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The Unf in ished  Journey
The story o f  M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar

This is the story of a visionary, a person 
f r o m  a c o n s e r v a t i v e  m e r c h a n t  
community, the Nattukottai Chettiars, 
once renowned for trading, financing and 
banking, who went on to beat a different 
path and play a pioneering role in modern 
industry in Southern India. Sadly, it is also 
a story of a journey that ended long 
before it should have.

M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar 
(MCt throughout this book) was a 
dreamer who lived far ahead of his time. 
He pioneered insurance, banking and 
industry in an era when India was far 
behind other countries in the economic 
field. Commencing his meteoric career 
when he was barely 21 years, his 
accomplishments in just 25 years were 
phenomenal for the times. Despite his 
great achievements, MCt never lost his 
humaneness and remained always 
accessib le  to the low lies t o f his 
employees.

Had death not snatched him 
away at the young age of 46, who knows 
to what heights he might have soared! He 
was indeed an "Oak among Willows"!

The first skyscraper of Madras, 
the towering LIC building that stands 
guard over the arterial Mount Road, is an 
everlasting memorial to him.



Indian Overseas Bank, Central Office, Madras 
with the statue o f  Founder-Chairman  
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Valliammai A chi and M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar 
not long after their marriage.
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"Lives of great men all remind us 
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And, departing, leave behind us 
Footprints on the sands of time."

- H. W. Longfellow

P r e f a c e  to  t h e  S e c o n d  E d i t io n

The Publishers are happy to bring out this second edition 
of "THE UNFINISHED JOURNEY".

Launched on 27lh March 2004, the first edition of the 
biography of M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar was well 
received, so much so that a second edition has become 
necessary to meet the demands of the public and 
institutions.

In this edition, care has been taken to avoid a few errors 
found in the first edition.

The publishers wish to record their appreciation of the 
efforts of John F.Durai for evolving this second edition.

P r e f a c e  t o  t h e  T h i r d  E d i t io n

The Publishers are happy to bring out this Third edition 
of "THE UNFINISHED JOURNEY".

Chennai 
March, 2014

M.Ct.M.Chidambaram Trust



Publisher's note

This is the story of a visionary, a person from a 
conservative merchant community, the Nattukottai 

Chettiars, once renowned for trading, financing and bank
ing, who went on to beat a different path and play a 
pioneering role in modern industry in Southern India. 
Sadly, it is a story of a journey that ended long before it 
should have. This is a story that should have been written 
not long after M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar passed 
away under tragic circumstances in 1954, still compara
tively young. But that was a time when the stories of 
institutions and of those who had built them were not 
yet considered a part of history nor a valuable contribu
tion to the business learning of future generations. By 
the time that realisation dawned, only the faintest of 
memories and the scantiest of records remained to recall 
a pioneer who had envisioned a whole new world of 
commerce and industry in Asia but whom Fate snatched 
away long before his time.

M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar's sons, M.Ct. Muthiah 
and M.Ct. Pethachi, had spent their growing years in 
boarding school far from home and, at the time he died,
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the former was just being groomed to play a role in the 
institutions his father had founded and the latter was 
away in college. Their memories are of a father who had 
dreams for their future, but not of a banker, businessman 
and pioneering industrialist with ideas for the future of 
all three in an independent India. Neither are there any 
of his papers and correspondence, nor many of the annual 
reports of his various businesses. The businesses them
selves, in the fashion of post-Independence Indian 
business, have minimal records in their archives and, in 
some cases, not even those or access to them if they are 
there. And, saddest of all, his closest friends and all those 
who had worked with him, in developing United India 
Life Assurance and United India Fire & General Insur
ance, the Indian Overseas Bank and Travancore Rayons 
into major institutions on the national scene, are no more. 
And they too have left little behind by way of records.

Despite these handicaps, a story emerges of a man who 
left his mark on business and industry in South India by 
establishing institutions that would one day be part of 
the wider picture of Indian economic development. It is 
a biography that owes much to the recollections of his 
sons and the then young men who had started their 
careers in his businesses. It is a picture that has taken 
shape also from house journals and other published 
stories of his institutions, from the bare reporting so 
representative of Indian minutes-keeping found in 
whatever minutes books were accessible, and, above all, 
reports in The Hindu and The Mail of Madras, giving the 
reader an insight into M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar's 
thinking. The result reveals a man who should be better 
remembered and whose life and thoughts have much to 
offer everyone stepping into the world of business and 
industry.
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All this has been possible entirely due to the many who 
spoke nostalgically of M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar, 
the organisations which made available their records and 
the few who dug assiduously for information wherever 
there seemed an opportunity. To all of them we must 
express a deep debt of gratitude for having made The 
Unfinished Journey possible. But we must particularly 
thank a few of them, namely:

M.Ct. Muthiah for sharing his thoughts with the 
researchers on numerous occasions and for providing 
several photographs used in this book.

M.Ct. Pethachi for inspiring the book, recalling vignettes 
of the past and going through the manuscript 
meticulously.

M.Ct.P. Chidambaram for perusing the manuscript and 
for providing old photographs nicely restored and also 
for related booklets.

John F. Durai, Administrative Manager, Office of 
M.Ct. Pethachi, for diligently going through the 
manuscript and for smoothening the researchers' paths 
wherever necessary; and Jayashri, Secretary to 
M.Ct. Pethachi, for assisting him.

Ranjitha Ashok and Shobha Menon for the numerous 
interviews they did, successfully dredging up a glimpse 
here, a thought there, a lead from the deepest recesses of 
memory of many who knew M.Ct.M. Chidambaram 
Chettyar, though separated by an age-gap, who barely 
knew him or knew him from a distance when they were 
young, and those who knew of him second-hand, through 
kinship with those who had been his contemporaries 
and colleagues.

PI. Annamalai for his genealogical research over many
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years into the family Vellayan Chettiar of Aayangkudi 
begat and for his interviews at Chettinad and Karur. 
The Indian Overseas Bank, Chairman S.C. Gupta and 
particularly Al. Chandramouli, General Manager, and 
Vimala Sundaramoorthy, for not only providing access 
to its records but also assistance in making recording 
easier.

The United India Fire & General Insurance, and 
particularly M. Sivaraman, for providing access to its 
records.

L. Kannappan, former General Manager, Travancore 
Rayons, for providing valuable details about the company 
as well as vital leads to others who had been with it. The 
particulars furnished by Kannappan were of significance 
in the compilation of the Biography, in relation to 
Travancore Rayons.
A. Chandramouli, for providing some information on 
Perumbavoor and also putting the researchers in touch 
with some others who had worked at Travancore Rayons 
in those early years.

P.K. Kurien, Senior Partner, Menon & Pai, Ernakulam, 
legal advisers to Travancore Rayons, who provided 
available information on the company during its long 
lock-out.

M.A. Selvaraj, Headmaster, Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar 
Boys' Higher Secondary School, Madras, for helping with 
information about the M.Ct.M. Schools, in Vepery, 
Madras.

The Hindu, and particularly K. Rajendrababu and his 
assistants in the Index Section, for not only providing 
access to the old newspapers but also for help in copying 
them.

O.P. Sharma, our Delhi contact, for securing useful
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information from the archives of Central Legislative 
Council, New Delhi.
The Jawaharlal Nehru Memorial Library, New Delhi, for 
access to The Mail and The Hindu and its copying facilities. 
Few archival resource centres in India are more helpful 
than this one.
Shobha Menon, for also scouring through numerous 
minutes books and old newspapers in Chennai and Delhi, 
to get the greater part of the archival information that 
has made the book a more meaningful record.
S. Anvar for his photographs of homes, institutions and 
memorabilia connected with M.Ct.M. Chidambaram 
Chettyar.
The Madras Editorial Services team of S. Muthiah, 
Ranjitha Ashok, Dhanalakshmi Aiyar, Shobha Menon, 
Sashi Nair and S. Uma for collating a wide variety of 
disparate information and making the book possible. 
Prema Koshy for research in London.
Krishna Prasad of Pace systems & graphic communi
cations and his team for uncomplainingly grappling with 
the revisions, then typesetting, laying-out and preparing 
the C.D. for the book.
Jayan Menon for designing a cover that captures the spirit 
of the subject.
N. Subramanian of Sudarsan-Graphics for printing and 
binding the 1st edition of "The Unfinished Journey", and 
V. Ram of Prism Art Press for bringing out this Edition. 
Without the assistance and support of all of them, and 
the recollections of so many others too numerous to 
mention by name, but many of whom will find them
selves in the pages that follow, this story of M.Ct.M. 
Chidambaram Chettyar would not have been possible. 
With their unstinted help has been created what we hope
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will be judged a permanent memorial to a pioneer who 
deserves a much more insightful record than has been 
possible. Nevertheless, we are sure it will provide a 
picture few readers would have known -  or remembered.

One final note. After the first Chettiars began moving in 
more cosmopolitan society and, from 1930, started 
visiting Europe and America, a few began giving up 
their community badge as a suffix to their names. And 
as the years passed, more and more dropped the 
'Chettiar' from their names, particularly if they thought 
it would help them distance themselves from what had 
come to be considered their traditional business, viz. 
moneylending. M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar, how
ever, was, for all his cosmopolitanism, inordinately proud 
of his roots and not only never gave up the suffix but 
also spelt it differently -  and distinctively -  from others, 
introducing the more traditional 'y' into the spelling. We 
shall therefore throughout this book refer to him as 
Chidambaram Chettyar or the more familiar MCt. Any 
other Chidambarams referred to will be preceded by their 
initials. His sons will be referred to as Muthiah and 
Pethachi and his forefathers by both their honorifics and 
suffixes. It should also be noted that, amongst the 
Chettiars, generally speaking, the name used as a 
surname is the given name and the initials refer to the 
father's name and those of preceding paternal ancestors. 
With children being given grandfathers' names, it can 
get not only repetitious but also confusing. One name 
that will be clear throughout these pages will be that of 
Chidambaram Chettyar, MCt to all.

Chennai 
August, 2007

M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Trust



Chapter 1

The Chettiars — 
and their land

Deep in the south of India's southernmost State, Tamil 
Nadu, is Chettinad, the land of the Chettiars. Once 

part of the ancient Pandya Kingdom, it is today spread 
around the town of Karaikudi, about 80 km east of 
Madurai, the capital of the ancient Pandyas, and about 
the same distance south of Thanjavur, the capital of the 
ancient Cholas. In this 600 sq. mile area were the 96 
townships that the Chettiars founded. It was these settle
ments in a parched wilderness which earned them their 
preferred community name -  Nagarathar -  the 
townsfolk, or the sophisticated dwellers of nagarams or 
urban settlements in what is essentially a rural area in 
the middle of nowhere.

In their heyday, a glorious 150-year period, between 1800 
and 1950, the Chettiars built here their homes -  for
tress-like mansions, the cause for most others calling them 
Nattukottai (land-fort) Chettiars -  and these they filled 
with the riches earned from across the seas. The eco
nomic travails of the first half of the 20th Century and, 
ironically, the joy of independence thereafter in those 
lands of South and Southeast Asia where they had made
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their fortunes were, in the years after World War II, to 
have a traumatic effect on the Nagarathar who suffered 
their darkest hours. Before the dawn emerged again, the 
villages of Chettinad had shrunk to 75 in number and 
many a Chettiar had to sink new roots in parts far from 
Chettinad, and in businesses and professions they had 
never dreamed of being a part. Today, this conservative 
merchant community, whose ancient traditions of a 
splendid past it still strives to sustain in a fast-changing 
world, has used its rare financial acumen to help resurrect 
itself in a business environment that is different from 
what had once helped it to flourish. That the focus of 
this book, M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar, may have 
been one of the handful to have pointed the way, the 
chapters that follow will reveal.

How did MCt manage to break from the confines of 
the conservative Nagarathar community and accom
plish all that he did? He was the first Chettiar to 
develop into a national institution a life insurance 
company: the United India Life Assurance Co. Ltd.; 
he was the first Chettiar to have started a fire and 
general insurance company, namely, United India Fire 
& General Insurance Co. Ltd.; he was the first Chettiar 
to have started a bank, with branches all over India 
and in South and Southeast Asia, specialising in for
eign exchange; he was the first Chettiar to have started 
a large manufacturing industry, India's first synthetic 
fibre plant, The Travancore Rayons Ltd. In a span of 
25 years, starting at a very young age (he was only 
21 when he took over the reins of business) and over 
50 years ago, when Indian business was still trying to 
establish itself, MCt achieved all this -  certainly 
outstanding achievements, for a Chettiar and also for 
an Indian in the India of the time.
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He was indeed, as an admirer stated, "An oak among 
willows".

Chettiar history appears to be little more than legend till 
the 19th Century. But the legends are as fascinating as 
they are articles of faith. For a thousand years, it is sung, 
the Chettiars lived in Kanchipuram, having migrated 
there from Naga Nadu (possibly Nagarjunakonda in 
today's Andhra). And then, when an unjust Pallava ruler, 
succeeding to the early Chola Kingdom of Karikala 
Cholan and his heirs, imposed heavy taxes on them, they 
moved on, this time where the Cholas sank firmer roots. 
The great Chola port of Kaveripoompattinam -  the 
Khaberis of Ptolemy and now resurrected as Poompuhar 
-  from whence the culture of South India went to the 
lands of the East, became their new home. These privi
leged merchants of the Chola Empire, the Chettiars, like 
the Chetties and Shetties, the Seths and the Saits in other 
parts of India, were rooted in the ancient merchant guilds 
whose members were called Shresti in Sanskrit.

Later legends have them as the ships' chandlers of the 
great Chola fleets that in the 10th-12th Centuries ruled 
the waves of the southern Bay of Bengal and the north
ern reaches of the Indian Ocean that stretched beyond. 
These provisioners of the ships that sailed from 
Kaveripoompattinam to Malacca and Sumatra, Java and 
the lands further east were also known, perhaps as a 
logical corollary, as traders in salt and rice throughout 
the Chola Empire. But the ancient songs also sing of 
their other businesses that brought them renown and 
royal favour. Both were bestowed on them as much for 
the quality of the gold and gemstones they sold as for 
their integrity. Piety, humility and integrity, more than
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their legendary business acumen, made them the 
favoured merchant guild of the Chola kings who 
rewarded them with the honour of crowning them.

Still later legends offer several explanations as to why 
the Chettiars migrated from Chola Nadu southwards to 
what appears to have been refuge in Pandya Nadu. For 
the Nattukottai Chettiars, it is an article of faith among 
them that those from Chola Nadu who first settled in 
the 13th Century near the 8th Century Ilayattrankudi 
temple, east of the Pandya capital, Madurai, are the true 
forefathers of the Nagarathar, those Chettiars so different 
from the other Chettys of today's Tamil Nadu, Colombo 
and Malacca.

The Chettiars who settled in the four villages around 
Ilayattrankudi began to establish new settlements further 
afield as the community grew in numbers. They also 
began to seek and be granted new temples in which 
many in a cluster of new settlements began to worship. 
In all, it is stated, there were nine 8th Century temples 
the Chettiars pledged their allegiance to in a 12-year span. 
Around these temples — Ilayattrankudi, Mathur, 
Vairavanpatti, Iraniyur, Pillaiyarpatti, Nemam, 
Iluppakudi, Soorakudi and Velangudi — there were 
established the 96 villages in the area between the prin
cipalities of Pudukkottai in the north and that of 
Sivaganga in the south.

Every Chettiar, wherever he is born, is born a member 
of one or the other of the nine temples that had been 
established by his forefathers and to which his father 
had been admitted. These temples are, in effect, clan 
centres, each a shrine of which a group of Chettiars are 
members for life, so long as they do not transgress its
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traditions. Each of the temples to this day plays a major 
role in the lives of the Nagarathar who are its members. 
The bigger of the nine temples have sub-clans which are 
recognised today as clans themselves. The close bonding 
among all members of a clan, or a sub-clan, the pangalis 
as they are known, and a loyalty to fellow clan members 
in matters concerning the welfare of the whole are 
strengths of a system that has stood the buffetings of 
time and change, no matter that increasing competitive
ness and individualism have weakened such traditional 
ties.

Key features to this clan division are that a boy or a girl 
cannot marry within his or her temple clan or even his 
or her sub-clan. Only cross-clan marriages are sanctified. 
A girl, when she marries, becomes a member of the clan 
she marries into. In the case of an adoption, a common 
practice when there are no sons, it must be only within 
the clan, in fact, only within the sub-clan. The clan 
temples are where clan leaders regularly meet to discuss 
matters concerning the clan and arrive at decisions in 
cases of financial or property disputes as well as when 
clan traditions are broken. The power of the clan leaders 
may be waning, but in a conservative community, 
traditions play a subtle, almost psychological, role in 
keeping even the most modern in line and the most in
dividualistic seeking the clan's blessings. For instance, a 
wedding is considered 'proper' only if the main gar
lands to be exchanged are received from the clan temples 
of the bride and bridegroom. The wedding is not only 
recorded in both temples but that through this act of 
marriage the bridegroom has become familied adult is 
also recorded in his clan temple. The threat of being 
denied this privilege can even lead to the wedding being 
called off.
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Chettiar Towns & Villages
Map
Ref.

Name o f Town/ 
Village

Estimated
Nagarathar
population

I. Pathinarur Vattakai
1 Amaravathi Puthur 100
2 A(thangudi) Muthupattin am 900
3 Ariyakudi 600
4 Athangudi 1550
5 Chokkalingaputhur 600
6 Kallal 1700
7 Kallupatti 850
8 Kanadukathan 1550
9 Kandanur 2600

10 Kandanur/
Kottaiyur Alagapuri 500

11 Karaikudi 10.500
12 K(othamangalam)

Lakshmipuram 350
13 Kothamangalam 1100
14 Kottaiyur 2150
15 Managiri 300
16 Nachchiyapuram 1100
17 Nemathanpatti 850
18 Palavangudi 650
19 Pallathur 3550
20 Puduvayal 2000
21 Siraavayal 400
22 U(iyyakondan) Siruvayal 1700

II. Melappattur
23 Kopanapatti 1200
24 Kuruvikondanpatti 900
25 Kulipirai 2300
26 Melasivapuri 1600
27 Midhilaipatti 750
28 Nachanthupatti 2000
29 Panayapatti 950
30 P(illamangalam) Alagapuri 1500
31 Ponamaravathi/Puthupatti 1500
32 Rangiyam 1400
33 Valayapatti 4500
34 Vegupatti 1400
35 Venthanpatti 2800
36 Virayachilai 1050
37 V(irayachilai) Lakshmipuram 350

III. Mela Vattakai
38 (A)athikadu Thekkur 1400
39 Avinipatti 800
40 Kandavarayanpatti 1800
41 Keelasivalpatti 1900
42 Mahipalanpatti 550
43 Nerkuppai 2200

Map
Ref.

Name of Town/ 
Village

Estimated
Nagarathar
population

44 Poolankurichchi 1100
45 Sew ur 650
46 Sirukudalpatti 1200
47 Viramathi 600
48 Ulagampatti 700

IV. Kila Vattakai
49 Devakottai 14.000
50 Shanmuganathapuram/

Aravayal 1500
51 Thanichchaoorani 20

V. Therku Vattakai
52 Alavakkottai 800
53 Aranmanai Siruvayal 550
54 Chokkanathapuram 850
55 Cholapuram 100
56 Kalaiyarmangalam 500
57 Kandaramanickam 1600
58 Karunkulam 200
59 Kilapoongudi 400
60 Mathagupatti 600
61 Natarajapuram 400
62 N(attarasankottai) Alagapuri 250
63 Nattarasankottai 2650
64 Okkur 450
65 Panangudi 100
66 Paganeri 1400
67 Pattamangalam 450
68 Chembanur 300
69 Sakkanthi 100
70 Vetriyur 400

VI. K ilappattur
71 Arimalam 2400
72 Rayavaram 2300
73 Kadiapatti/

Ramachandrapuram 2500
74 Thenipatti 400

VII. Nindakarai Pirivu
75 Konapattu 1600

Approximate total population: 1,10.000; 
could be as high as 1,25,000, given a 
10-15% error margin.

