miles to go before her sleep”, but could look back with satisfaction at the miles
she had covered.
On September 23rd 2000, all Sharada’s siblings and their spouses, her children
and their spouses, her grandchildren and a few other family members and friends
gathered in her home to celebrate her 71st birthday. There was lots of food and drink.
There was laughter and affection. And there was gratitude and admiration. It truly
was a red letter day in her lives and in ours.
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Chapter 5:
Sharada Venkatraman’s Own
Reﬂections on her Life
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In the preceding four chapters we travelled through four different phases of my
mother’s life – from her birth until she reached her seventies. At my wife Béatrice’s
suggestion, I have added this chapter, which contains my mother’s reﬂections on her
life, in her own words.

Parents
Like many men of his time, Naina (my father) thought of himself as a lord. He wanted
everything done in his way. Attai (my aunt; my father’s widowed younger sister) stood
up to him, but not Pati (my mother). If she had protested, he might have changed, but
she meekly agreed to everything he wanted.
He listened to me though. When I pleaded with him to allow me to go to college, he
agreed, overruling his sisters. And years later, when I decided not to go and stay
with him in Trichy after my husband died, he understood my reasoning and agreed.
Despite my decision, he was ready to help me whenever needed.
Pati was an angel. She saw good in everyone. I never heard her say a bad thing about
anyone. She worked the whole day with a smile on her face.
She suffered in her last years. I believe that this was for sins in her past life, and she
has now attained moksha (salvation from the endless cycle of life and death).
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Brothers and sisters


There is no real meaning to life
without brothers and sisters. They
are the joy of life.



Whenever we needed help, they
helped in any way they could
– with practical help and with
moral support. This was very
important after Appa died when I
felt alone and cut off. Ramu mama
(my third brother) was a big help.
And Nirmalamami was just like
him in helping others.

Husband

Sharada’s brother Ramkumar, his wife Nirmala and
their children Akila and Aravind (Tiruchirappalli, 1977).
Ramkumar and Nirmala helped Sharada tide through some
of her most difﬁcult ﬁnancial crises. Nirmala sadly died of
cancer in 2000.



Appa was kind to everyone. He was also very simple and straightforward. He did
not like to deal with controversial issues and situations.



He had a very good name. Every year after he died, people would recall how
principled and honest he was.
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I feel sad that he is not here to see you all doing so well. He would have been so
proud. He also could not see or do many things he very much wanted to – like
living in his own house, buying a car and seeing the Congress party voted out of
power in the Centre.



If Appa had not died so early, our lives would have been easier. We would not
have had trouble with the landlords. We would have got back our house easily
from the tenants.



I have also no doubt that, with his presence, your paths would have been different.

Husband’s parents
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Tatha (my husband’s father) was an honourable man. He was also very organized
and disciplined.



Pati (my husband’s mother) was nice too. She was fair to all the grandchildren,
for example, when giving Diwali gifts. Because Periappa (my brother-in-law) at
ﬁrst had trouble ﬁnding and keeping a job, Pati gave him more support than she
gave to Appa (her husband). But that was natural.



After Appa died, Tatha kept in touch with us. He really cared about us and happy
to see you all doing well.

A letter that Sharada received from her father-in-law, a year or so before he passed away.
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Husband’s family


Appa was close to his family. He was happy when they visited us, and he was
keen to visit them when he went anywhere. After he passed away, Attai and
Athimber (my sister-in-law and her husband) were a big help.



We have maintained contact with some of his relatives such as Attai’s
children(Vimala, Raju and Venkat), Krishnan (one of his cousins), and Bharati
(the daughter of another cousin).

Children
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I am very proud of the achievements of every one of you. In that I feel I have
succeeded.



I am so happy to have you all around me.



Prayers and traditions were important to Appa and are important to me. I
feel sad that none of you are continuing the prayers that we used to do. I am
also disappointed that you boys got married to whom you wanted to, without
respecting our traditions. In that I feel I have failedto instillour values in you.



After your studies, when all three of you boys wanted to go abroad, I did not
stand in your way. But I felt alone when ﬁghting the court case and when making
the arrangements for Malini’s marriage.

Grandchildren


When someone is climbing a coconut tree, we
can help them up and push them along, till our
hands can no longer reach them. After that they
have to climb on their own.



You are precious to me and to your parents.
We have done everything we could to help you
climb. Now it is up to you. I have three messages
for you:

Sharada with her six grandchildren who
arrived before the end of 1999 – Standing
from the left: Abhimanyu, Rohit and
Dhruv; Seated from the left: Madhvi,
Pranav and Damini. , Bangalore, 2000.

Firstly, stay on the right path, even if it is not easy.
Secondly, money is not the most important things
in life. Character is.

Sharada’s last two – 21st century –
grandchildren: Deeksha who arrived in
2000 and Sarita in 2007
(Bangalore, 2008).

Thirdly, be open to learning from other cultures, but
do not become a slave to them.
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A beaming Sharada with some her caring circle of friends (Bangalore, 2008)

Friends
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Friends have helped us in times of need e.g. the Murthys in Bombay, the Subba
Raos in Secunderabad, and Sundar and Jayadev in Jayanagar, Bangalore.



Now, in Koramangala, I am surrounded by a wonderful group of friends who are
so concerned and affectionate. I am so grateful.

The wider world


In the 1950s and 60s people were more honest and trustworthy than they are
now and the place was safer. Even when you were young, I could send you to
Bharat stores (a 15 minute walk from our home in Bombay) for shopping and to
school by bus, without fear.



Things started to change in the 1970s, during Indira Gandhi’s rule. She was
hungry for money and power. She superseded the Supreme Court judges and
declared an Emergency. Her arrogance and dishonesty opened the doors for
others to follow.



I am pained by the corruption, the lack of pride in one’s work, the lack of respect
for rules and regulations, and how people who protest against this are attacked.
It also makes me sad that we are abandoning our culture, and mimicking others
in the way we dress and go about. India can be a great country. But it will take
time and a lot of effort for things to improve.
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Afterword
Producing this book has taken much longer than I had expected. This is because,while
I used my trips to Bangalore to gather information for the book, I did my writing in
Geneva. Sometimes, because of pressure of work, I set aside my writing for weeks at
a time, and at other times my progress faltered because I was not sure of some facts
or how to present them.
I faced two kinds of challenges while writing the book. When writing Chapter 1 and
the ﬁrst part of Chapter 2, I could not rely on my recollections. I needed to call on
my mother and her siblings for information. Pinning down what happened so many
years ago, however, was not always easy. When writing Chapters 3 and 4, on the
other hand, I could draw more on my own recollections. However, recalling and
writing about painful experiences was not easy, especially if my siblings or I had
said or done things to make our mother sad or angry.
I have tried hard to present my mother’s life exactly as it was. I have therefore
included stories that are happy and ﬁll one with pride, as well as those that bring
back unhappy and embarrassing (or even shameful) memories. I have tried very
hard to verify all the facts presented in the book, from multiple sources. I am grateful
to my family members for the generous contributions of their time and effort, but I
take full responsibility for any gaps or errors the book may contain.
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This book covers the ﬁrst 70 years of my mother’s life - from 1929 to 1999 - through
four distinct phases. I plan to work on a sequel to cover the post-70 phase of her life.
I intend to do this with my children, and my nephews and nieces who, as children,
adolescents and young adults have their own stories of their dealings with their
grandmother, to write about in their own words.
V Chandra-Mouli
August 2015, Geneva, Switzerland
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