Note: Double-barrelled names are those of 
neighbouring twin villages and are usually 
known by the first initial combined with the 
second name, e.g., A. Muthupattinam.
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CHETTINAD

A  ttk sk e tc h  m ap , n o t  to  s c a le
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As bound as they are by tradition to this day, even when 
thousands have settled in the Western world and in the 
metropolises of India, the Nagarathar are equally bound 
by religious faith and compassion. Staunch Saivites, who 
have given seven savants to the 63-member pantheon of 
Saivite saints, the Nagarathar have been great temple- 
builders in their villages or wherever they have worked, 
even in the many foreign countries where they went to 
seek their fortunes. More significantly, almost all the 
major temples of Tamil Nadu, including those at Madurai 
and Chidambaram, have been restored, renovated and 
enlarged by Chettiar contribution. Combined with this 
has been the Chettiar contribution to education — two 
universities, several colleges and many high schools and 
primary schools in Tamil Nadu — and healthcare. 
Indeed, apart from using their wealth to make their 
families more comfortable and ensure their future 
through suitable, and suitably endowed, marriage 
alliances, the wealth they earned overseas was used for 
the greater good of the wider community, even if it did 
not create avenues for useful employment of the 
Nagarathar in their homeland. A certain percentage of 
each family's income, mahimai, was put away to serve 
society as a whole. Contributing thus is an ingrained 
part of the Nagarathar ethic and few communities 
anywhere in India have done more in these fields than 
the Nagarathar, especially in those years between the 
two World Wars. Making possible these contributions 
has been Chettiar business over the last 150 years or so 
— and this is the best recorded part of the Chettiar story.

The Pandya Nadu, to which the Chettiars migrated, is 
an arid land of hard, baked soil where thorny brush, 
bushy shrub and stunted tree struggle to survive. The
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Chettiars nevertheless managed to carve a dominant 
position for themselves in a land where the returns were 
few. By trading in rice from the rich Kaveri delta of the 
Chola Nadu they knew well, by taking salt from the 
numerous pans of the Coromandel Coast into the interior 
of Pandya Nadu and Chera Nadu, and by making use of 
their knowledge of the diamonds of Golconda and the 
pearls of the Gulf of Mannar and other precious stones 
from over the seas, they accumulated wealth and created 
organised settlements for themselves.

It was the relationships that the Chettiars established 
with the Rajas of Pudukottai and Sivaganga and 
Ramanathapuram in what is today southern Tamil Nadu 
that was not only to earn many a Nagarathar large tracts 
of land and the zamindari rights and titles that went 
with them in this part of the country, but was also to 
bring them to the notice of the ruling power, the British 
East India Company, with whom many of the rich and 
the powerful were on close terms. It wasn't long before 
the Dutch and the French also recognised the services 
the Chettiars could offer them in lands the new colonial 
powers did not know.

As the British — and the other colonial powers — estab
lished themselves in South and Southeast Asia, they 
opened up in these countries new areas for plantation 
and cultivation and built the infrastructure needs for this 
investment. A large workforce, the better part of it 
migrants from India, was shipped in by the colonists for 
this work and put down roots in many of these coun
tries. Soon, both employees and employers needed the 
services of traders willing to establish themselves in the 
wildernesses and supply them with the necessities of 
life. Indeed, in countries like Ceylon, the Chettiars, 
following the pack-bulls along jungle trails to establish
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trading posts where there were none, provisioned the 
workers on the newly opening estates and financed 
planters waiting for remittances from 'Home'. In time, 
the life that swirled around these jungle-girt trading posts 
helped them grow into hamlets, hamlets into villages, 
and villages into towns. It was in this fashion that the 
Chettiars expanded their business, first throughout South 
India, then in Calcutta in the latter half of the 18th Cen
tury, next in Ceylon in the late 1790s, and Burma in the 
mid-1820s. It was to be 1884 before the British firmly 
established themselves in Burma, which till 1937 was 
governed first from Calcutta and then from Delhi. With 
the French and Dutch colonial powers joining the British 
in seeking their help, Chettiar business spread to the 
countries of Indo-China — Cochin China, Annam, Laos 
and Cambodia — the Federated Malay States and the 
Straits Settlements (modern Malaysia and Singapore), 
Sumatra and Java, even Mauritius and South Africa.

What was an inborn talent for trade was strengthened 
by a rare financial acumen that to many an outsider 
seems a Nagarathar's birthright. This innate financial 
sixth sense, a rare judgement of a fellow man's integrity, 
was what the Nagarathar parlayed into an accumulation 
of wealth by moving from trade into financing and 
lending as much to the sharecropper, the small farmer 
and the fisherman as to the zamindars and the 
paalayakarar (poligars or petty chieftains) and local rajas.

Described as financiers of integrity and a god-fearing 
people removed from intrigue, the Chettiars were just 
the people the expanding empire was looking for to act 
as middlemen between the imperial banks and the local 
farmer and trader, of whom the British knew little. With
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the banks refusing to lend to the local population, mainly 
because adequate collateral security could not be 
provided, the Chettiars became the middlemen. Lent 
money by the banks on the reputation of their word 
being their bond, the Chettiars re-lent the money to the 
local borrower demanding hardly any security. In the 
years that followed, the support the Chettiars provided 
the local farmer and trader, not to mention the land
owning families who later assumed leadership in these 
countries, had much to do with the development and 
prosperity of these countries from the 1850s to the 1950s.

Back in the early 1930s, a senior official of the Crown, 
Sir Harcourt Brown, wrote, "Without the assistance of 
the Chettiar banking system, Burma would never have 
achieved the wonderful advance of the last 25 to 30 years 
... The Burman today is a much wealthier man than he 
was 25 years ago and for this state of things the Chettiar 
deserves his share of thanks..." Sir Harcourt's words 
applied as much to the Malays and Indo-Chinese, 
Singaporeans and Ceylonese as they did to the Burmese.

Added Butler, "The Chettiars provide the necessary 
finance (partially from their own capital, partially from 
deposits from other Chettiars and other Indian finan
ciers and partially from the Western banks -  Publisher) 
to the agriculturists in practically every village (in 
Burma), and while enabling the Burman to greatly 
increase his production, they have, at the same time, 
undoubtedly inculcated ideas of thrift and economy by 
their insisting on regular payment as regards both 
principal and interest."

Moneylending, however, is not designed to win popular
ity, even if the lender's rate was generally only 3 per cent 
more than what he was borrowing at from the banks.
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Witness after witness demonstrated their antagonism 
before the Ceylon Banking Commission of 1934, but others 
as well as the Commission recognised the Chettiars' role. 
The Commission eventually reported, "The Chettiar 
community formed a distinct link between the banks and 
the public, freeing the former in a considerable measure 
from the risk in direct lending... It must be said to the 
(Chettiars') credit ... they have contributed in no small 
measure to the economic development of the Island."

Few wealthy families in the countries where the Chettiars 
did business could have made it to the top in those years 
without a helping hand from the Chettiars. Indeed, the 
evidence is substantial that there is no Indian commu
nity that has had a greater impact on the lives of so 
many abroad than this small group of traders and finan
ciers from the deep south of today's Tamil Nadu.

At the end of the 19th Century, Chettiar investment in 
all these countries was estimated at over Rs.2,000 million 
— with over a quarter of it in Burma alone, a fabulous 
sum in terms of today's money. The kind of risks they 
took, while the foreign banks stood back and collected a 
fortune, is typified by the shrinking of one Chettiar 
business in Sumatra which, selling up much of its 
property elsewhere, wrote out a cheque for Rs.13 million 
to a Dutch bank, honouring its role as guarantor of 
several firms that failed. A Chettiar's word was his bond 
and he expected those whom he dealt with to honour 
their word in the same fashion.

Through much of the latter half of the 19th Century and 
the early years of the 20th Century, the Nagarathar 
enjoyed not only a privileged position but also a highly 
trusted one in these lands across the seas. Money was
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lent to local farmers and cultivators and petty 
businessmen at a rate the Chettiars decided on every 
month in temple conclaves. The payback was also regu
lar, with delays condoned, for there was mutual trust 
and faith and commitment to each other's obligations. 
Chettiar unity and integrity in this age were legendary 
and both were seen as strengths to respect and trust by 
the borrowers.

Less visible than the business of moneylending, how
ever, was the signal contribution the Chettiars made to 
the countries where they established themselves. The 
expansion of paddy cultivation in Burma, making it the 
rice bowl of Asia, the rescuing of the devastated coffee 
plantations and saving them for the British tea planter 
as well as helping the Ceylonese in the development of 
coconut and rubber acreage in Ceylon, and providing 
the necessary lifeline to the Indian workers in the Island's 
plantations, providing support to tin mining and rubber 
growing in Malaya, and to similar crop cultivation, petty 
businesses and additional sustenance to Indian workers 
and the native peasant and trader in other countries, all 
contributed substantially to the economic development 
of whatever countries to which the Nagarathar went. So 
did the banking system they established in these coun
tries, before the colonial banks began to establish 
branches outside the capital areas. The Nagarathar's hundi 
system, the promissory note promising to pay in one 
town money received in another, in one country 
payments made in another, was indeed a boon not only 
to Indian merchants, but also to the European planters 
and others living far from the capital cities.

Despite this major contribution to these nations of South 
and Southeast Asia, few Chettiars put down roots in
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these countries. After three-year stints in the firms they 
owned or worked for, they'd come 'home' for a year or 
two before going back abroad. And 'home' was always 
that village the Chettiar was born in, in the southern
most reaches of the Madras Presidency, where his wife 
and children remained.

It was in Chettinad too that the wealth earned in the 
lands across the seas was transformed into a more per
manent form. Homes were built and as wealth increased 
they became mansions, their walled-in, inward looking, 
high-ceilinged construction leading to their being 
described as the forts (kottai) mentioned in the 
particularisation of these Chetties as Nattukottai 
Chettiars. Teak from Burma, satinwood from Ceylon, 
marble from Italy, Charnockite — that Tamil Nadu 
granite that can be polished to an ebony gleam — and a 
shining white mirror finish on the walls and floor — the 
plaster a Chettinad speciality, using a mixture of lime, 
powdered seashells and eggshells, egg-white and my- 
robalan nut, ground to a paste for plastering — were all 
combined with local building and craft skills to build 
'forts' that were palaces and which still draw admiring 
gasps from visitors from abroad or other parts of the 
country, no matter the sorry state in which many of these 
mansions are. Indeed, the homes of Chettinad are what 
make the whole area deserving of protected heritage 
status, an unfulfilled dream.

The mansions of the rich in each village may be only a 
dozen or two, but even in the smaller homes there is 
much to admire, for the local craftsman has left an indel
ible imprint on each, much as he has done in the temples 
of South India. Additional enhancement was provided
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by embellishments brought from many a country or from 
the importers of Madras and used lavishly to enrich what 
was basically a simple mud or brick and lime mortar 
structure built to last. And in these homes were stored 
rich jewellery of gold and diamonds, rubies and emeralds 
— that were unstintingly given to each girl child as much 
for adornment as for a nest egg — and a variety of 
household goods and artefacts from all parts of India 
and abroad.

As wealth accumulated, these houses, long, high-off-the- 
ground structures a block long, generally with three 
courtyards, each surrounded by verandah-corridors and 
storerooms, got higher roofs and an occasional extra 
storey where it could be fitted in without upsetting the 
basic pattern. The houses grew breadth-wise too, to 
provide larger rooms and long dining halls on the sides. 
But the money spent was usually not in building 
particularly bigger houses, but in embellishments, some 
traditional, others strictly nouveau riche.

In these houses, too, they held lifestyle rituals in the 
grandest possible manner — in the early years over 
several days -  and to them came all the pangalis, relatives 
and friends. Apart from the rituals whose origins are 
lost in the mists of time but whose conduct helps 
maintain a community's unbroken tradition, the family 
get-togethers, particularly at times of village temple or 
community festivals, created bonding of the highest order 
and in years past helped create the Nagarathar's greatest 
strength, their unity. It also established their reputation 
for rare hospitality and as connoisseurs of an exceptional 
cuisine.

Chettinad cuisine is perhaps the most renowned cuisine 
in the Tamil Nadu repertoire and has created much
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interest and popularity today. The best Chettinad food 
should be eaten at celebratory feasts in Chettinad, where 
teams ('sets') of cooks spend their days creating one 
dining experience after another. The Chettiars are tradi
tionally vegetarian, but life overseas has introduced both 
meat dishes in menus as well as rice-based dishes with 
their roots in their homes away from home. But the fare 
at lifecycle celebrations is strictly vegetarian, though of 
enormous variety. The secret of Chettinad food, in the 
words of an Aachi known for her cooking, is "its subtle 
and intriguing spicing, the judicious use of roasted spices 
like coriander, cumin, fennel, pepper, fenugreek, mus
tard seeds, tamarind, cinnamon, aniseed, and even a lentil 
or two, together with a moderate flavouring of dry or 
green chilli".

The heyday of the Nagarathar was to last till almost the 
first half of the 20th Century. In the latter half of those 
good years, almost every Chettiar had moved into bank
ing, the not-so-fortunate employed by the others. The 
Nagarathar had an elaborate and well-developed system 
of accounting that every Chettiar boy learned even before 
he was in his teens. Learning to calculate in one-six
teenths and one-one hundred and ninetyseconds* was 
routine in childhood. Teenage apprentices — often a son 
of the firm's owner, being put through his paces -  would 
stay up late every night to tally the day's accounts to the 
last pie and count out the money local vendors and 
artisans had requested for the morrow and which they 
would collect at cock's crow.

* B e fo re  d ecim alisatio n  on A p ril 1, 1957 , 16  a n n a s m ad e a  ru p ee  an d  12 pies 
m a d e  an  an na. T hu s, 192  p ies m ad e a  rupee.
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It was no wonder that by the dawn of the 19th Century, 
the Chettiars were described as "the indigenous bankers 
of South India", and in this class they were unique for 
having "developed deposit banking as understood in the 
West", accepting both current and fixed deposits from 
the public. Capitalising on their flair for banking, they 
were among the first Indians to promote modern joint 
stock banking. Two of India's biggest banks today, the 
Indian Overseas Bank and the Indian Bank, owe their 
beginnings in the case of one and financial underpin
ning and subsequent development in the case of the other 
to the Nagarathar, more of which anon, as both had not 
a little to do with the M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar of 
this book and his extended family.

But in a changing world, in a world where great 
internationalisation as well as greater nationalism were 
to play major roles in the changes, the Nagarathar were 
to be affected too. From around 1900, the first shadows 
were cast on those days of affluence, large-heartedness 
and unity. The great crashes of the Oriental Bank in 
Colombo (in 1884) and Arbuthnot & Co. in Madras (in 
1906), in which many Nagarathar had invested, started 
it all. Then came the Great Depression of the late 1920s 
and the early 1930s. And as several Chettiar firms felt 
the effect of both in the direst possible ways, attitudes 
began to change in a world that had become more ex
posed to a philosophy of competitiveness, greed and 
expansion.

Once treated by the locals as friends and well-wishers, 
Chettiar financiers who offered reasonable lending rates 
and never pressed too hard for payment, both parties 
dealing with each other on a bond of mutual trust and 
understanding, now began to favour foreclosure, which 
led to acquisition of land and property. In Burma, this
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soon made them the largest landowners in the country. 
And accepting surrendered land is no way to win friends 
and influence people. Inevitably the ethnic divide began 
to widen.

Fuel to this changed relationship was added when the 
burgeoning Indian nationalist movement of the 1930s 
ignited similar sentiments in those countries where the 
Chettiars had established business, remained close to the 
rulers and, like them, acquired property but never sank 
roots. Nationalism was to leave locals little sympathy 
for a community that had put them under obligation or 
made them landless. Allied triumph in World War II 
and its response to the demands of the nationalists in a 
world the imperial powers were finding increasingly 
difficult to rule, led to the independence of all these 
countries. And in them the Nagarathar, their local bonds 
frayed in the 1920s and 1930s, became the victims of the 
late 1940s. It was not long before a community which 
once possessed enormous wealth was forced to return 
home a shattered, shaken people, left only with dreams 
of the great contribution they had once made to the 
prosperity of other countries and the considerable profit 
they had at the same time derived.

With almost 70 per cent of the Chettiar wealth being in 
Burma, Independent Burma's antipathetic attitude en
sured the greater part of the Chettiars becoming impov
erished. It was a pattern repeated in the countries of 
Indo-China and in Sumatra. The effect was less dire in 
other countries, but an exodus of Chettiars from them 
with whatever they could salvage was also a feature of 
a community in decline in the 1950s and 1960s; only in 
Malaya and Singapore did the Chettiars survive the 
trauma of this period, precariously at first, when local 
insurgencies almost impoverished their business, and
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more solidly in more recent times, mainly due to the 
support M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar's Indian Over
seas Bank lent them. The consequence of the exodus of 
the Chettiars from most of these countries, most of them 
left with little, led to mansion after mansion in Chettinad 
being pulled down, their riches in timber and marble, 
granite and ornamentation, sold for a song. Antique 
dealers and traders have had a field day with the artefacts 
and household goods they bought at throwaway prices. 
It was this disinvestment, and the jewellery the families 
held, that have, however, helped resurrection.

Some had seen the signs of doom early enough, a few 
were so rich the losses did not affect them badly, but to 
the majority, the events of the 1950s and 1960s were a 
traumatic experience. The paths taken for revival in the 
years that followed were two divergent ones.

People who had never done any other business except 
financing and some trading began to look for opportu
nities from the 1940s in spinning mills, plantations and 
the film industry if they had the money. Others in the 
1950s and 1960s saw opportunities in small-scale financ
ing in the rural south of India, thus going back to their 
business roots, or in small businesses such as paper dis
tribution and pharmacies, two commercial activities the 
community dominates in Tamil Nadu, and consumer 
product agencies. A few families alone struck out boldly 
into industry, a field only one Chettiar had even flirted 
with in the glory years. Significantly, all derived from a 
common ancestor and are the closest of pangalis.

Immaculately dressed S.A.A. Annamalai Chettiar, one 
of the first Indian members of the Madras Turf Club, 
was a pioneer of aviation in India. He got his flying 
licence around the same time as J.R.D. Tata and brought
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his own plane out to India. Two other Chettiars followed 
his example and, amazingly for the time, they estab
lished a Flying Club in Kanadukathan, 'S.A.'s.' village 
that had a population then of less than a thousand! 
More significantly, S.A.A. Annamalai Chettiar attempted 
to start a bicycle industry in Madras. That he did not 
meet with success only showed that he was either a 
Chettiar before his time or that his priorities were not 
industry. Three other families not only fared far more 
successfully but were also pioneers in large-scale indus
try, though their example was not followed by other 
Nagarathars.

M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar, the focus of this book, 
moved from insurance and banking to pioneer industry 
in what is today Kerala, with Travancore Rayons. The 
Travancore venture was the first large-scale industry to 
be set up by a Chettiar. Beginning with a small but 
pioneering life insurance company, The United Life As
surance Co. Ltd., MCt grew it into a national organisation 
at a time when foreign owned Insurance companies domi
nated the scene. He went on to build on its foundations 
another pioneering Indian owned venture, The United 
India Fire & General Insurance Co. Ltd., that proved as 
successful. He next established a successful bank, the 
Indian Overseas Bank Ltd., (specialising in foreign 
exchange), with branches all over India and in South and 
Southeast Asia. And he pioneered major industry in South 
India, promoting and building South and Southeast Asia's 
first synthetic fibre manufacturing facility. To have accom
plished all this in a 20-year period when Indians were still 
restricted by foreign governance and then had to find their 
feet in a new, industry-encouraging but ambivalent 
environment, where government encouraged industry yet 
fettered it with controls, made MCt's accomplishments all
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the more significant — and quite a contrast to traditional 
Chettiar conservativeness.

Raja Muthiah Chettiar opted for cement, mineral exploi
tation and construction, while to these his son M.A.M. 
Ramaswami added a racing empire. Perhaps the world's 
most successful racehorse owner, certainly the winner of 
the greatest number of Racing Classics in the world, he 
has made racing a successful business. The Rajah's 
brother, M.A. Chidambaram, pioneered the motorised 
two-wheeler and three-wheeler in India and then be
came the first Chettiar to team with Government on a 
mega project, SPIC, a major fertiliser and petroleum 
products player. His son A.C. Muthiah made it in the 
1990s one of the top five industrial organisations in Tamil 
Nadu and among the biggest in India.

The sons of A.M.M. Murugappa Chettiar, Murugappan, 
Vellayan, before his untimely death, and Arunachalam, 
like MCt saw that the future of Independent India could 
well be in industry. Not among the most prosperous 
families of the time, they dared where others did not 
venture. Starting with small, but important, industries 
during World War II and, thereafter, signing the first 
joint venture agreement in Independent India to ride on 
a consumer item like the bicycle, the family nurtured 
what is now the flourishing Murugappa Group. Back
ward integration and, in later years, bold takeovers like 
that of the venerable Madras House of Parry's have been 
hallmarks of its strategies for growth, a most uncharac
teristic approach for a Chettiar family.

Other Chettiars have gone into small and medium-scale 
industry since then, but these three families alone shed 
much of Chettiar conservatism to blaze new trails and 
grow by what might be seen by Chettiars as 'modern'
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means. It is these success stories and the contributions 
of Union Minister P. Chidambaram from time to time on 
the national scene that have given the Nagarathar a high 
profile. Few in the wider society of Tamil Nadu recognise 
that a substantial part of the community just about 
manages to eke out an existence. Fewer still recognise 
the other path that some thousands in a 125,000 strong 
community took to emerge from its darkest hour. That 
has been through education, secured despite the disad
vantages of being a forward community and lacking, in 
the 1950s and 1960s, the economic wherewithal. Profes
sional education has led to employment and 
professionalism in fields far removed from the traditional 
field of finance, though the beginnings in professional 
employment were in the 'Chettiar banks' — the Indian 
Overseas Bank, the Indian Bank, and the Bank of Madura 
(now a part of the ICICI Bank).

Visit any Chettiar village today and about a third of the 
mansions lie in ruins, dismantled for what their timber 
and ornamentation could fetch. Almost as many homes 
are derelict, the riches their rooms stocked now to be 
found in the 'antique' market. All this has paid for 
education as much as it has for survival. And that 
education is beginning to pay off today. Slowly, a more 
professional Chettiar is emerging, both among men and 
women. With men in professions from the army, police 
and civil service to medicine, engineering and atomic 
science, with women who are metallurgists and company 
secretaries, architects, doctors, hoteliers and accountants, 
the community has a whole new face. What is most strik
ing about the transformation is the numbers once again 
going overseas in search of their fortunes — most of 
them to North America, the United Kingdom, Australia 
and Singapore, where they are once again displaying the
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Chettiar skills of old, in number-crunching, in the finan
cial and computer services. Over 5000 families, about a 
fifth of the community, it is estimated, are settled in 
these parts of the world.

This transformation was helped considerably by the 
Alagappa institutions of higher education* Dr. 
K.V.Al.Rm. Alagappa Chettiar established, in the heart 
of Chettinad, Karaikudi, in the late 1940s and early 1950s 
and the further removed, more Tamizhagam-focused 
Annamalai University founded in 1929 by Annamalai 
Chettiar, the Raja of Chettinad. Annamalai Chettiar was 
given his Raja's title in 1929 by the British for contribu
tions to the development of Burma and to education in 
the Madras Presidency. In an unusual step, the British 
had made it a hereditary role.

The education the two institutions provided hundreds 
of impoverished Chettiars in the years after Indepen
dence enabled a class of engineers, bankers, teachers, 
and entrepreneurs to develop and it is their still better 
educated children who have begun to seek bounty 
overseas. The Chettiars have begun to taste success again. 
But will this resurrection of families also see a resurrec
tion of Chettinad, the land of fort-like mansions, or will 
the villages slowly fade into ghost towns as their owners 
move to pastures new? Sadly, little of the improved state 
of the community is reflected in the villages of Chettinad. 
Only a few can today afford the luxury of living life in 
Chettinad as it once was. But while it lasted, what 
splendour there was in Chettinad! And what a contribu
tion the Chettiars made to several countries in Asia!

*  T hese h ave been  con so lid ated  as A lagap p a U n iversity  from  1985.



Chapter 2

The S.Rm*.M.Ct.* Family

Sometime in the late 1700s, there was born in the 
village of Aayangkudi/Aayangpatti, in the principal

ity of Pudukkottai ruled by the Thondamans, governors 
of a territory that was once part of the erstwhile Pandya 
Nadu, a boy-child who was named Vellayan. Who his 
parents were or who his ancestors were is not known, 
but, given the Chettiars' oral tradition, they must have 
migrated northeastward from the Ilayattrankudi area, not 
far from Karaikudi, where the Chettiars migrating from 
Kaveripoompattinam and other parts of Chola Nadu had 
first settled, an area known as the 'Pathinaroor vattakai', 
the '16-village settlement'. But given that he and his 
descendants belong to the Ilayattrankudi Temple's 
Pattinaswami pirivu (sub-sect), thus being members of 
the first Chettiar clan temple and a sub-sect reflecting 
pattinam  (port) origins — no doubt a reference to 
Kaveripoompattinam, the great port of the Cholas with

*  R m . is  th e u su al N ag arath ar initial ab b rev iation  for R am asw am y, R am anathan  
e tc ., C t. is  th e a b b rev ia tio n  fo r  C h id am b aram , A r. for A ru n ach alam  an d  PI. for 
P alan iap p an . T h e re  are  m any o th er su ch  d o u b le  initials.
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which the Chettiars will ever be associated — they were 
very likely descendants of the very first migrants from 
Chola Nadu.

Aayangkudi is said to have been close to the Nagarathar 
village now known as Rayavaram, about 20 km south
east of Pudukkottai. Why Vellayan Chettiar's family 
emigrated from here is not known, but tradition has it 
that his five sons, Sathappan, Arunachalam, Ramasamy, 
Vanniyan and Chinnasathappan, moved 15 km south
west to Palayoor. Four of these brothers then moved 
west to Kanadukathan and the fifth, Arunachalam, 
moved further west to neighbouring Pallathur. Why 
Arunachalam moved to a different village is not known. 
While the family's genealogist, Pl. Annamalai, lists him 
as a second brother, there is a school of thought that 
holds that he was the youngest brother and was born to 
the wife Vellayan Chettiar took after his first wife died. 
On Vellayan Chettiar's death she moved back to her own 
village Pallathur with her family, according to this 
version. Whatever be the facts, there is no gainsaying 
that Sathappa Chettiar and Arunachalam Chettiar begat 
families that are among the best-known Chettiars to a 
wider audience in India and abroad as a result of the 
strides they have taken in many fields in the 20th 
Century. Till the education boom of the 1970s, the 
Sathappa Chettiar family had perhaps the largest number 
of qualified professionals among any extended Chettiar 
family — and qualifying to be professionals is a tradi
tion that still continues in the family. They were the first 
to play major roles in the corridors of governance in the 
Madras Presidency and overseas. They were the pioneers 
of modern industry in the Madras Presidency. Their 
contribution to charitable causes is perhaps the largest, 
ranging from educational institutions to hospitals. And
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The S.Rm.M.Ct.M. Family

their degree of sophistication, in the Western sense, is 
greater than any other family's though they at no time 
have lost touch with their own heritage.

Born into this family was M.Ct.M. Chidambaram 
Chettyar. His forefather Sathappa Chettiar, the eldest of 
those five brothers, had four sons, Vellayan, Annamalai, 
Ramasamy and Chidambaram, in that order. The eldest 
son of Ramasamy was the first M., the Muthiah, in the 
M.Ct.M. initials of Chidambaram Chettyar (MCt).



27The S.Rm.M.Ct. Family

S.Rm. Muthiah Chettiar, by the 1870s, was a wealthy 
man. He was also known as much for his simplicity as 
his piety and philanthropy. The renovation of the golden 
sannadhi and other parts of the Sri Nataraja Temple in 
Chidambaram and the temple in Karur owed much to 
him. In Chidambaram, he also built a large choultry for 
pilgrims and renovated others. He conducted at great 
cost the 1892 kumbabhishekam of the Nataraja Temple. 
Undertaking a pilgrimage to Benares, walking for long 
stretches -  totalling, it is related, half the distance -  he 
found on reaching there inadequate facilities for the 
Chettiars who regularly came on pilgrimage to this sacred 
city. And so he helped expand, by the Dasaswamedha 
Ghat, the large Kasi Nagarathar Chaththiram (choultry) 
that serves the community to this day.

S.Rm. Muthiah Chettiar's three sons were Chidambaram, 
Ramaswamy, who was given the title Dewan Bahadur 
by the British, and Annamalai, who was bestowed the 
titles Rajah and Sir by the British. Not only have British 
titles vanished with Independence, but Indian Govern
ment honours may not be used as honorific prefixes or 
suffixes, it has been decreed.

S.Rm.M. Chidambaram Chettiar was best known for his 
contribution to the development of infrastructure in 
Chettinad. It was this that laid the foundation for the 
wealth of this branch of the family. Infrastructure 
development was an activity his son S.Rm.M.Ct. Muthiah 
Chettiar continued further afield, according to old-timers 
in the area.

The division of the family property, after S.Rm. Muthiah 
Chettiar's death in January 1901, took place on Novem
ber 22nd that year. Thereafter, Chidambaram Chettiar 
and the Rajah-to-be Annamalai Chettiar ran their sepa-
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rate businesses from Kanadukathan, though 
Chidambaram Chettiar spent much of his time in 
Karaikudi. Their brother Ramaswamy, however, decided 
to make the sacred town of Chidambaram, where he 
had spent much of his time, his permanent residence. 
His Chairmanship of the Chidambaram Municipality and 
Presidentship of the Taluk Board led to his being the 
first Chettiar to play a wider role in governance, being 
appointed to the Madras Legislative Council constituted 
in 1909 under the Morley-Minto Reforms. S.Rm.M. 
Chidambaram Chettiar, like his father before him and 
his heirs after him, is remembered as always being cash- 
rich, but low-key, shunning ostentation and concentrat
ing on business and his civic commitments.

The honours that did not come to the eldest of the 
brothers, Chidambaram, came to his sons, S.Rm.M.Ct. 
Muthiah Chettiar becoming Sheriff of Madras and being 
knighted and S.Rm.M.Ct. Pethachi Chettiar becoming the 
Zamindar of Andipatti, near Karur, and receiving the 
title Dewan Bahadur.

When the Andipatti Zamin was in financial distress in 
1890, it was taken over by the Presidency Government. 
Seven years later, S.Rm.M. Chidambaram Chettiar bought 
the zamin from the British but died soon after. On his 
death, his second son, Pethachi, succeeded to it, presum
ably as a consequence of the partition of the joint family 
estate. The new Zamindar of Andipatti was a man with 
much wider interests than most Chettiars of the time. 
He liberally endowed the Tamizh Sangam of Madurai 
when it was given new life by Pandithorai Thevar, the 
Zamindar of Palavanatham. Then he endowed the Saiva 
Sabha of Palayamkottai, of which he was made a Life 
Patron and remembered in the name of the printing
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S.Rm. Muthiah Chettiar
S.Rm.M. Ramaswamy Chettiar, S.Rm.M. Chidambaram Chettiar

S.Rm.M. Annamalai Chettiar,
S.Rm.M.Ct. Pethachi Chettiar, S.Rm.M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar



S.Rm.M.Ct. Pethachi Chettiar and S.Rm.M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar.



Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar as 
Sheriff o f  Madras.

Lady Deivanai Achi

Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar and Lady Deivanai Achi with their children, MCt 
(on extreme right) and M.Ct.M. Muthiah their second son, and their daughters 
Umayal (left) and Valliammai (standing).



The M.Ct. Pethachi Chettiar arch in Karur 
with the plaque (on left) unveiled on  the 
occasion o f  its re-dedication in 1995 (see 
picture) and (above) the buildings o f  the 
K arur M u n ic ipality  w hich h e  graced . 
Pethachi Chettiar presided over it from  1911 
to 1914.



A b o v e :  M C t, on  right, 
above, with his mother, Lady 
D eivanai A chi, h is  sons, 
P ethach i (ex trem e left), 
M uthiah  an d  h is niece 
Devaki and nephew Muthu.

On left:
In the fro n t row, M uthiah  
and Pethachi on either side 
o f  M .P. K asi C hettiar  
(MCt's maternal uncle) and 
Kr. K aruppan  C hettiar, 
ex trem e le ft. From  le ft to 
right in the second row, H. 
Subanna, R ajaram  N aidu, 
and two o f  the Bains School 
'gang', Viswanath Gaitonde 
and Sp. Sathappan.



MCt, bodybuilder and swimmer, at the San Thome Beach, behind 
Bedford Villa.
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facility he gave the sabha for its publishing work, the 
Pethachi Press. He also contributed liberally to the 
restoration of the Swamimalai Temple and the major 
renovation of the Thiruvannaikkoil Temple his grand- 
uncle S.Rm.Chidambaram Chettiar undertook from 1899, 
leading up to the kumbabhishekam in 1906. But he has 
also been described as a man who ran through 30 lakhs 
in 30 years, spending on a lavish lifestyle in Trichinopoly* 
(Trichy) where he had a beautiful house, with stables for 
horses and elephants, besides much property. As much 
as his lifestyle, it was his generosity that went a long 
way towards his being described in terms that many 
might have misunderstood as being a description of a 
spendthrift. The fact that he had no children might well 
have played a part in his extravagant spending, even if 
it be on good causes, without developing a solid source 
of income. He was to become a Dewan Bahadur long 
before honours came his more reserved elder brother's 
way.

Dewan Bahadur Pethachi Chettiar's views on charity 
were very clear. In 1920, he stated, "The funds of this 
rich country should hereafter be directed in channels of 
charity other than temples". Not that contributions to 
temples stopped, either from him or from succeeding 
generations in the family, but there was a greater focus 
from then on, on other charities, particularly education. 
Pethachi Chettiar himself richly endowed National Col
lege, Trichinopoly, and liberally gifted it land. In 2002, 
there was inaugurated in the neighbouring Indira Gandhi 
College an S.Rm.M.Ct. Pethachi Chettiar Memorial Block.

*  T iru ch irap p alli today.
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He was also an enthusiastic patron of Tamil learning 
and the arts. And did much for Karur, whose Municipal 
Chairman he was and where he is today remembered by 
a towering arch. The Lord Pentland Arch (Pethachi 
Chettiar helped to raise it to mark that Governor's visit 
c. 1915) was renamed Dewan Bahadur Pethachi Chettiar 
Arch after Independence and then renovated in 1995 by 
the M.Ct. family.

His elder brother, S.Rm.M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar, mean
while, was making a mark for himself in Madras, the 
provincial capital in which he was one of the first 
Chettiars to settle. In 1910, he accompanied his uncle, 
the Rajah-to-be Annamalai Chettiar, on the first visit by 
Chettiars to Britain. It was as much a study tour as it 
was a sightseeing one, which coincided with the Coro
nation of George V. Thereafter, Muthiah Chettiar began 
making a mark for himself in Madras, his wider recog
nition having much to do with his moving with the elite 
of the Presidency in the Cosmopolitan Club.

Muthiah Chettiar had not been long in joining the 
Cosmopolitan Club on his arrival in Madras. The Club 
had been founded in 1873, as a response by the Indian 
leadership in the city — mainly the rajahs, zamindars, 
judges, lawyers and doctors — to the 'Europeans Only' 
clubs that had brought the British club culture to India. 
The Cosmopolitan boasted of a membership of the elite 
of the Madras Presidency, but was particularly a strong
hold of the Indian leaders of the Bench and the Bar, the 
municipality and politics, and the more liberal of the 
British associated with these institutions. Playing an 
active role in the Club, Muthiah Chettiar was one of the 
first from the business community to become a com
mittee member and then Honorary Secretary (1921-23)
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of this prestigious institution. It was the contacts that 
he made here that helped him to achieve the eminence 
he did at a time when the commercial world was 
always secondary to officialdom and the Bench and 
the Bar. After all, his President was P. Theagaraya 
Chetty, the first Indian President of the Corporation of 
Madras, and his Vice President was Dewan Bahadur 
C.V. Kumaraswami Sastriar, a judge of the High Court 
that was at the time dominated by the British. Moving 
in such company was to mark Muthiah Chettiar as one 
of the elite of Madras.

Among his esteemed friends, Muthiah Chettiar had 
cordial relations with the Maharaja of Mysore. To 
honour his memory, the Maharaja named the 
Ophthalmic block of the Krishna Rajendra Hospital 
built by H.H. Krishnarajendra Wodeyar in 1927 in 
Mysore, after Sir M.Ct.Muthiah Chettiar. Muthiah 
Chettiar and his brother, Dewan Bahadur 
M.Ct.Pethachi Chettiar, Andipatti Zamindar, were 
regular guests of honour at the annual Dusserah fes
tivities in Mysore.

The relationship continued to the next generation as well. 
H.H.Jaya Chamaraja Wodeyar was close to M.Ct.M. 
Chidambaram Chettyar (s/o Sir. M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar) 
and the foundation stone of the present LIC building in 
Bangalore was laid by His Highness. This relationship also 
forged a close friendship with the then Dewan of Mysore, 
Sir Mirza Ismail.

Muthiah Chettiar's position in society was enhanced 
during the visit of the Prince of Wales (later to be 
Edward VIII) in 1922 to Madras. Muthiah Chettiar, as 
the Sheriff of Madras, headed the reception committee
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that welcomed the Prince. The Royal response to the 
receptions in the port cities was to knight the Sheriffs 
of Bombay, Calcutta and Madras who had formally 
received him in their respective cities and so Muthiah 
Chettiar became Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar in 1922, 
the first Nagarathar to be knighted. But while his son 
received no titles, he was to attain greater national 
stature; he also had no time for clubs, though he was 
a member of several.

The son, the M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar of this 
book, was born to Muthiah Chettiar and his wife Deivanai 
Achi (a.k.a. Valliammai Achi), the daughter of M. 
Pethachi Chettiar from the village of Nemathampatti, 
which neighbours Kanadukathan, on August 2, 1908. A 
younger son was born to them a few years later, M.Ct.M. 
Muthiah Chettiar. The latter was unfortunately born 
severely spastic and was looked after by his brother and 
then by MCt's sons till his death, a familiar figure in a 
pram in their homes and at family functions. A signifi
cant facet of MCt's character was his recognition that his 
brother was an individual, a person whom it was not 
necessary to hide. Two daughters were also born in the 
family, Umayal Achi and Valliammai Achi, the eldest 
and the third in the family.

In a family where the eldest sons often died young, Sir 
Muthiah Chettiar passed away in 1929, when he was 
only forty. MCt was barely 21 at the time. With a strict 
father, MCt was all along much closer to his mother, 
Lady Deivanai Achi. A very strong personality, 
considered by many the Grand Dame of the world of 
Achis, she provided MCt a strong shoulder to lean on 
when his father died and a wise sounding board for his 
ideas in later years. She, for her part, saw for her son
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a future in the new India that was fast developing and 
brought in her brother M.P. Kasi Chettiar to protect the 
family's overseas interests in Burma and the Strait 
Settlements (the British areas of today's Malaysia; the 
territory ruled by local rulers was then called the Fed
erated Malay States) as soon as her husband died. It 
was in Rangoon that Kasi Chettiar established on firm 
footing the M.Ct. Bank which specialised in the hundi 
business, money paid into the bank being paid out in 
Madras on submission of the hundi document for 
encashment. At the same time, with the Depression 
years leading to foreclosure being the route to settle
ment of long outstanding loans, Kasi Chettiar increased 
the landholdings of the family considerably. When the 
Chettiars were ousted from Burma in the 1950s, the 
family lost at least 60,000 acres of paddy land that had 
been gained in this fashion. This was the second larg
est Chettiar landholding in Burma, next only to Rajah 
Sir Annamalai Chettiar's.

MCt was in his teens when he married Valliammai 
Achi, the daughter of O.A.O.A. Alagappa Chettiar of 
Pallathur. They had two sons, Muthiah born in 1929 
and Pethachi in 1933. One of MCt's sisters, Umayal, 
the older, was married into the O.A.O. family of 
Pallathur, her husband being O.A.O.K.Rm. 
Arunachalam Chettiar. MCt's other sister, Valliammai, 
married AR. Ramanathan from the P.M.A. family in 
Kottaiyur, the first Chettiar family to settle in Madras. 
Ramanathan, whom MCt was particularly fond of, was 
to play a significant role in MCt's plans in the future; 
it was to his management that MCt entrusted the de
velopment of Travancore Rayons.

MCt's wife was a shy, retiring woman. She was little



34 The Unfinished Journey

more than a child-bride when she came into a family 
where Deivanai Achi, despite having little formal 
education — as was only usual in the case of women 
of her time — was the dominant personality. She did 
not, therefore, see the necessity for her daughter-in- 
law to improve herself and left her to remain in the 
shadows. MCt, for his part, was totally devoted to his 
mother and made it a point to spend as much time as 
he could with her every day he was in Madras. Muthiah 
recalls his father having "endless talks" with his grand
mother in the main hall of the house; or when he called 
on her in her cottage in the campus of the main M.Ct. 
house in Madras, where she would sit in the evenings 
on the oonjal (swing) hanging from the magizhampoo 
tree. She had "immense commonsense and was enor
mously street sm art," Muthiah recalls.

MCt for his part was little educated too — as were 
almost all the Chettiars of the time. After the thinnaipalli 
(village school) in Kanadukathan, he went to Madras 
Christian College High School in Madras, but never 
finished. The business training of Chettiar boys of the 
time, Chettiar business instincts, an instinctive feel for 
numbers and a shrewdness and wisdom inherited from 
his mother endowed him with the ample commonsense 
every successful entrepreneur needs. As his son Pethachi 
surmises, "He also had going for him a couple of ad
vantages. One was being fortunate in having an early 
start in the insurance and banking businesses for which 
his father had sown the seeds. The other was that he 
was not impeded by cautionary elders or restrictive 
family circumstances in applying his innate business 
sense." And to these he brought a boldness to tread 
where others had not that was entirely his own. That 
he lacked a formal education, MCt never regretted.
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He firmly believed that education is a continuous pro
cess that never ends; that it only provides a base and 
the rigours of training. It was to this end that he read 
voraciously and listened carefully to what anyone of 
any age had to say. He also absorbed almost instinc
tively the ways of a world away from the traditions he 
was born into.

Like several other Chettiars, who moved into urban 
areas like Madras, Colombo, Rangoon and Singapore 
and, because of their wealth, and the shrewd use they 
put it to, soon found themselves mixing with the elite 
of the cities, he had developed a Western sophistica
tion, a fluency in English and a routine far removed 
from the traditions of Chettinad. It was what was to 
help him realise the dream of a business empire whose 
reach was far beyond that of the South. In making 
that dream come true, he was truly a pioneer in the 
South. Sadly, he too, like many others in the family, 
died young. It was the tragic circumstances of his death 
and the unfinished plans he left behind that made his 
passing away more poignant than most.

From MCt the torch passed on to his elder son, M.Ct. 
Muthiah, at the time just a couple of years in the business, 
and younger son, M.Ct. Pethachi, at the time studying 
Chemistry at Purdue University in the U.S. They were 
to see, sadly, all three major enterprises MCt estab
lished, or put on a sound footing, taken over by the 
government. But that's another story.



Chapter 3

Bringing up a family

MCt, not the most demonstrative of fathers, had, 
according to most people who knew him, a softer 

corner for his younger son. Whether this had anything 
to do with the fact that Muthiah was adopted by the 
childless widow of his grand-uncle, the Zamindar of 
Andipatti, is something that might be speculated on. But 
certainly, giving the eldest son in adoption was an adop
tion somewhat different from tradition, even if it was 
only for form's sake, as the wealth of Sir M.Ct. Muthiah 
Chettiar and the much-diminished legacy of the 
Zamindar were bound to come to MCt, with his brother's 
incapacitation from birth ruling him out as an heir.

One thing, however, was clear in MCt's mind from the 
time his sons were born. And that was that they should 
have the best education possible to prepare them for the 
new India that he was certain would emerge after Inde
pendence, an India that would draw heavily from the 
West to compete with the world. His elderly friend 
Dewan Bahadur R.K.C. Pillai of the Railways urged him 
to send his sons to Doon School, even if it was so far 
from home. They would, there, not only get a Western 
education, but would also interact with boys from all 
parts of the country, thus broadening their outlook while,
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at the same time, they would learn to be self-reliant and 
disciplined. And so there they went in 1940 and 1944, 
respectively, to spend about five years each.

"Doon was a great leveller," recalls Muthiah and it also 
practised the kind of discipline and strict routine a dis
ciplinarian like MCt believed firmly in. Muthiah and 
Pethachi were the first Chettiars to attend Doon and they 
were followed by a few others. 'Saucy' Sathappan and 
M.A. Murugappan, the sons of pangali-s, were other 
Chettiar boys whom MCt shepherded on their way to 
Doon. There were a few others too from South India 
there at the time, like C. Ramakrishna who had pre
ceded them, and MCt considered all of them his wards, 
making arrangements for their travel up and down and 
meeting them all on the occasions he visited Dehra Dun.

During his visits to Doon, many of them when he was 
entitled to the honorific 'The Honourable' as a member 
of the Council of State, he not only expected no special 
privileges but, as C. Ramakrishna remembers only too 
well, he was scrupulous about adhering to the rules of 
the School — and, so, never did he bring in food for his 
sons or the Madras contingent. But before the Madras 
contingent went up to Doon every year — and he always 
ensured they were in time for term — he'd have them 
over for a meal. Then, whenever he visited Doon, he 
would do so on a weekend, so that he could take them 
all out for a meal on the Sunday. At the same time, he 
kept a watch on the boys and the friends they made, 
nipping in the bud, on occasion, any friendships he 
thought undesirable.

As was the practice of the time, there was little inter
action between father and sons, and the 'Father knows 
best' practice was accepted by both boys. The elder son,
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MCt decided, was best cut out for commerce and the 
younger should be prepared for industry. And that's how 
he not only planned it, but also, after his death, those 
were the paths the sons followed. Indeed, America was 
where his sons should be trained appears to have been 
on his mind no sooner his first son was born. An old 
family friend from Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar's days, 
C.C. Thambi, took MCt on a sightseeing tour of Upper 
Burma during his first visit to Burma in March 1931. 
One of the sights Thambi pointed out to him was the 
one-mile-long Goektich railway viaduct connecting two 
mountains at a height of 2500 feet. Struck by the con
struction and on learning that it had been built by 
American engineers, he developed a great admiration 
for American skills, Thambi was to later recall. Nearly 
20 years later, as he planned the future of his sons, that 
American contribution to Asia remained foremost in his 
mind.

To prepare Muthiah for a career in finance, he sent him 
to the U.S. to study at the University of Chicago, then 
work for a year at Chase Manhattan Bank. Muthiah next 
did an apprenticeship at United India and then, though 
he wanted to go to Lloyd's Bank in London, was sent, 
rather unwillingly, to spend nine months with the Indian 
Overseas Bank's branch in Colombo. When he returned 
to India, MCt stepped down from his directorship in the 
Indian Bank to make way for Muthiah. MCt died before 
he could plan such a grooming for Pethachi, but to pre
pare him for engineering he discussed his future with 
Dr. A.L. Ramachandran, the son of Dr. A.L. Mudaliar, 
and Dr. G.S. Laddha, Director, A.C. College of Techno
logy, both from Purdue. And, so, Pethachi in 1950 went 
to Purdue University in West Lafayette, Indiana, where 
he was when his father passed away. During a visit to
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India in 1953, Pethachi found his father not only giving 
him permission to get the car he had wanted but been 
refused when MCt visited the U.S. a couple of years 
earlier, but also talking to him about a couple of family 
and business matters. Apparently, MCt thought Pethachi, 
then 21, was old enough both for a car as well as business.

When it came to the extended family, MCt did not exactly 
follow the general Chettiar tradition of going back to 
Chettinad to attend every family function, a practice seen 
by Chettiars as demonstrating family solidarity. He did 
not exactly win approval from others for this practice of 
only occasionally visiting Chettinad, but he was firm in 
his belief that work and his shareholders — those who 
had helped him start businesses and who had a right to 
expect him to give his full attention to those businesses 
— came first, whatever the wider community thought 
about him. But when it came to his immediate family, he 
helped them as much as he could. He started Concord & 
Co., stockbrokers, for his two brothers-in-law. He also 
bought a tea estate which he thought would help them. 
Both were enterprises managed by AR. Ramanathan, the 
younger brother-in-law, who had married the youngest 
in the family, MCt's favourite sister, Valliammai.

Despite MCt's sophistication and his greater comfort in 
a world outside the Chettiar milieu, he followed tradition 
in accepting his mother's plans for his elder son. Muthiah 
married the daughter of his older aunt. The marriage, 
another in the Pallathur O.A.O. family, did not, how
ever, work out. Muthiah has two daughters, Aarathi and 
Nandini, by his second marriage. Pethachi married into 
the M.S.M.M. family of Karaikudi, but, sadly, his wife 
Sivagami passed away young. M.Ct.P. Chidambaram and 
M.Ct. P. Muthiah, Pethachi's sons, carry on the family 
names.
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For all his reticent nature, MCt enjoyed interacting 
with the young. K.Y. Gaitonde remembers him joining 
them at cricket on his immaculate lawns at Bedford 
House and "being one of us". 'Uncles' and 'Children' 
was a match the Bains School' 'gang' often played in 
at Bedford House.

Gaitonde also recalls MCt's instinctive understanding of 
the young when he remembers the occasion Sathappan 
hit a 'six' and broke "Uncle MCt's" windowpane. All of 
them signed a letter of apology and gave it to MCt when 
he came home. The dressing down they expected did 
not materialise; instead, a rueful smile and a cautionary 
'Be careful in future' was all that was said. And that 
future brought a practice area, nets and Madras Province 
leg-spinner R.J. Venkatesan as coach.

Ramakrishna remembers playing tennis with MCt at 
Bedford Villa from the time he was a schoolboy, through 
university and as a young lawyer just setting out on his 
career. In fact, that career was helped along its way when 
MCt invited one of the leading lawyers of the day, V.L. 
Ethiraj, for lunch to give Ramakrishna the opportunity 
to meet him. Sathappan recalls not only MCt's role in 
persuading his father to send him to Doon but also the 
numerous occasions MCt talked to him about his future 
and even mapped it out for him, getting him to join the 
Indian Overseas Bank immediately on leaving school and 
encouraging his cricket.

And S. Muthiah, a kinsman, fondly looks back on the 
days he stayed in the Bedford House guesthouse in mid- 
1948 and then in 1951 and 1952, joining MCt at lunch

* Bains School was the Church of Scotland Mission school the 'gang' attended.
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where, on many an occasion, there'd be just the two of 
them watched over like a mother hen by the ever-faith- 
ful Kumaran. Muthiah remembers how MCt would draw 
him out, a person who in those days seldom opened his 
mouth. In 1948, MCt got him to talk about campus life 
in the U.S. to which he planned to send his sons, and 
Muthiah's interest in athletics. He was particularly 
interested in the latter because he loved running and 
would do so every evening on the sands of what was 
then truly the second longest urban beach in the world, 
from the High Court end of the Marina to the San Thom6 
Beach where Bedford Villa was. His love of running he 
communicated to his son Pethachi but it was inherited 
even more by Pethachi's son, Muthiah. In the 1950s, by 
when Muthiah was a fledgling journalist in Colombo, 
MCt would get him to talk about journalism, Ceylon 
and what the future of Indians there was likely to be. 
This ability to draw out people at leisurely lunches and 
listen to them attentively, while saying little himself, was 
undoubtedly something that contributed considerably to 
the huge information pool he possessed on a variety of 
subjects. It was a 'mental library' that was to help con
siderably in the management of his various enterprises.



Chapter 4

Overseas beginnings

It was as traders that the Nagarathar went overseas 
from the first years of the 19th Century. Rice and pro

visions, textiles and fuel and other household needs were 
what they took into the interiors of countries where the 
British and other colonial powers were opening up land. 
These supplies to the planter, the plantation worker and 
the cultivator in jungle clearings were more often than 
not on credit.

It was these supplies made on credit that in later years 
— as cultivation spread and the numbers toiling in fields 
and plantations increased exponentially — gave birth to 
the moneylending business the Chettiars became rather 
unfortunately identified with in the latter part of the 
19th and early 20th Century. The effect of the Great 
Depression in all these countries and fluctuating 
commodity prices throughout the first half of the 20th 
Century led to many a Chettiar firm overseas taking over 
smaller Chettiar firms faced with non-repayments and 
these more powerful firms going the foreclosure route. 
And, thus, the Chettiars, whose traditional landholdings 
were in and around their villages in Chettinad and in 
the neighbouring districts, became major landowners 
overseas.
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That the Chettiars would rather have their money back 
than land was demonstrated in many of these countries. 
When, in Ceylon, the coffee blight wiped out many a 
European planter, the Chettiars provided them the where
withal to survive and make a new beginning in the Is
land or abroad, by buying up the devastated plantations. 
When tea began to make headway in the Island in the 
19th Century -  and eventually replace coffee 一  the 
Chettiars were glad of the opportunity to be able to sell 
back the estates to a new breed of European planters; 
not for the Chettiar the adventure of going into tea, 
though in the years after Independence a few did, in
cluding MCt. MCt's foray into tea was when he briefly 
owned Glenmorgan estate near Ooty and, as in other 
instances, it was an enterprise to be looked after by his 
brother-in-law, AR. Ramanathan. Glenmorgan was one 
of the first tea estates in the Nilgiris and there is record 
of it in 1898 as a well-developed plantation.

In a country like Burma, however, taking over mort
gaged paddy land and property for non-payment of debts 
seldom realised the money lent. The Chettiar inevitably 
became an absentee farmer or landlord, seldom realising 
the full worth of the holding. Immediately after the Great 
Depression, the Nagarathar wound up owning about 3 
million acres of paddy land, about 30% of Burma's rice- 
producing land! By World War II, only 40 per cent of 
this had been redeemed. This land-ownership, however, 
gave the Chettiar a dominant role in the affairs of the 
Burma Indian Chamber of Commerce. In the 1920s, the 
dozen or so Chettiar firms with the largest holdings were 
represented in the councils of the Chamber. These firms 
were led by the S.Rm.M.A. firm 一  the Rajah of 
Chettinad's which, in the 1940s, was stated to have had 
the largest holdings, close on 100,000 acres of paddy
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land, besides timber stands and other property — and 
the S.Rm.M.Ct. family, from which M.Ct. is descended, 
who are stated to have been the second largest land
owners, the acreage estimated at 40,000, though at least 
one informant put it as high as 60,000 acres. The others 
represented in the Chamber included the following firms: 
A.K.A.Ct.V.; A.A.Km.M.Ct.; A.K.Rm.M.K.; P.K.N.; Rm.P; 
S.A.A.; S.A.Rm.; S.Kr.S.Kr.; S.M.A.Ra.; S.Rm.M.Rm.; and 
T.S.N. Almost all these firms were represented by their 
Agents, few of the principals participating in Burmese 
or Burma-Indian affairs; certainly none of the S.Rm.M.Ct. 
family took much interest in Burma till many years later, 
when MCt established branches of the United India In
surance and Indian Overseas Bank there, the latter play
ing a significant role in helping Indians in business in 
the country on either side of independence. Chettiar links 
with Burma, however, came to a sad end some years 
after Burma became independent. When changed politi
cal conditions led to the nationalisation of all Chettiar- 
held land, the Chettiars left — without compensation.

A forerunner of the Indian Overseas Bank in Rangoon 
was the M.Ct. Bank that had its beginnings in the 
S.Rm.M.Ct.M. firm in Mandalay. It was a firm visited in 
1920 and 1929 by Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar. C.C. 
Thambi, who lived in Burma till 1940, recalls MCt's visit 
to the firm in 1930 after his father's death. Though the 
business was being carried out in the old Chettiar style, 
the 22-year-old MCt not only had a grasp of it but al
ready appeared to be thinking ahead as to how its main 
activity, banking, should grow.

Whether the half a dozen biggest such Chettiar 'banks' 
in countries overseas were called 'firms', 'banks', kadai-s 
or kitangi-s, they were generally considered the adathi-s,
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or parent bankers, and served as clearing houses for 
smaller firms. They also acted as the biggest investing 
institutions or receivers of deposits from the smaller firms 
and other Indian financiers. While many of the smaller 
Nagarathar kadai-s depended on commodity trading or 
moneylending — often for daily transactions of business 
by local vendors and artisans — the adathi-s' other major 
business was transfers of credit through the hundi sys
tem, to all intents and purposes a bill of exchange or a 
written order for payment, often with no interest com
ponent, the interest being earned by the money for trans
fer being lent out till it had to be paid back at the place 
to which the hundi had been sent. The Chettinad Bank of 
the Rajah's family and the M.Ct. Bank were the biggest 
players in this field in Burma. When Sir M.Ct. Muthiah 
Chettiar died, Lady Deivanai immediately sent her 
brother to Rangoon to personally supervise the Bank.

The Madras branch was located at 110 Coral Merchant 
Street, once 'Jew Street', where the Jews traded in 
Golconda's diamonds and Arabian coral and, after 
Golconda dried out, left the street to the newly migrat
ing Chettiars. It was the M.Ct. Bank's operations and the 
role it played in Indian business in Burma that, more 
than anything else, made MCt realise that Indians doing 
business overseas needed an Indian-owned exchange 
bank that would be more helpful to them than foreign- 
owned banks. Which was one of the major reasons for 
MCt deciding to found the Indian Overseas Bank, the 
first Indian-owned exchange bank in the country.

The M.Ct. Bank was also active in the Federated Malay 
States and the Straits Settlements, today's Malaysia, a 
connection that lasted over 70 years. The business here 
was being looked after by one of the family's most trusted
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agents and a go-getter, Pattamangalam Somasundaram 
Chettiar. One person to whom the Bank generously lent 
was Clough Thuraisingham, one of Malaya's many Jaffna 
(or Ceylon) Tamils who came out to Malaya to provide 
the backbone of the Government services, including the 
railway, teaching, medical and engineering services. 
Thuraisingham, later to be knighted, had, through his 
closeness with the Sultan of Johor Bharu, become the 
country's Member for Education. He was also to later 
become quite wealthy and owner of over 2000 acres of 
rubber. But to Thuraisingham, the plantation, Karainagar 
Estate, named after his village in Jaffna, was a constant 
headache. Johore, just across from Singapore on the 
mainland, was an area as unsuitable for rubber as 
Thuraisingham's own Jaffna, so what he kept sinking 
good borrowed money into was destined to remain an 
unproductive proposition. The money the M.Ct. Bank 
had lent in 1930 was in British currency, but when Sir 
Clough offered to repay the amount after World War II, 
he wanted to do so in Japanese Occupation currency. 
Somasundaram Chettiar took a quick decision on his own 
— the fact that it was later ratified by MCt without 
question shows the kind of relationship many an Agent 
had with a Chettiar proprietor — and suggested that the 
Bank would be willing to accept half the estate in lieu of 
the outstanding and that it would manage it. Sir Clough 
was only too glad to wish Somasundaram Chettiar luck 
with what looked like a hopeless proposition.

Things improved a bit under the new management and 
through the occasional visit by MCt, but it remained one 
of MCt's less successful businesses. It was during the 
first visit by his son Muthiah to the property around 
1956/57 that a decision was taken to replant the acreage 
with oil palm, which was just then beginning to trans-
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form Malaysia's economy, and have a British managing 
agency look after it. For 40 years thereafter the property 
more than made up for all the money that had been 
sunk into it.



Chapter 5

Reassuring the unforeseen

It was out of the search for security that the concept of 
insurance was born. The principles of insurance go 

back millennia. By about 2000 B.C., the Codes of 
Hammurabi and Manu, recognised the concepts of 
indemnity.

The Sanskrit term Yogakshema in the Rig Veda referred to 
a kind of insurance practised by the Aryans in India 
nearly 3000 years ago. During the Mughal period, there 
are references of cover against war risks. The earliest 
known policy in English, in India, is dated to the 17th 
Century and referred to "the good ship Sancta Crux from 
any port of the isles of India of Calicut into Lixborne".

The earliest available record of what might be described 
as a modern life insurance policy is on the life of one 
William Gybbons, a citizen and salter of London, effected 
on June 18, 1583. The policy was procured by Richard 
Martin, citizen and alderman of London, and it was 
underwritten by 16 individuals. The first registered life 
office in England was The Hand-in-Hand Society 
established in 1696, followed by the Mercer's Company 
in 1698. Reference to insurance activity in England during 
the 17th Century would not be complete without men
tion of the coffee houses, attendance at which became a
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routine business activity, so much so that they came to 
be recognised as centres of political, social and commer
cial intelligence. When Edward Lloyd opened his first 
coffee house on Tower Street, at the end of the 17th 
Century, little would he have realised that Lloyd's was 
to one day become the main centre of individual under
writing. Continental Europe lagged far behind England 
in the organisation of life insurance companies. Compa
nies were formed on the Continent only in the second 
decade of the 19th Century.

With England pioneering modern insurance, it was 
inevitable that it would put down roots in India sooner 
rather than later. The first plan to form some sort of an 
insurance organisation in India was proposed at the 
Government level. Sir John Child, Governor of Bombay, 
1681-1690, was instructed by the Court of Directors of 
the East India Company "to constitute an insurance office 
on the (Bombay) island". However, it was not till 1793 
that the earliest known insurance company in India, the 
Bombay Insurance Society, was established by a few of 
the leading European merchants there; it did not survive 
very long, though.

Little progress was made in insurance in India over the 
next few decades, though a group of Europeans in 
Calcutta did establish the Oriental Life Insurance Soci
ety in 1818. The company had several ups and downs 
over the next ten years till, in 1829, it was re-constituted 
with Indian participation; when it was in the doldrums 
again in 1833, Dwarakanath Tagore was the only part
ner who felt there was a future to the company. He ap
pointed a committee to look into the affairs of Oriental 
and, as a result, the company was reorganised in 1834, 
Rustomjee Cowasjee becoming associated with it. 
Cowasjee was later to be associated with several insur-
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ance companies, but even he couldn't save the Oriental. 
Tagore and Rustomjee were the first Indians to enter the 
modern insurance business in India.

Meanwhile, Bombay, despite the sad example of the 
Bombay Insurance Society and the news of Oriental's 
struggle in Calcutta, nevertheless decided it would be 
good business to establish a modern insurance company. 
And the Bombay Life Assurance Company opened for 
business on May 1,1823, but it did not offer 'Whole Life' 
policies; its main business was offering protection for 
shorter periods. In Madras, the first insurance company 
was formed six years later. The Madras Equitable was 
founded in 1829 and functioned, though with indifferent 
success, for nearly a century. For a long time, it operated 
under a separate Act of the Madras Legislature and was 
exempted from submitting returns to the Government of 
India. The Indian Life Insurance Act 1912, however, 
changed all that, making as it did the submission of 
returns compulsory. The company was started by 
Arbuthnot and Co. to insure the lives of British officers. 
Arbuthnot and Co. itself crashed in 1906, but the Madras 
Equitable somehow struggled on and survived its 
founders for over a dozen years, finally ceasing to func
tion in 1921 ten years after it stopped writing new poli
cies. The Company was unique, for it was the first to 
issue regular life policies. So it may not be out of place 
to describe Madras as the "birthplace of life insurance" 
in India, even if it focussed only on European lives.

During those early years of the 19th Century, Indians 
were generally unaware of the advantages and utility of 
life insurance; instead, there was a widespread supersti
tion that to insure a person's life was to court death. 
Exposure of Indians to British industrial and commer
cial practices as the Raj settled in, led to a fundamental
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changes in the Indian social, economic and commercial 
outlook, but it was to be several decades before Indian 
institutions in banking and insurance were founded. The 
oldest life policy issued in India to an Indian appears to 
have been one sold by the Royal Insurance Company 
(which commenced business in 1845) on the life of the 
Cursetjee Furdoonjee on January 6, 1848; until then, the 
few companies that existed insured only Europeans.

It was to be December 3, 1870, before the first modern 
life insurance company was to be mooted for incorpora
tion in India. George Augustus Summers, Assistant 
Registrar of the Bombay High Court, and six of his 
friends, 'victimised' by the failure of two European in
surance companies, took this pathbreaking step, with just 
seven rupees for initial expenses, and founded the 
Bombay Mutual Life Assurance Society, signalling the 
birth of Indian insurance. In 1871, Bombay Mutual 
opened to the public, irrespective of colour or creed.

Despite Bombay Mutual's trailblazing, its policies were 
seen as conservative and led to the formation of India's 
first purely Indian owned proprietary company, the 
Oriental Government Security Life Assurance Company 
Ltd, in Bombay in 1874, promoted by Duncan 
MacLauchlan Slater, a Fellow of the Institute of Actuar
ies. From the first, Oriental adopted innovative practices, 
and its aggressive approach to insurers ensured its suc
cess. It was only with the advent of Bombay Mutual and 
the Oriental that foreign insurers revised their policy 
and admitted Indian lives without discrimination.

Lokmanya Bal Gangadhar Tilak's battle cry, "Swaraj is 
our birthright", which struck a chord in the hearts of 
thousands of young educated Indians who felt politi
cally and economically frustrated, had its influence in
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the field of insurance too, where there was a feeling of 
discrimination against Indians in the matter of premium 
rates charged. The feeling of resentment was voiced 
loudly by Cambridge-educated Lala Harkishenlal, a bar
rister, who declared, "Never in Punjab will we allow the 
Britishers to treat Indians with a difference. When we 
take up insurance, we will do so on equal terms." He 
succeeded in persuading a number of influential men to 
join the Board of his new company, Bharat, which was 
established in Lahore in 1896. And within a decade it 
was a success. The Bharat was ultimately taken over by 
the Dalmias in 1936.

The early 20th Century years that preceded the Great 
War saw the growth of life insurance enterprise in India 
at a comparatively rapid pace. No less than 15 of the 
companies started during this period survived till the 
end of private enterprise in life insurance in India. Help
ing this growth was the introduction of government 
regulations, the Indian Life Insurance Companies Act 
and the Provident Insurance Societies' Act passed in 1912, 
that gave the public greater confidence in the insurers.

Mandatory submission of returns to Government and 
the necessity of actuarially-based tables of rates and 
periodical valuations were recognised and the Indian in
surance business took an important step forward. It was 
the beginning of an era of growth, many new Indian- 
owned companies being formed, though several foreign 
companies closed their offices in India. For the first time, 
with companies being formed outside Bombay, Calcutta 
and Madras, the industry began to spread throughout 
India. The character of the industry also began to vary; 
several companies set up during this period were mutual 
offices meeting the insurance needs of limited and speci-
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fied groups. The era was also instrumental in laying the 
foundation in 1907 for the first Indian general insurance 
company. The immediate provocation had been several 
cotton fires in Bombay in 1906. The strain of those losses 
resulted in a demand for higher rates by foreign insur
ers, a demand strongly resented by the Indian mercantile 
community, particularly the cloth merchants. They took 
the lead in forming the Indian Mercantile Insurance 
Company.

Perhaps the most important of the new companies 
formed in this era by politically prominent figures was 
one headed by a South Indian settled in Lahore, Pandit 
K. Santanam. The Lakshmi, from its inception in the 
Punjab, benefitted from the leadership of Pandit 
Santanam, who not only worked aggressively for the 
development of the company but also travelled the length 
and breadth of the country spreading the message of 
insurance. Described as "the great Pandit of Indian 
Insurance", he was the Founder-Secretary of the Indian 
Life Office's Association in 1928-29 and, later, its Presi
dent. The Lakshmi was soon grouped with the Bombay 
Mutual and New India, founded by the Tatas, as the 
first truly composite Indian insurance companies.

Another South Indian to play a leading role in insurance 
was L.S. Vaidyanathan who headed Oriental from 1944. 
When he qualified as a Fellow of the Institute of Actuaries 
in 1926, he was the first Indian to do so. The growth of 
the actuarial profession in India was largely due to his 
"missionary zeal". He also pioneered mechanisation in 
insurance in India, showing the way at Oriental.
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The Swadeshi spirit's concrete expression in Madras 
during this period was seen in the formation of the Indian 
Bank, the Madras Central Union Bank, and the United 
India Life Assurance Company. These institutions have 
stood the test of time and, in spite of conservative work
ing practices, have earned a place among the leading 
financial institutions in the country.

United India Life, floated by a business house called 
Lingam Brothers, owed its origin to the enthusiasm of 
an obscure young man named Vijendra Rao, who, pay
ing little heed to the odds against him, promoted the 
company in March 1906 as an institution to be owned, 
controlled and managed exclusively by Indians. Though, 
under Rao's guidance, the company adopted a conserva
tive approach, and was often criticised for its rigid 
outlook, it contributed much to the public good from its 
founding till 1922. In recognition of Rao's pioneering 
efforts the company granted a life pension to his widow 
at the time of its Silver Jubilee.

The original Memorandum of Association laid down the 
objective of United India Life as being to provide "the 
poorer and middle class people life assurance at a 
moderate cost. Any person could effect an insurance on 
his own life or on the life of others for a sum not less 
than Rs.125 and multiples of Rs.125, till Rs.1,000. The 
company would issue policies of different, approved, 
scientific systems of assurance and it would begin to 
issue policies for above Rs.1,000 one year after registra
tion of the company." The paid-up capital of the com
pany when it commenced business was not even Rs.5000.

A few weeks after the company started, Dewan Bahadur 
K. Krishnaswamy Rao, retired Dewan of Travancore, 
impressed by Vijendra Rao's enthusiasm and energy,
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joined the Board of Directors. Rao, it is recorded, reared 
the company with as much affection as for a child, after 
the premature death of Vijendra Rao in 1915. But when 
Rao died in 1922, Lingam Brothers sought help.

In 1924, Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar took over the com
pany when its prospects looked bleak unless a helping 
hand was forthcoming. At the time of the Silver Jubilee 
Celebrations, Dewan Bahadur C.V. Viswanatha Sastriar 
paid tribute to the assiduousness with which the late Sir 
Muthiah Chettiar had husbanded the company's re
sources. After Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar's death in 1929, 
his son, M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar gathered the 
reins and led the company into the top bracket of Indian 
insurers.

The first policy of the company was issued to a Krishna 
Rao. It was for Rs.500 under the 30 years Endowment 
Assurance Plan. But at the time of the Silver Jubilee, it 
was decided to honour the first policy holder and, on 
MCt's suggestion, the full claim amount was paid. The 
company, during its first 20 years, focussed on consoli
dating its position in South India. Nevertheless, noting 
the firm footing of the company in the Madras Presi
dency, Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar decided in 1926 that 
it was time to expand beyond these boundaries. By the 
time he died, the company had achieved Rs 30 lakh in 
new business, and thereafter it kept growing under the 
guidance of his son.

The conservative approach to business of the company 
received handsome compliments from its Consulting 
Actuary Prof. K.B. Madhava Rao on the occasion of its 
Silver Jubilee, when he said, "On the whole, by every 
test I know as a public actuary, I am satisfied that the 
least your policyholders are obtaining is 16 annas for
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their rupee". Speaking on the occasion, Dr. B. Pattabi 
Sitaramayya added, "It looks as though it was but yes
terday that Mr. Vijendra Rao came into our midst and 
by his sweet persuasiveness canvassed shares as well as 
business for the United India Life Assurance Company; 
yet a quarter of a century has rolled by... If caution com
bined with a certain push can carry any business to 
success, one illustration of such success is to be found in 
the rise and growth of the United India."

None of the other companies started in the South during 
this period was to make the impression the pioneering 
United India continued to make. Amongst the new com
panies were the Popular Insurance Company, with head
quarters in Mangalore, formed in 1929, the South India 
Co-operative Insurance Society, Madras, established in 
1932 to serve the needs of the rural population, the New 
Guardian of India registered in Madras in 1934 but with 
its roots in Travancore and with which 
M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar was to be later associ
ated, and the Canara Mutual Assurance Co., a pioneer
ing venture of Dr. T.M.A. Pai of Manipal.

Responsible for United India being the premier insur
ance institution in the South and for its enlightened out
look was the M.Ct. family and its Managing Agents, Star 
& Co. It was this outlook that led to the creation of a 
trust in 1926 to ensure permanent and absolute safety of 
the funds. It was termed the 'Magna Carta' of the poli
cyholders. Under this arrangement, the company was 
committed permanently to the principle of reserving not 
less than 85 per cent of the renewal premium, besides 
interest accretions, for the first security of the policy
holders. The company was also committed permanently 
to well-defined methods of investment. These may have 
been thought extremely conservative by many of the
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May 20, 1943

highflyers, but they ensured safety and security. The 
M.Ct. family also suggested and implemented, in a pio
neering step, a revision of the constitution of the com
pany to admit to the Board of Management two policy
holders elected by their fellows.
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In 1932, United India celebrated its Silver Jubilee, with 
Sir Mirza Ismail, the Dewan of Mysore, presiding. To 
mark the occasion, the company announced a new 
insurance scheme — the Silver Jubilee Policy — and 
secured more than Rs.10 lakh business within 24 hours. 
After the Silver Jubilee, United India began moving out 
of the Presidency more vigorously, MCt determined to 
make it a national player. It not only set up a number of 
branches and agencies all over India, but also in the 
neighbouring countries. In 1954, the year its driving 
force tragically passed away, the Company wrote more 
than Rs 4.25 crore business. After MCt's death, N.V. 
Nayudu, United India's General Manager, played a 
notable role in guiding the destiny of the Company. 
Nayudu, who qualified as an actuary (FIA) in Britain in 
1935, had worked with Atlas Assurance Company in 
London from 1935 till 1940, when he joined the newly 
formed office of the Superintendent of Insurance'. MCt 
persuaded him to join United India in 1945 and, as was 
MCt's practice with his managers, gave him the oppor
tunity to introduce numerous new schemes.

The rapid increase in the number of Indian insurers in 
the country following the Depression was an expression 
of the tremendous surge of public interest in insurance, 
says S.R. Bhave in his Saga o f Security: Story o f  Indian Life 
Insurance 1870-1970. It was, he adds, partially inspired 
by the demonstration of strength by insurance compa
nies to withstand the lean years which had brought so 
many other businesses to the verge of ruin. And the 
burgeoning Swadeshi movement contributed to the "new

*  T h is  w a s la te r  to b e  ca lle d  th e o ffice  o f  th e C o n tro ller o f In su ran ce  an d  is 
to d ay  th a t o f  th e In su ran ce  R eg u latory  a n d  D ev e lop m en t A u th o rity  (IRD A ).
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zeal". Most of the Indian life offices were caught in the 
renewed surge of nationalism, writes Bhave, and points 
out that, from their frequent advertisements, it appeared 
that the companies were displaying a political conscious
ness that, from the business point of view, helped them 
procure handsome gains.

At the same time, unhealthy competition, indiscriminate 
growth, both of insurance companies and provident 
societies, malpractices and fraud, made some sort of 
control at the highest level essential. The Indian Insur
ance Companies Act 1928 was inadequate. After a study 
of the situation in 1935, a Bill was introduced in the 
Central Legislative Assembly in 1937, became law in 1938 
and came into force on July 1, 1939.

As a result of the Act and World War II, a large number 
of the 505 Provident Societies operating in the country 
and some insurance companies went into liquidation. 
The new Act also created the post of Superintendent of 
Insurance, J.H. Thomas the first appointee to the office. 
During his tenure, the first Insurance Advisory Commit
tee was set up as required by the Act. It was chaired by 
Sir A. Ramasamy Mudaliar with Thomas as Vice Chair
man. Amongst those nominated to the Advisory Com
mittee, the only one from the South, apart from the 
Chairman, was M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar. In 1939, 
the question of nationalisation of life insurance business 
in the country was also considered by the Sub-commit
tee on Insurance of the National Planning Committee set 
up that year, but though the idea was accepted in prin
ciple, it was felt wise to wait and see what the Insurance 
Act of 1938 would achieve.

The Act was intended, among other things, to restrict 
the hasty formation of new insurance companies with
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inadequate resources. Among the few companies formed 
after the Act was Prithvi Insurance in Madras, which 
started in 1943. Prithvi was chaired by N. Gopalaswami 
Iyengar. S. Parthasarathi, son of S. Srinivasa Iyengar, 
veteran lawyer and Congress leader, was its Managing 
Director. During its early years, its operations were 
mainly in the South. But it was more innovative than 
other companies in the region. Prithvi was one of the 
first insurers in India to introduce non-medical schemes 
of assurance for the public. It used to conduct annual 
conventions of agents, field staff and administrative em
ployees, the conventions being held in idyllic surround
ings. The Company also introduced a house-building 
scheme for policyholders, based on the security of life 
insurance policies. Prithvi provided a unique opportu
nity for those in Madras in the lower income groups to 
own a house for the rent they paid. 'Prithvipakkam' was 
developed as a 'colony' in suburban Ambattur. But the 
idea did not grow — either for Prithvi or United India, 
which on Deepavali Day 1945 (November 3rd) announced 
"A  development scheme of healthy homes" with "park, 
clubs, reading room etc. laid out" and "roads, sewage 
and electricity provided". Whether this led to the United 
India Colony in Kodambakkam, I'm not sure, but be
yond that possibility there appears to have been no other 
United India building scheme.

With Independence, Government wanted a review of a 
report given in early 1946 on such matters as adequate 
control on expenses, capital structure, voting rights, 
excessive rem uneration, and part-tim e and other 
employees in insurance companies. An informal commit
tee was appointed for the purpose and the industry rep
resentatives on it included N.V. Nayudu of United India. 
Based on the report of the committee, a bill was intro-



MCt escorts the 
chief guest, the 

Maharajah o f  
Mysore (right) at 

the inauguration o f  
the United India 

Building in 
Bangalore.

Sir M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar presenting the replica o f  the "United 
India Life Building" to H.H. the Maharajah o f  Mysore on the occasion o f  the 
opening o f  the building in Bangalore.



M C t speak in g  at the inauguration  o f  the U nited  India  B u ild in g  in 
T richinopoly in 1948. Seated behind him are N .V . Nayudu (under the 
chakra) and, to his right, U. Rama Rau.

Photo taken on the occasion o f  the visit to the H ead-office, M adras, o f  
Mr. Yap Theng Geck, member o f  the Local Board o f  Directors o f  the United 
India Life Assurance Co., Ltd. in Malaya (February 1954).
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MCt along with insurance executives in Japan.

A t a  party in Bombay hosted by M aneklal Chunnilal Shall, United India 
Fire &  General in 1953. From left to right, M.Ct. Muthiah, AR. Ramanathan, 
MCt, Satramdas, Shah and A.M.M. Murugappa Chettiar.
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November 3, 1945

duced which ultimately became the Insurance Amend
ment Act 1950. The Act introduced stricter regulations for 
control of insurance companies, restrictions were placed 
on their working and the Superintendent of Insurance 
was re-designated the Controller of Insurance with more 
powers. New autonomous bodies, like the Life and Gen
eral Insurance Councils, were also set up under the Act. 
After initial hiccups, which dampened the enthusiasm of 
the industry from 1946, business began looking up in the 
1950s and, in 1954, a new record in business was set -
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business worth Rs.255 crore being underwritten, with 
improvement in the average sum insured per policy.

It was during this period that the demand for 
nationalisation of the life insurance industry began to 
gather momentum again. The industry advanced numer
ous arguments against the step and suggested a number 
of alternatives. It was pointed out that wherever an at
tempt was made at nationalisation, as in Britain, it was 
found that the disadvantages far outweighed the advan
tages. 'Mutualisation' was advocated as a suitable alter
native. But Government, by the mid-1950s, was deter
mined to go ahead with nationalisation.

On January 19, 1956, the President of India promulgated 
the Ordinance by which the Central Government took 
over the management and control of life assurance busi
ness in India, including the foreign business of Indian 
insurers and the Indian business of foreign insurers. With 
the appointment of T.T. Krishnamachari to succeed C.D. 
Deshmukh as Finance Minister, a move welcomed in 
insurance circles in view of his experience as a business
man and his understanding of economic development, 
the Life Insurance Corporation of India came into being 
on September 1, 1956. An era had ended. During that 
era, no insurance company in the South had a better run 
than United India, particularly after MCt took over what 
his father had laid a solid foundation for.

M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar's role in insurance in 
pre- and post-Independence India was the first major 
role he played on the wider stage of Indian business. He 
nurtured United India Life, New Guardian Life, and 
United India Fire and General, the first two integrated 
into the Life Insurance Corporation of India (LIC), while
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the last named is today the United India Insurance Com
pany, the first company to be established in South India 
to focus solely on general insurance, the second largest 
non-life insurer in India and a pioneer in many respects, 
especially in rural insurance.

The beginnings of all three companies were not without 
struggle and sweat, hope and despair, before MCt charted 
their success. The records bespeak of how he transformed 
the companies.

M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar may have got into insurance 
serendipitously, by deciding to help a friend in business 
difficulties, and his son may have got into insurance by 
the accident of birth, but in the not-very-successful insti
tution bequeathed to him MCt saw not only an oppor
tunity for financial success based on the fundamentals 
he had learnt as a Chettiar banker but also, in the pro
cess, a way to help the country at large. He saw clearly 
that by mobilising the savings of a large number of people 
through insurance and investing those savings in vari
ous nation-building activities, he could do much to help 
the people of the country, particularly the rural popula
tion. The large investments in debentures of land mort
gage banks he had his insurance companies make, he 
saw as essential for the economic amelioration of our 
country, according to a contemporary, J.V. Somayajulu.

The United India Life Assurance Company Limited, when 
it came into his hands, was in a rather chaotic condition. 
His father had only taken a small interest in the com
pany and agreed to guide its fortunes. MCt, sensing the 
opportunity, first purchased a majority holding, brought 
the management under his direct control and then, dis
playing immense patience, perseverance and energy, 
guided its destinies into a happier era. To succeed in
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this, he started teaching himself the business. Colleagues 
remember him studying the business as a science, mak
ing himself aware of even its actuarial aspects.

Nayudu, recalling after Chidambaram Chettyar's death 
his pre-eminent position in the insurance field, pointed 
out that, realising the inherent nature of insurance busi
ness, the need to assure long-term benefits to successive 
generations of its patrons, MCt's first priority was to set 
the finances of United India on secure foundations. Wise 
investment of life insurance funds was his forte, but, 
said Nayudu, the efficiency of the institution's service to 
its policyholders equally engaged his close attention. Ever 
conscious of the fact that the savings of hundreds of 
thousands of policyholders were entrusted to the insti
tution, he was committed to ensuring that the company 
kept their interest paramount and was always sensitive 
to any criticism of delay or inefficiency in the service 
provided to policyholders. To prevent such charges, and 
fully conscious that an insurance institution is known to 
the public through its agents and other fieldmen, MCt 
strongly believed that instilling knowledge of the busi
ness in them and giving them the training necessary to 
uphold the prestige of the institution were paramount. 
He actively participated in many a training seminar and 
held long discussions with his senior officials on the 
proper recruitment and training of the apprentices who 
would be the future officers of the company in its far 
flung organisation and its agents. And with them he 
displayed a personnel management technique no one ever 
forgot: he personally made the acquaintance of hundreds 
of members of the staff and, unbelievably, of fieldmen 
— and he had a kind word for everyone in whatever 
capacity he served the institution, Nayudu recalled. This 
was a characteristic MCt displayed in every business of
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April 4, 1953
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his, knowing his staff by name and sharing an interest in 
the well-being of each one's family.

U. Murali Manohar, who joined United India Life in 1950 
as a graduate assistant, recalls the company as one which 
looked after its employees well, but demanded disci
pline in return. Good subsidised food was provided in 
the canteen, coffee would arrive at 11 am and 3.30 p.m. 
Sports facilities for table tennis and badminton were 
provided and cricket was encouraged. But office hours 
were strictly followed. By 10 a.m. every one had to be in 
and at 5.05 p.m. everyone had to be out of office. At 
5.30 p.m. sharp, the cleaning of the office, particularly 
ensuring that its green marble shone, would begin. Of
ten MCt would be spotted coming down the stairs, run
ning his fingers along the aluminium banisters to check 
whether there was any dust.

MCt's public relations was as successful with insurance 
men he came into contact with during his travels all 
over the world, particularly those who served on the 
Local Boards of Directors (Advisers) of United India 
abroad. It was an interaction that was to make United 
India a company to reckon with in Ceylon, Burma and 
Malaya and sought in Indonesia.

From 1906, United India Life Assurance had helped thou
sands of families by bringing them the benefits of life 
insurance, getting them to cultivate the saving habit and 
assisting them in meeting educational or marriage ex
penses, besides providing retirement income as well. The 
Company's Life Income Policy in its early years was, for 
example, tailored to suit individual needs, providing a 
steady monthly income from age 55, with the sum as
sured going to the heirs on the death of the insured.
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Once involved in the business, MCt was convinced that 
life insurance offered the best facilities for risk-free in
vestment of regular savings, particularly when the coun
try was encouraging savings and thereby helping to with
draw surplus purchasing power from the hands of the 
public. He did not see any other form of investment that 
provided a more satisfactory return with an equal de
gree of permanent security. He thought the single
premium policy as a whole life assurance or an 
endowment policy payable after a long duration was 
best for the investor. He once pointed out that the 
amounts withdrawn from surplus funds by single-pay
ment policies found their way almost immediately into 
government bonds or investments and, therefore, he 
stressed, this sort of saving should receive the greatest 
encouragement.

MCt's concern for the investor as much for his share
holders was seen in United India Life's regular intro
ductions of new schemes. When he looked at group 
insurance and pension schemes covering industrial work
ers that had become very popular in England, he felt, in 
the 1940s, it was time for United India Life to initiate 
such schemes in India. And when it did, they received a 
very good response. He felt such schemes would be "a 
development of great importance to the future of indus
trial progress in the country" as they would lead to a 
more satisfied labour force.

MCt was, however, against companies popularising life 
insurance as an income tax saving device. He felt that 
any large-scale resort to tax-saving devices of this type 
could lead to Government deciding to restrict privileges 
granted in connection with insurance policies and, there
fore, discouraged life insurance cover that served no other 
purpose than securing income-tax rebates. He was also
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against issuing short-term policies, because such policies 
did not exert any positive influence on the monetary 
system and did not benefit the insurance company either.

From his first days of managing United India Life, MCt 
was convinced that Indian insurance companies should 
expand their activity abroad, particularly in the 
neighbouring countries and further east, if they were to 
prosper. He was quick to set up United India Life 
branches throughout India, not only in Bombay, Calcutta, 
Karachi, Lahore, but also in places like Hubli, Ujjain and 
Patna, as well as abroad, in Colombo, Rangoon, Penang, 
Singapore and Hong Kong and was considering Bangkok 
and Manila.

The earliest records of United India Life we have been 
able to lay our hands on show that the company had 
issued 5,423 new policies in 1940, valued at Rs.9,828,702. 
At the end of that year, the total assurances in force, 
including bonus additions, amounted to Rs.62,185,717- 
4-4 of which Rs.144,800 was reassured. The Policyhold
ers' Trust Fund, a unique feature MCt had introduced in 
United India Life, stood at Rs.13,771,399-14-0 at the end 
of the year. The total amount of claims paid since the 
company was established was Rs.6,182,387-11-1, includ
ing Rs.997,496-13-0 in 1940. A dividend at the rate of 6 
annas per share, free of income tax, was paid for the 
year, which worked out to 12 per cent per annum on the 
paid-up capital.

In 1942, the disruption caused by the evacuation of 
Madras in April had an adverse impact on business. This, 
added to the loss of business in Burma and Malaya after 
the Japanese conquest of these countries, resulted in the 
total new business for the year being Rs.3.2 million less 
(one-third, in fact) than the previous year.
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Reviewing business conditions in 1944, MCt drew atten
tion to the considerable increase in the average sum 
assured per policy and observed that it was a reflection 
of a considerable improvement in the standard of living 
in the country. He visualised high levels of employment 
continuing in the post-war period when "the factories of 
war will be turned into factories of peace".

Still looking into the future, MCt made a vigorous plea 
for the reform of law relating to the taxation of insurance 
companies. He pointed out that the 'surplus' basis of 
taxation was unfair and illogical, apart from being a 
burden on the policyholders. He was in favour of the 
principle of limiting expenses, but suggested that the 
government explore the technical details before legisla
ting.

As part of that exploration, the Government, in August 
1945, set up, under the chairmanship of Sir Cowasjee 
Jehangir, the Insurance Advisory Committee to enquire 
into what it described as some undesirable features in 
the management of insurance companies in India. The 
Committee found among other questionable practices, 
that exorbitant prices were being paid for shares, life 
funds of insurance companies were being misused, and 
banks and insurance companies were being interlocked 
under a single management with the shares being ma
nipulated. The Committee was also harsh in its criticism 
of the investment policies of insurance companies and 
made wide ranging recommendations to remedy the 
existing malpractices. A key feature of the recommenda
tions was the insistence on investment by insurance 
companies of 55 per cent of income in Government or 
approved securities, the remaining to be invested "in 
approved securities guaranteed as to safety of principal
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and interest or in debentures of any company or corpo
ration secured by a charge on real estate, plant or equip
ment, or in debentures of any company or corporation 
that had paid regular dividends on its ordinary shares 
for five years immediately preceding."

Reacting to these provisions, MCt pointed out that it 
was being made more and more difficult for companies 
to secure a reasonable return. He suggested rethinking 
on the law relating to the percentage of investment as 
well as what might be considered approved securities. 
This was a view he was to express time and again there
after as follows:

" T h e  le g a l p ro v is io n s  th a t  re q u ire  in s u ra n c e  c o m p a n ie s  

to  in v e s t  th e  b u lk  o f  th e ir  a s s e ts  in  g o v e rn m e n t-a p p ro v e d  

s e c u r it ie s  a r e  m a k in g  i t  m o re  a n d  m o r e  d if f ic u lt  fo r  

c o m p a n ie s  to  s e c u r e  a  re a s o n a b le  ra te  o f  in te re s t  o n  th e ir  

fu n d s . T h e r e  s h o u ld  e i th e r  b e  a  r e v is io n  o f  th e  la w , 

m o d ify in g  th e  p e r c e n ta g e  o f  l ia b i l it ie s  re q u ire d  to  b e  

in v e s te d , o r  a  p ro v is io n  b y  w h ic h  th e  r a n g e  o f  a p p ro v e d  

s e c u r it ie s  m ig h t  b e  e x te n d e d  to  c o v e r  o th e r  s a fe  an d  

s o u n d  in v e s tm e n ts  fe tc h in g  a h ig h e r  ra te  o f  in te re s t . In 

v ie w  o f  t h e  im p o r t a n t  p o s i t io n  t h a t  l i f e  in s u r a n c e  

b u s i n e s s  o c c u p ie s  in  t h e  e c o n o m y  o f  a  c o u n t r y ,  

G o v e r n m e n t  s h o u ld  c o n s id e r  in tro d u c in g  a  s p e c ia l  ty p e  
o f  q u a s i-g o v e rn m e n ta l  o r  p u b lic  l ia b il ity  ty p e  s e c u r ity  

a v a ila b le  o n ly  to  l ife  in s u r a n c e  c o m p a n ie s ,  o n  w h ic h  a  

s p e c ia l  r a te  o f  in te r e s t ,  h ig h e r  th a n  a v a ila b le  u n d e r  

g o v e r n m e n t  s e c u r it ie s ,  c o u ld  b e  g r a n te d ."

Speaking on another platform, MCt once again reiterated 
that no organisation could work properly if put in a 
straitjacket. He was referring to the non-statutory con
trols over the business that had been introduced in the 
form of the Code of Conduct. Life insurance, particu
larly, he emphasised, called for a human and realistic
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approach, as its services were diverse in character, its 
technical details so complicated, and its employees came 
from so many varying backgrounds, so much so that it 
was futile to attempt to form any set pattern in its func
tioning. He, however, realistically added, "In saying this, 
I should not be understood to oppose any form of con
trol. I am as deeply conscious as any of the basic need 
for regulating the insurance business in order to build 
up and foster sound traditions of underwriting, invest
ments and actuarial valuations and to ensure fair, prompt 
and effective service to the policyholder through a well- 
trained organisation." Statutory control, he suggested, 
should be limited to the broad outlines of policy and he 
urged the authorities not to formulate provisions that 
were unworkable and unenforceable.

Just before the 1940s ended, the Company was offering 
"all types of life insurance to suit your capacity and to 
meet your needs". It was a pioneer in provident funds 
— even having started as early as 1942 a subsidiary, The 
United India Provident Assurance Co. Ltd — which fo
cussed on group insurance. Amongst provident fund 
schemes United India offered, one in 1950 was called the 
United India Life's Madras Contributory Provident Fund 
Pension Insurance Scheme. Under it, if a customer aged 
20, took a policy maturing at age 55 for Rs.1,000, he had 
to pay only Rs.2-10-0 a month; for women, however, the 
monthly premium was Rs.2-13-0 "(inclusive of sex extra... 
and for ladies, pregnancy clause restricted to first year 
only)"!

A Retirement Income Scheme was also offered with re
tirement incomes, payable monthly, commencing from 
age 55 or 60 for a period of 15 years. The policy also 
offered a cash option if the insured decided to opt for a
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June 19, 1950

June 7, 1950
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1952

lump sum in lieu of annuity. Cash benefits were paid to 
the heirs in case the insured died during the policy pe
riod. It also offered another scheme with "especially 
attractive terms to all Government servants eligible to
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participate in the Madras Government Pension-cum- 
Provident Fund-cum-Insurance Scheme" with "specially 
reduced extra premium for ladies in service at Rs.2-8-0 
per thousand per annum" and "no medical examination 
for proposals upto and including Rs.2000."

How well thought of United India Life had become by 
the time the decade ended was demonstrated when, in 
September 1950, the Government of India issued an or
der for the transfer of the business of the Allianz und 
Stuttgarter Life Insurance Bank, Delhi, to United India 
Life. Under the provisions of the ordinance, all the ar
rears and liabilities of the Bank, relating to its life insur
ance business carried before the ordinance, stood trans
ferred to United India Life, under the Defence of India 
Rules. A bill relating to this had been introduced in 
Parliament earlier. United India restored the policy 
benefits in full to all the policyholders of the Allianz and 
Stuttgarter.

Pre-World War II, the German firm headquartered in 
Berlin had carried on life insurance business in India. It 
was declared "enemy property" after the outbreak of 
the War. The Indian Government, wanting to safeguard 
the interest of its Indian policyholders, authorised A.F. 
Ferguson & Co., a firm of chartered accountants, to take 
charge of its business for the duration. Government, early 
in 1950, set up a committee to review the administration 
of the German firm and recommended that it would be 
in the best interests of the policyholders if it was merged 
with a sound Indian insurer. When United India Life 
offered, among other things, to restore retrospectively 
"the cut of 20 per cent that has been effected in the policy 
payments", the offer was accepted and the ordinance 
transferred Allianz's Indian business to United India Life. 
It was an acquisition that did much for the Madras
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company's national and international image, particularly 
when a bonus was declared to its policyholders in 1952 
on the first valuation of the German portfolio after the 
transfer. The policyholders derived "substantial benefits" 
from this decision.

Meanwhile, United India Life went from strength to 
strength and when the decade of the 1950s dawned, total 
assurances in force had crossed the Rs.230,000,000 mark, 
with the expense ratio falling to 14.2 per cent.

Apart from constantly monitoring costs, United India 
Life took steps to reduce premium rates. In 1952, it re
duced rates for certain ages at the time of taking the 
policy. MCt's customer-driven view was since the cost 
of life coverage in India was very high, the Company 
had to try and reduce the cost of procuring and servic
ing business. "We have taken the lead which I am sure 
will be followed by other progressive-minded insurers," 
he confidently announced.

It was during these years that he encouraged United 
India Life to make greater efforts to expand business in 
Malaya and Ceylon. Registering the company even in 
Pakistan was considered in 1952, but the decision was 
deferred. According to MCt, insurance was a service that 
transcended national boundaries; it was also an impor
tant channel to spread goodwill among nations, besides 
being a foreign exchange earner. He, however, pointed 
out that the service they provided must be with the ut
most efficiency and integrity, for United India Life per
sonnel abroad should be thought of as "worthy ambas
sadors" whether in Ceylon or Burma, Malaysia or Indo
nesia, or Thailand or the Philippines.

Selection of personnel to this end was something he 
insisted United India Life senior executives should pay
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considerable attention to. Advertisements, as early as 
1946, in The Hindu, sought assistants for the head office 
of the company who would be "assured of confirmation 
only after they passed any of the examinations of the 
Institute of Actuaries, Chartered Insurance Institute or 
any recognised examination in accountancy". A later ad
vertisement called for Field Assistants who had to be 
prepared to work abroad. Another advertisement offered 
to equip them with the ability to suggest the appropriate 
policy and convince a prospect. Indeed, MCt emphasised 
over and over again "the great value we attach to the 
training of our agents and other field men in order to 
equip them for better rendering of services to our 
policyholders... The pioneering efforts we have made in 
this direction have been widely appreciated in insurance 
circles and emulated by quite a few."

His further interest in training and insurance study was 
reflected in an endowment to the University of Madras 
given by United India Life in 1950 for award every year 
of the Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Medal for Insurance to any 
candidate who passed his B.Com. at the first attempt 
and who also obtained the highest number of marks in 
the subject of 'Insurance'.

When the Fifth Insurance Conference was held in Madras 
in March 1951 under the auspices of the Indian Life 
Assurance Officers' Association, C. Rajagopalachari, the 
Chief Minister, said that those in charge of the adminis
tration of insurance companies should realise that they 
were but trustees who had to be guided in their day-to- 
day transaction by the considerations of safeguarding 
the interests of beneficiaries whose assets they were 
handling. The interest of the policyholders should always
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reign supreme in the mind of everyone connected with 
insurance companies, he emphasised. There was no need 
to point this out to MCt who, every day, stressed the 
concept whenever he spoke to anyone at United India 
Life. Rajaji, however, kept repeating this and a few other 
views whenever the opportunity arose and there was at 
least one occasion MCt might have liked to have dis
agreed rather vehemently with at least a part of one of 
the Chief Minister's contentions but held his peace. This 
was in February 1953, when, as Chief Minister, Rajaji 
unveiled a portrait of Dr. U. Rama Rau at the United 
India Building and delivered a little homily on insur
ance.

Welcoming the Chief Minister on the occasion, MCt 
stated his presence was "a true testimony to the many 
enduring qualities that distinguished Dr. Rama Rau and 
made him a popular figure in our public life". Dr. Rama 
Rau, a household name in Madras, besides achieving 
success and popularity as a medical practitioner, took a 
keen interest in various movements for social reform, 
particularly in the area of public health and social wel
fare. After the end of the Great War, a wave of influenza 
overran the State and that was when Dr. Rau success
fully organised relief measures on a large scale. He also 
played a part in promoting the study and practice of 
classical music and was a major player in the forming of 
the Music Academy. For a few years, he represented 
Madras in the Council of State, he also sat in the Madras 
Legislative Council as an elected member of that body 
for more than one term. For a continuous period of 25 
years, he was a director of United India Life. MCt, who 
had benefitted much from Dr. Rama Rau's "wise coun
sel that had played a significant part in the company's 
growth", drew attention to Rajaji's interest in the progress
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and prosperity of concerns, like United India Life, en
gaged in the development of nation-building activities. 
Rajaji on an earlier occasion had pointed out that insur
ance companies were potential sources for stepping up 
the country's economic development, particularly in the 
implementation of "great electrical, irrigation and other 
schemes of government" and these were what, MCt had 
often enough stated, insurance companies should be 
looking at.

Then it was time for Rajaji to have his say:

" I n  o th e r  c o u n tr ie s  p e o p le  k n o w  th e  v a lu e  o f  in s u ra n c e , 
b u t  in  o u r  c o u n tr y  th e y  d o  n o t  y e t  k n o w  it. T h a t  w a s  

w h y  in s u r a n c e  c o m p a n ie s  h a v e  to  s p e n d  a  lo t  o f  m o n e y  

f o r  th e  f i r s t  c a tc h , l ik e  f is h e r m e n , w h o  h a v e  to  s p e n d  a 

lo t  o n  th e  n e t  ( la u g h te r ) .  I t  w a s  g o o d  to  in s u r e , fo r  

in s u r a n c e  w a s  n o t h in g  b u t  c o - o p e r a t iv e  r is k  ta k in g . 

P e o p le  c o m b in e d  in te ll ig e n tly  to  p o o l a n d  d is tr ib u te  th e  

r i s k  w is e ly  a n d  in  th e  r e s u lt  n o b o d y  lo s t  a n y th in g  b u t  a 

t r i f le  a n d  e v e r y b o d y  w a s  s a v e d . T h a t  w a s  th e  th e o ry  

a n d  p r a c t ic e  o f  in s u ra n c e . In  fa c t, in s u ra n c e  w a s  th e  fo re 

r u n n e r  o f  s o c ia l  u n ity . I t  w a s  d if f ic u lt  fo r  a ll  p e o p le  to  

fe e l  l ik e  o n e , b u t  in  l ife  a n d  d e a th  th e r e  w a s  a  u n ity  

w h ic h  p e o p le  u n d e r s to o d  a n d  s o  th e y  w o u ld  f in d  a 

m e th o d  to  g e t  o v e r  th e  r is k s  in v o lv e d . In s u ra n c e  h ad  

a ls o  a  m o r a l a d v a n ta g e : I t  e m p h a s is e d  th e  g e n e ra l tru th  

th a t  m e n  m u s t  l iv e  to g e th e r ."

This was Rajaji at his philosophical best even when dis
cussing business. He then went on to discuss a couple of 
his pet notions, which are, today, even more relevant 
than in his day. Dwelling on the point of security, he 
said that all the moneys of the concern were invested in 
Government securities or in buildings like the one they 
were gathered in. These were very good securities; with 
rents going up, and large returns being gathered for the
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investment, even those who had built anew would get 
good returns for their investment. Then he added what 
MCt might have wanted to disagree with, at least in 
part, given his leaning towards raising landmark build
ings. Rajaji said:

"T h e  intervening area betw een the Fort and the High 
C ourt w as once a very beautiful open space, but now 
the space has been used up to erect buildings on. No 
doubt, the buildings are beautiful. I only hope that the 
Island Ground will not be seized by investors in course 
o f tim e and built upon; a t any rate, I hope it w ill not 
happen in my lifetim e. It is very dangerous to allow 
congestion in cities. Insurance com panies, interested as 
they are in the health of citizens, should see to it that 
su ch  sp a ces  are  n o t tak en  up for co n stru c tio n  of 
buildings. W e m ust resist such a tendency. People must 
devise som e schem e to insure against such open spaces 
being built on and paym ents should be m ade to m unici
palities in o rd er to p reserv e open sp aces. It is  not 
im possible to w ork out such a schem e if  it is thought 
over carefully."

Ironically, Rajaji's words on raising new buildings were 
uttered just a few months before MCt announced his 
dream. Speaking at the 47th AGM of United India Life 
on July 30, 1953, he announced,

"Plans are getting ready for the construction of our build
ing in Mount Road, Madras, to be jointly owned by the 
New Guardian of India Life Insurance Company and 
ourselves. This will be a unique construction in 14 floors 
providing amenities to our staff, our agents and our 
policyholders. I expect this building will be ready in time 
for the celebration of our Golden Jubilee, early in 1956."

The Building Reserve Fund at the time stood at Rs.991,242 
and the Investment Reserve Fund at Rs.2,650,000. It was
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also resolved during 1952 that "whenever opportunities 
and circumstances are favourable" the two United India 
businesses and New Guardian "should have their of
fices housed in the same building and work in coopera
tion with one another" in order to ensure, in the long 
run, through "healthy and close co-operation between 
the companies" greater economy and greater expansion 
of the business of each company.

Alas, 1956 brought nationalisation — not jubilee celebra
tions. As for Madras's tallest tower block, which MCt 
had wanted to be 18 storey, but which envy, opposition 
and officialdom reduced to 14 stories, its completion was 
delayed by three years, first due to MCt's death and 
then Government wondering whether it really wanted 
to go through with it. But it eventually did — and though 
it might be LIC's regional headquarters today, it is very 
much a standing memorial to MCt's contribution to in
surance in India.

MCt's ever-readiness to lend a generous helping hand to 
any institution in trouble, found him agreeing to accept 
the management of another insurance firm, the Guard
ian of India Insurance Co, when it faced a period of 
strain and stress in the late 1930s. He not only lent his 
whole-hearted support to it, but, instead of merging it 
with United India Life, as urged by many, he allowed it 
to flourish as an independent institution.

The Guardian of India Life Insurance Company had 
been formed in 1934 and had advertised itself as "a 
guardian of your future", emphasising that a "full 
sense of responsibility... first and foremost on behalf 
of the policyholder" would always guide its function
ing. It was founded in Travancore, but headquartered
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in Madras, by K.C. Mammen Mapillay, who had 
launched the Travancore National Bank in 1912, and 
C.P. Matthen, who had established and founded the 
Quilon Bank in 1919. By 1937 they had almost 80 
branches between them and the two rivals, brought 
together by the success of their joint effort in insur
ance, felt the same advantages might be realised in a 
merger of the two banks. And so the Travancore 
National & Quilon Bank was founded in September 
1937 with its headquarters in Quilon.

The Guardian was stricken when The Travancore Na
tional & Quilon Bank Ltd. suddenly failed in June 1938 
after a spate of rumours had led to a run on it — for 
which, and their subsequent ordeal, the promoters 
blamed the then Dewan of Travancore, Sir C.P. Rama- 
swamy Aiyar. The Bank's directors who had promoted 
the insurance company were its Managing Agents. MCt 
was invited by the founders to take control of the endan
gered company in the interests of the thousands of its 
policyholders, shareholders and the staff. And he 
promptly undertook an unnecessary commitment when 
he had no need to. Steering it through the difficult times 
the Bank collapse had brought upon it, he reshaped its 
fortunes and, at the time of his death, had steered it to 
a strong position.

The Guardian was renamed the New Guardian of India 
Life Insurance Company early in 1941 and, with the 
registration of the new Managing Agents, the Board of 
management was reconstituted. The new Board com
prised MCt as Chairman, K. Chattanatha Karayalar, a 
Shencottai advocate and company director, who was cho
sen by the policy holders, O.A.O.K.Rm. Arunachalam 
Chettiar, a brother-in-law of the Chairman, Rai Bahadur 
Kedarnath Khandelwal, a merchant, financier and
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April 4, 1953

company director from Calcutta, S.T. Sadasivan, General 
Manager of the Indian Overseas Bank and a Director of 
United India Fire and General Insurance, and another 
representative of the policyholders, another Chettiar 
banker, T.Rm.T.St. Thinnappa Chettiar.

The most interesting aspect of this Board was Chattanatha 
Karayalar, a Director of the Quilon Bank from its first 
days, a friend of Matthen, and a Director of Travancore 
National & Quilon, but who was the first to distance 
himself from the latter when trouble started in 1938 and 
who subsequently appeared to have considerably 
benefitted from another friendship of his, with 
Sir C.P. Ramaswamy Aiyar, who Matthen and Mammen
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Mapillay were convinced was responsible for Travancore 
National & Quilon's woes. In taking over Guardian, MCt 
undoubtedly looked at the business aspect of the propo
sition. Nevertheless there was the thought that, while 
acceding to the Matthen-Mammen Mapillay request, MCt 
was also helping to get out of a sticky situation with the 
policyholders a friend of his, Sir C.P., and the latter's 
friend, Karayalar.

The Guardian recorded steady and satisfactory progress 
during its early years. Although 1938 was not a very 
good year, with its promoters' bank tottering, the com
pany nevertheless had secured new business amounting 
to Rs.2,117,500. A Policyholders' Trust Fund had also 
been created that year.

Several important steps were taken by the directors that 
year to strengthen the position of the Company. The paid- 
up capital was increased by nearly Rs.80,000 and stood 
at a substantial figure for a life insurance company of 
the times, namely Rs.225,000. The Life Insurance Fund, 
which exceeded Rs.390,000, was invested in Government 
and gilt-edged securities. And the total assets of the 
company brought to Rs.700,000.

The company, once in MCt's charge, began performing 
exceedingly well and the figures reflected it. During the 
period 1945-1950, the company's annual premium in
come rose from Rs. 668,924-13-0 to Rs. 1,362,194-13-0, 
and the Life Insurance Fund increased from Rs. 1,605,094- 
0-06 to Rs. 4,689,679-10-1. Its impressive progress had 
the directors purchasing for the company in early May 
1951, an attractive property in the heart of Mount Road. 
The property consisted of a building that was fetching 
the company a handsome yield on the outlay and a valu
able plot of vacant land abutting Mount Road, on which
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the directors proposed to put up a building to house the 
company's offices. This property, said to have been the 
Rajah of Bobbili's, is where the LIC Building was even
tually to come up. At the time this decision was an
nounced, M.Ct. Muthiah had become Chairman of the 
New Guardian Board and AR. Ramanathan, MCt's sec
ond brother-in-law, was also a member of the Board. 
The company appeared to have been cleverly weaned 
by then from Travancore influence by MCt, and set on 
the path which he had once proposed, that of becoming 
the "Guardian of India, with its beneficial services (made 
available) to our countrymen in every part of our 
country".

Having set United India Life on the path to successful 
progress, and before taking over Guardian Life, MCt 
turned his attention to an aspect of insurance that no 
Indian company established in South India had hitherto 
paid attention. And that was non-life insurance in which 
he saw a great opportunity as India became indepen
dent and developed as an industrial nation. In non-life 
insurance for burgeoning industry, shipping and other 
areas he saw not only profits but also a chance to help 
the nation develop by providing investors the opportu
nity to enter such fields boldly with their risks protected. 
And, so, the United India Fire & General Insurance Co. 
Ltd. was incorporated on February 18,1938 with a share 
capital of Rs.200 million divided into 30 million equity 
shares of Rs.5 each and 500,000 preference shares of 
Rs.100 each.

The company was formed to conduct general insurance 
business such as Fire, Marine (including hull), Motor, 
Industrial Equipment and a range of miscellaneous
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insurance business including Transit, Accident, 
Workmen's Compensation, and Cattle and Crop insur
ance. The company, which also aimed to issue annuities 
of all kind, commenced business in December 1938.

The initial subscribers included MCt, Sir Chunnilal 
Bhaichand Mehta, a Bombay merchant, Dr. U. Rama Rau, 
Dewan Bahadur V. Shanmugha Mudaliar, a merchant 
who was to prove one of MCt's most trusted advisers, 
S.T.Rm. Chidambaram Chettiar, a merchant, S.Rm.A. 
Ramanathan Chettiar, a banker, M. Ramachandra Rau, 
Director, Amrutanjan Ltd., N. Rama Rau, an advocate 
who was to succeed to the chairmanship on MCt's death, 
P. Somasundaram, an advocate, K.Y. Adiga, an advo
cate, and K. Sundara Rao, a "retired officer". The first 
board of Directors, chaired by MCt, included Shanmuga 
Mudaliar, Dr. U. Rama Rau, S.T. Sadasivan, General 
Manager of Indian Overseas Bank, Maneklal Chunnilal 
Shah and N. Rama Rau.

At a statutory meeting of the company on February 23, 
1939, it was disclosed that the total number of shares 
subscribed for was 40,435 and the total amount recov
ered on application and allotment was Rs.300,425. The 
company began by transacting only Fire and Motor In
surance.

At the Company's first AGM it was stated that progress 
would be made only when the business was spread 
countrywide, and, therefore, the company would, for the 
time being, use United India Life's office network while 
making arrangements to start a branch initially in 
Bombay. Over the next few years, branch offices were 
opened in Karachi and Rangoon.

In 1943, with business growing, applications were in
vited from existing shareholders and the public to raise
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the share capital. The response was favourable — the 
subscribed share capital increased to Rs.1,333,320 and 
the paid-up capital to Rs.1,000,000. A certificate for trans
acting Marine Insurance was obtained; and Workmen's 
Compensation and Fidelity Guarantee Insurance were 
added to the company's range of policies. But even as 
these new plans were implemented, competition was 
increasing.

MCt in 1945 welcomed the increasing number of general 
insurance companies, but, while wondering whether 
there would be enough business for all the companies 
till the country developed further, he hoped unhealthy 
competition would not take root. He had, over the years, 
repeatedly pointed out the increasing unhealthy compe
tition, particularly after insurance companies had in
creased to four times their number before the War. For 
Indian insurance companies to establish themselves on a 
firm footing, he urged them to learn together, reach "a 
common understanding and ensure an equitable distri
bution of the available business". But he envisioned that 
in the post-war years, industry, agriculture and com
merce would all expand on a large scale and "we may 
look forward to a substantial increase in the country's 
insurance needs". Meanwhile, he "welcomed the pro
posal for a limitation of the overall expenses of compa
nies engaged in the general insurance business."

At the AGM in 1945, he also drew attention to the cata
strophic Bombay explosions on April 14, 1944, and 
pointed out areas of concern that companies in non-life 
insurance should safeguard against. He said that, conse
quent to the Bombay explosions, the Revenue Accounts 
of a number of companies had been adversely affected 
by the fact that the Government of India, while 
recognising its responsibility and agreeing to compen-
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sate for the huge losses occasioned thereby, insisted that, 
in the case of properties covered by Fire Policies Insur
ance, the companies should repay to Government 12½ 
per cent of the fire claims it had paid. This had affected 
the revenues of many companies, including "our own". 
The companies had, as "a measure of goodwill and con
tribution to the general war effort" decided to pay 
Government's demand though they were definite that 
"with reference to insured property damaged or lost in 
the disaster... they were not liable for the losses, as their 
policies did not cover the particular risk involved". While 
appreciating Government's prompt action in compen
sating the affected, MCt also took a hard look at what 
the insurers had agreed to pay Government and went on 
to advocate:

"T h e  Bom bay catastrophe brings to the forefront the 
q u e stio n  of re se rv e s  th a t h av e  to  b e  b u ilt  up by 
com panies to m eet unusual and unforeseen losses. The 
creation and m aintenance of adequate reserves to enable 
com panies to pay claim s as and w hen they arise is an 
integral part o f the business structure o f every class of 
insurance. In the case o f general insurance, there is no 
scientific or actuarial m easure by w hich the reserves 
required to m eet liabilities can be determ ined. W e have 
only past experience to guide us in the m atter and this 
experience is not uniform . Due to that lack of uniform ity 
and our inability to foresee exceptional losses, it becomes 
necessary to keep reserves at a sufficiently high level.

"W h ile  on  the su bject o f building up the reserves, I 
should like to m ention that the present high level of 
taxation m akes it alm ost im possible for general insur
ance com panies to build up adequate reserves to m eet 
all contingencies. Foreign com panies w ere able to do so 
w hen the level of taxation in their respective countries 
w as very low. W hen this point w as urged for consider-
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ation by the Government of India by the Federation of 
Indian Chambers of Commerce and Industries last year,
I understand that the Government of India gave an as
surance to Indian Insurance Companies that the amounts 
carried to reserves out of their general accounts will not 
be subject to income tax so long as such reserve is less 
than one year's premium income of that Company. It is 
high time that the above assurance is implemented."

The War was not yet over and independence was still 
only a distant gleam, when MCt began looking at Indian 
business enjoying a role overseas. Expanding business 
abroad was something that he felt was essential for the 
country's well-being. Export, he believed, enabled com
panies to spread their risks over a wider field and a 
wider range of commodities, and enabled the country to 
acquire a valuable source of invisible import of foreign 
exchange. Speaking to shareholders about the opportu
nities overseas for insurance companies, he suggested a 
possible way to get started:

"This export of insurance has been sufficiently stressed 
by the Superintendent of Insurance in his last report, 
but I would like to add that as a concomitant feature 
thereof, our banking and other allied services would 
also expand abroad. Insurance is based on as wide a 
sharing of risks as possible. Given the financial sound
ness and integrity of character, which, I dare say, we 
possess, there is no reason why our insurance services 
cannot be carried to other countries, even advanced 
countries like the United States and Great Britain. It may 
not be possible for individual companies to open offices 
in various centres at the same time. But companies can 
form into one or more groups for the purpose of carry
ing on foreign business and arrange to open joint offices 
under a unified control and transact business for the 
common benefit of all the members of the group. In-
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s ta n c e s  a re  n o t  la c k in g  o f  B r itis h  a n d  A m e r ic a n  c o m p a 

n ie s  w o rk in g  in  th is  m a n n e r , a n d  e v e n  a m o n g  In d ia n  
c o m p a n ie s  th e re  a r e  s o m e  g r o u p s  w o rk in g  in  d e f in ite  

te r r i to r ie s  o r  in  r e g a rd  to  c e r ta in  c la s s e s  o f  b u s in e s s  

u n d e r  a  p o o l a rra n g e m e n t.

" T h is  is  a  m a tte r  w h ic h  d e s e rv e s  e a r l ie s t  c o n s id e r a t io n  

a t  th e  h a n d s  o f  a ll  w h o  a r e  in te re s te d  in  th e  fu tu r e  d e 
v e lo p m e n t  o f  In d ia n  In s u ra n c e ...  T h e  t im e  is  o p p o r tu n e  

fo r  e v o lv in g  a c o n c r e te  s c h e m e  o n  th e s e  l in e s , w h ic h  

c a n  b e  b r o u g h t  in to  o p e ra t io n  w ith o u t  u n d u e  d e la y  in  

th e  p o s t-w a r  p e r io d ."

In 1945, third party comprehensive Motor insurance was 
introduced and was welcomed by MCt, as it afforded 
much needed protection to the general public. He was 
realistic enough to add that it was also a great opportu
nity for insurance companies to serve the people. The 
company, now that the War was over, should also begin 
to consider a return to Burma and Malaya as soon as 
possible, he urged, and suggested that opportunities in 
East Africa should also be explored. Within a year, the 
company decided to rule out doing business in East 
Africa and go slow on plans for business in Malaya. It 
was also decided to wind up operations in Karachi if 
working conditions there proved difficult. And it was 
also felt that it was not the opportune moment to par
ticipate in the formation of the New Zealand Insurance 
Company. Burma, the company however felt, still of
fered bright prospects.

Food shortages, communal disturbances, labour unrest, 
scarcities and high prices of many essential commodities 
all combined to provide a very bleak picture in India as 
Independence dawned. United India Fire & General's 
fire insurance claims paid or provided for Rs.164,000, 
nearly a third of it due to losses arising out of the Calcutta
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riots. There was also a substantial increase in Accident 
business, mainly due to the introduction of compulsory 
insurance of third party risks. MCt saw high prices as an 
"evil" which, unless checked, would only become worse 
and stress the entire economic system of the country, 
leading to its breakdown. This was also a year when, 
while the Constitution of Independent India was being 
discussed, it had been suggested that insurance be trans
ferred from Central to Provincial administration. MCt 
was clear that its control must remain with the Centre as 
"most companies carried out business throughout India 
and (should not) be put to the necessities of complying 
with different requirements in different states".

From April 1946 it was agreed to pay DA in addition to 
salary at 10 per cent of salary in the case of employees 
whose salary did not exceed Rs.500, with a minimum of 
Rs.178 per month. It was, however, also stated that pay
ment of DA could be withdrawn at any time.

MCt told the shareholders in 1948 that the company had 
in 1947 followed a path of prudence in limiting its 
liabilities "from  the large-scale damage to life and 
property caused by communal riots and disturbances". 
The company decided to temporarily withdraw its 
activities from Pakistan, but the Calcutta and Singapore 
offices were converted into branches and a branch office 
opened in Colombo, all with encouraging results.

The increasing cost of motor parts and labour resulted 
in motor claims proving a greater burden on the compa
nies in the late 1940s. Pointing out there was a lack of 
efficient machinery for the speedy adjustment of claims, 
particularly third party motor claims. MCt felt that tri
bunals would be a great advantage in settling such cases. 
That India's hopes of large-scale expansion of industry
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were being belied during this period was of sufficient 
concern to MCt to make him spend a considerable part 
of his 11th report to the shareholders in 1949 on this 
subject. He said:

"The progress of insurance business necessarily depends 
on the economic prosperity of the country. We were 
hoping that soon after the War, India would witness a 
large-scale expansion of industries, greater economic 
prosperity, and social advancement. But these hopes 
have not, however, materialised due to various causes 
with some of which you are familiar. On the other hand 
we are now passing through a grave crisis. Our political 
problems have to a certain extent been dealt with 
satisfactorily. But a solution to our economic difficulties 
is not yet in sight. At the moment, India's greatest need 
is increased production in industry and agriculture. Our 
inability to supply all our food requirements by produc
tion within the country and the consequent necessity to 
import food grains from abroad has within recent years 
cost us more than 100 crores (1 billion) of rupees. Due 
to this circumstance, and insufficiency of exports to pay 
for our imports from foreign countries, our foreign trade 
has become disorganised and our economic equilibrium 
has been violently upset. This position cannot change 
and may become worse so long as our country's 
industrial and agricultural production does not substan
tially increase and we are not in a position not only to 
supply the needs within the country but also to export 
to foreign countries enough to pay for all our imports. 
Our Government is fully alive to the urgency of the prob
lems that face us although they have succeeded very little 
so far in finding suitable solutions. At present, we can 
only live in the hope that sufficient wise measures will 
be taken for increase of production, correcting the 
balance of foreign trade, and establishing economic 
equilibrium."
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The amended Insurance Act in 1950 took a hard look at 
the overall expenses of companies and introduced two 
councils — one for life insurance and another to look 
after matters pertaining to general insurance — changes 
designed to place the insurance business on a healthy 
footing. It was intended that the councils take over 
administration of tariffs which formed a necessary part 
of the general insurance business. But, disconcertingly, 
Government chose to exempt certain companies from 
the operation of the tariff regulations and these compa
nies were allowed to carry on business free from control 
and regulation. Unhealthy competition was a conse
quence, because of anomalies that had arisen from the 
differential treatment accorded to tariff and non-tariff 
companies. MCt stressed, at the time, that no time should 
be lost in bringing a kind of uniformity to the working 
of companies. He was to state, not long afterwards, that, 
though he did not favour controls in matters relating to 
private enterprise, he felt proper administration of the 
Code of Conduct that had been evolved would place the 
insurance business on a healthy wicket. This, he stressed, 
would be possible only "if all insurers worked with a 
common aim and with active cooperation among them
selves on a voluntary basis". And he was optimistic that 
there would be the necessary voluntary cooperation to 
eliminate unhealthy competition.

In the early 1950s, the company began looking at ex
panding business overseas. Arrangements were made to 
open an office in Hong Kong. And the company regis
tered with the Marine Insurance Association of East 
Africa, Nairobi, and the Accident Insurance Association 
of East Africa for Workmen's Compensation. But perfor
mance in Malaya was unsatisfactory due to disturbed 
political and economic conditions. Similar conditions
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made the company decide to defer commencing busi
ness in Burma; but did not stop it starting business in 
Indonesia, to which it intended to send S.G. Vaswani 
from Singapore as a permanent representative. Singapore, 
once a great re-exporting centre for foreign goods imme
diately after the War, was becoming less important with 
the improved political and business conditions in the 
neighbouring countries enabling direct trade. This had 
begun to affect United India's general insurance opera
tion — and needed a relook at manning in the area.

Throughout MCt's stewardship, the company paid a 
dividend of 6 annas per share, tax-free. It had begun to 
pay dividends much earlier than most other companies 
in general insurance. The low dividend was based on 
the appreciation that, in general insurance, it was neces
sary to build up the reserves satisfactorily and that the 
company's strength and scope for expansion of business 
depended very much on the size of the reserves and the 
capital of the company. It was also pointed out that in 
general insurance, trading results fluctuated from year 
to year, so dividends, it was felt, should best be based 
on the interest income of the company's funds rather 
than on varying trading profits. Strengthening reserves 
had to be the company's priority when it was in a phase 
of expansion. Financial prudence — not necessarily con
servativeness — was a significant feature of MCt's 
approach to business.

In the months before he passed away in 1954, MCt had 
again been looking into the "disturbing" situation of 
management expenditure increasing due to higher prices 
and rising living costs. Reduction in Marine business, 
due to unhealthy competition, fall in values of commodi
ties and proportionate lowering of premiums, as well as
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restrictions on exports and imports, were also causing 
him concern. But he would have died happy knowing 
that the importance of making the insurance business an 
integral part of the national economy had come to be 
recognised and that the major portion of general insur
ance business directly written in India was now under 
the control of Indian companies who were not reluctant 
to meet new needs of Indian insurers. It would have 
particularly pleased him that all Government-controlled 
companies were now placing their business with Indian 
insurers. He certainly did not think that Government 
would take a hasty decision on nationalising the insur
ance business. Within two years he was to be proved 
wrong about the life business, but it was to be some 
years more, in fact, 1974, before the prosperous general 
insurance business was also taken over by Government. 
A business MCt had built up in the South and which 
went on to benefit the nation was of little help to his 
family.

There are few around today who had worked with MCt 
and United India Life or Fire and General. S. Masilamani 
joined in 1951, at a time when United India had little 
competition except from New India. He was part of the 
first batch of management trainees of the BBM Course of 
the University of Madras sponsored by United India Life. 
He recalls the strict discipline the Company maintained: 
No employee could leave without prior permission from 
superintendents who were in charge of a staff of 120. 
Perfect silence was maintained in office, even furniture 
that had to be shifted was lifted, and moved — never 
dragged along the floor.
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Almost an obsession with MCt was training of staff to 
provide friendly customer service. A correspondence 
manual was developed for the staff, telling them how to 
write a letter, how to apologise and so on. Employees 
were encouraged to use reader-friendly language, for 
example "kindly pay" instead of "kindly remit".

Indeed, MCt was a perfectionist -  and much of what he 
left behind has been built on in the total confidence that 
the foundations couldn't be sounder.



Chapter 6

Building a bank

Banking has been part of the business scene in India 
from ancient times. An English banker wrote in 1926, 

"It may be accepted that a system of banking, eminently 
suited to India's then requirements, was in force in the 
country many centuries before the science of banking 
became an accomplished fact in England. It is true that 
the methods of old in force in India were vastly different 
from the European idea of banking today and partook 
more of moneylending, money changing and, later, of 
the hundi business; nevertheless, as applied to the condi
tions then existing in India, they admirably acted their 
part and must be recognised as having rendered immense 
services to the country as a whole, particularly when we 
keep in view the enormous agricultural interest of India."

When the British began establishing a dominant pres
ence throughout the subcontinent, they found an exten
sive network of indigenous bankers, whose businesses 
connected all the commercially important cities and 
towns in the country. Inland bills of exchange, or hundis, 
were the major staple of transaction between Indian 
bankers with transregional connections — they lent 
money to other bankers, landlords and princes, financed 
movement of commodities and, in times of war, even
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the movement of whole armies, very often sharing in the 
spoils of war and acting as revenue farmers. They is
sued and discounted bills of exchange and it was rare 
for a hundi bearing a good name to be dishonoured. Many 
of them, for all purposes, acted as custodians of treasur
ies of whole states with a large part of the government's 
monetary income passing through their hands. Whether 
they had access to private deposits did not make a differ
ence to the extent of their business.

Between the 18th Century and the beginning of the 19th 
Century, a more formalised structure of banking, Euro
pean controlled, grew in India, primarily through the 
network of European agency houses, which together with 
their other businesses accepted deposits, lent money to 
merchants, shipowners, ship managers, planters and gov
ernments and generally helped to finance external trade. 
With indigenous bankers — like the Nattukottai 
Chettiars, Vysya Chetties, Kallidaikurichi Brahmins and 
Labbe Muslims of the South, and the Seths, Saits, Pathans 
and Marwaris of the North — individual landlords and 
moneylenders throughout the country, as well as the 
British agency houses dividing all available business 
between them, the growth of joint-stock banking in the 
modern sense was slow.

Among the indigenous bankers, the Chettiars became 
pre-eminent and by the middle of the 19th Century, 
Chettiar capital started migrating to Ceylon, Burma and 
further east, to expand their business in commodity 
trading. But while the Chettiars were active in South 
and Southeast Asia during this period, banking facilities 
in their homeland, South India, continued to be 
inadequate.

The first attempt to set up a joint-stock bank in India



100 The Unfinished journey

was in Madras. Set up in 1683 by officials of the East 
India Company, in fact, the members of its Madras 
Council, it was a bank of deposit (on which interest was 
paid) and discount. Little is known of its business or 
history. But with Madras becoming the biggest source of 
the Company's exports to Europe by the last years of the 
18th Century, a need for joint-stock banking was increas
ingly felt. The Carnatic Bank (1788), the Madras Bank 
(1795), the British Bank (by 1795) and the Asiatic Bank 
(1804) were all founded as private enterprises to meet 
the commercial needs of European free merchants and 
those of the many servants of the Company who, for
mally or informally, involved themselves in trade or 
speculation and prospered on the Coromandel Coast.

The exigencies of the wars of the times, the resultant 
financial difficulties of the government and the dearth of 
currency led to Governor Lord Edward Clive (Robert 
Clive's son) appointing a Committee of Finance in 1798 
in Madras to suggest measures to improve the situation. 
The Committee reported the next year that a bank should 
be set up under government patronage, but nothing came 
of the suggestion. A second Committee on Finance was 
approved, in June 1805, by Governor Lord William 
Bentinck to examine the idea of establishing a govern
ment bank in Madras. Its report resulted in the estab
lishment of a Government bank from February 1, 1806, 
with the Governor himself its chief executive. The bank 
was superseded by the semi-government Bank of Ma
dras that in 1843 merged with it all the banks in the 
Presidency.

The really major innovations in banking methods and 
organisation within India came with the birth of the Bank 
of Bengal. Founded as the Bank of Calcutta in 1806, it 
was exclusively government managed. On January 2,
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1809, it reopened for business with the public as the 
Bank of Bengal. The bank and its younger sisters, the 
Banks of Bombay (founded in 1840) and Madras (1843), 
remained at the apex of modern banking in India for 
decades thereafter. All three banks were finally brought 
under the Presidency Banks' Act of 1876 to coordinate 
their activities. In 1921, they were merged to form the 
Imperial Bank of India, which, in turn was transformed 
in 1955 into the State Bank of India, the bank with the 
largest number of branches in the world.

In the South, as business grew and the indigenous bank
ers, the agency houses and the Bank of Madras were not 
in a position to provide all the facilities which were 
needed, joint-stock banks began to make an appearance 
towards the end of the 19th Century to meet the grow
ing needs. But if these joint stock-banks in the modern 
sense were few to begin with, and if they faded away in 
a few years, the exchange banks also had problems and 
difficulties in getting a foothold in India, primarily be
cause the East India Company wanted a monopoly on 
the exchange business. It was opposed to chartered banks 
incorporated outside India being allowed to operate in 
India. However, in time, it had to yield to the circum
stances of the day and banks established in Britain be
gan to put down roots in India. The distinction of being 
the earliest exchange banks in Madras belonged to the 
Mercantile, Chartered, and National (later Grindlay's) 
Banks, who handled the export and import trade, cor
nered the exchange business and financed and supported 
the overseas operations of the Chettiars.

With joint stock banks acceptable only if their promoters 
were in a position to inspire confidence, the situation 
throughout India was pretty much as in Madras, where 
the agency houses -  Arbuthnot's, Parry's and Binny's
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— and the sole joint-stock bank, the Bank of Madras, 
provided such services as they could — while the ex
change banks functioned within strictly corseted para
meters. It was a situation which could not, and did not, 
last. A series of crises over three years had affected 
agency houses doing banking business in Bengal, but 
Madras had been spared such traumas. Until the 
Arbuthnot Bank crashed.

In the last quarter of 1906, Madras was hit by the worst 
financial crisis the city was ever to suffer. Of the three 
best-known British commercial names in 19th Century 
Madras, one crashed, a second had to be resurrected by 
a distress sale and the third had to be bailed out by a 
benevolent benefactor! The agency house to close shop, 
Arbuthnot's, was considered the soundest of the three. 
Parry's may have been the earliest of them and Binny's 
founders may have had the oldest associations with 
Madras, but it was Arbuthnot & Co., established in 1810, 
that was the city's strongest commercial organisation in 
the 19th Century.
Sir George Gough Arbuthnot was the head of Arbuthnot 
& Co. at the time of the crash. He was a member of the 
Madras Legislative Council and a prominent figure in 
Madras society at the time. Sir George's social eminence 
had not a little to do with the travails of the firm. He 
brought in numerous deposits but used them for specu
lation and personal advantage. Much money was spent 
on searching for gold in the Nilgiris and the Anamalais, 
on investment in American railway projects, on new 
South African gold fields and in the plantation crops of 
the West Indies. Arbuthnot & Co. was drained dry. When 
P. Macfadyen, senior partner of P. Macfadyen & Co., 
London, Arbuthnot's correspondent and associate in 
England, and an old Madras hand, committed suicide
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on October 20, 1906, the crisis broke. Both firms peti
tioned the courts on the 22nd to be declared insolvent. 
The auditors appointed by the Official Assignee estimated 
Arbuthnot & Co.'s liabilities at Rs.27 million and its assets 
at only Rs.7½ million! The firm had 2,300 operating 
accounts in India with balances of Rs.2.75 million and 
about 4000 fixed deposits with claims amounting to over 
Rs.25 million. With the assets being described as being 
only on paper and "beyond all belief, worthless, which 
crumble to dust when touched", there was no way to 
meet the claims of the depositors, who were almost any 
and everyone in Madras who had savings or some money 
to invest.

In the aftermath of the crash, several things happened. 
Sir Arthur Lawley, Governor of Madras and himself a 
victim of the bankrupt company, launched a public fund 
to raise money to help the weaker sections who had lost 
everything in Arbuthnot's. Amongst the scores of letters 
in The Hindu on the scandal, there was one from Dewan 
Bahadur R. Raghunatha Rao, a distinguished adminis
trator and a prominent citizen, that suggested the start
ing of an Indian bank "now that European integrity and 
honesty (have come) under a cloud". And the most con
structive thing to come out of the scandal was when a 
young vakil, V. Krishnaswamy Iyer, later to become an 
eminent lawyer and High Court judge but at the time 
just making his way up and acting on behalf of several 
Arbuthnot creditors, took his cue from the letter that 
appeared in The Hindu and set out with a will to promote 
an Indian bank. He got together eight other prominent 
citizens of Madras who also felt, in the words of the 
historian of the Bank, R.K. Seshadri, "that a bank which 
depended on the savings of those in the south had to be 
incorporated locally and managed by Indians who were



104 The Unfinished Journey

locally known and respected". Not one of the promoters 
was a Nagarathar, though they were to provide a 
substantial part of the funding.

Apart from branches opened by the British banks, several 
Indian banks had also been established in the Presidency. 
The Tanjore Permanent Fund, that was to grow into the 
Thanjavur Bank, was founded in 1901; the South Indian 
Bank, Tirunelveli, in 1903; the predecessor of the present 
Kumbakonam City Union Bank in 1904; the Madras 
Central Union Cooperative Bank in 1905, the first Indian 
bank to be headquartered in the capital; and the Canara 
Banking Corporation, Udipi, now the Corporation Bank, 
and the Canara Hindu Permanent Fund, Mangalore, now 
the Canara Bank, both in 1906. In fact, the only major 
Indian owned bank to be founded outside the South was 
the Bank of India.

With the Cooperative Bank's focus on the cooperative 
movement, the capital of the Presidency, the chief city of 
the South, sorely lacked an Indian joint-stock bank. It 
was to remedy this that Krishnaswamy Iyer and his co
promoters sent out their first circular on November 2, 
1906, inviting the public's views on the possibility of 
starting "a Native Bank in Madras". The encouraging 
response they received prompted them to call a meeting 
at Krishnaswamy Iyer's house. At this meeting it was 
decided to go ahead with plans to establish an Indian 
bank. What resulted was the Indian Bank Limited, which 
was registered on March 5, 1907 and opened its doors 
for business on August 15th.

From their very first circular it was clear that the pro
moters were relying on "the indigenous bankers" of 
South India, the Nattukkottai Chettiars, for finance and 
the business acumen to found the bank and make a
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success of it. In the event, though there were only three 
Chettiars among the 22 who attended the historic meet
ing at the Mahajana Sabha Hall, the community rallied 
around its leaders and helped finance the bank and run 
it successfully till nationalisation changed bank admin
istration.

Although they were themselves affluent and influential, 
the promoters realised the need for the new institution 
to have the support of every section of the community. 
The merchants and traders at the end of the 19th Cen
tury were more closely linked to British commercial in
terests than in the past and less dependent on the 
Government. Orderly conditions in the South attracted 
Gujarati and Rajasthani families from the North. And a 
large, hard-working, talented and vocal middle class, 
dependent on the professions and the services, had been 
created. The prevailing cosmopolitan atmosphere and 
the Swadeshi movement ensured that the response to 
the capital issue by the local Indian company would be 
more broad-based than in an earlier generation, but it 
was the Nattukottai Chettiars on whom Krishnaswamy 
Iyer and his fellow promoters depended for the greater 
part of the capital creation.

The first directors of the bank were Lodd Govind Doss, 
Rm.M.St. Chidambaram Chettiar, Dewan Bahadur 
S.Rm.M. Ramaswamy Chettiar (uncle of Sir M.Ct. 
Muthiah Chettiar, and who the next year made way for 
his younger brother, Annamalai Chettiar, later the Rajah 
of Chettinad), T. Seetharama Chetty, Khan Bahadur 
Mohamed Abdul Azeez Badshah Saheb, who was the 
honorary Turkish Consul in Madras, Murledoss Ramdoss, 
V. Krishnaswamy Iyer, Dewan Bahadur M. Adinarayana 
Iyah and C.P. Ramaswamy Aiyar. Other directors who 
joined the Board later the same year were Dewan
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Bahadur Govindoss Chatoorbhoojadoss, Nalam Lakshmi 
Kantaguru and P.M.A. Muthiah Chettiar. M.Ct. Muthiah 
Chettiar became a director of the Bank in 1914 and re
mained one till his death when his son MCt succeeded 
him in 1930 and served on the Board till 1940 and then 
again from 1945 to 1949 when his son, M.Ct. Muthiah, 
became a director. Differences of opinion with the Board 
led to Muthiah quitting it in 1950. With that ended the 
MCt family's association with helping steer the Indian 
Bank.

From 1929, when M.A. Muthiah Chettiar, later to suc
ceed his father as Rajah of Chettinad and as a Knight, 
began to play a lead role in the Indian Bank, the Bank 
became more Chettiar dominated and oriented. Thirty 
of the Bank's 74 Directors from 1907 to 1969 were 
Nattukkottai Chettiars, reflecting their contribution to the 
Bank from the beginning. But from 1929, 22 of the 47 
Directors were Nagarathar, many of them from the S.Rm. 
family or their kin, and the Bank began to be seen in the 
business, and in recruitment particularly, as Nagarathar- 
oriented.

The uncertain conditions after the Great War, the Great 
Depression from 1929, the unhelpful external and inter
nal financial policies of the Government of India and the 
low level of interest rates did nothing to help banking in 
India in the years between the wars. With a reduction in 
the scope for advances, money was plentiful in relation 
to the demand and virtually unlendable at times. The 
growth of the banking system was necessarily stunted in 
these circumstances.

For about ten years, till 1938, the average growth for the 
entire banking sector in India was only a little more than
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1 per cent p.a. Within these limitations, Indian joint-stock 
banks with paid up capital and reserves of Rs.5 lakh or 
more continued to fare relatively better, but, on the whole, 
the banking sector, like many others in the economy, 
continued to be neglected and its performance in this 
period was far from impressive. The one silver lining 
was that, unlike in the U.S. and Europe, where scores of 
banks failed, there was only one major bank failure in 
India during this period, the People's Bank of Northern 
India, Lahore. This exception stressed the point that if 
the growth of the Indian banking system was slow, it 
was also steady and solid.

Another unexpected but welcome development was that 
the Depression appeared to have encouraged the banks 
to open more branches, with a view to deploying their 
funds usefully in the mofussil. The Reserve Bank of India, 
established in 1935, reported that South Indian banks 
were more active in extending their branch network 
during this period than banks in the North. The Indian 
Bank, in particular, found it necessary to spread into the 
interior in order to find outlets for the gradual but steady 
increase in its deposits. Many branches, which were to 
flourish and become important ones, like those at 
Gudivada, Tiruppur, Guntur, Bombay, Trichy, Karaikudi, 
Erode, Salem, Trichur and Quilon, were opened during 
the Depression years.

The Depression also did not discourage new banking 
enterprises in the South, banks serving some identifiable 
local interests or groups being established in Bangalore, 
Parur, Alwaye and Mangalore during the 1930s. The 
Vysya Bank, the Parur Central Bank, the Federal Bank 
and the Vijaya Bank all came into existence during this 
period. But perhaps the most important banking event 
during this period was the establishment of the Indian
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Overseas Bank (IOB) on November 20, 1936. It was 
founded by M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar while still 
a Director of the Indian Bank, with a focus on interna
tional exchange, something that no Indian bank had 
looked at hitherto. Despite the Nattukottai Chettiars' 
main business being overseas, the Indian Bank's leader
ship was reluctant to focus more on the countries where 
the Nagarathar had established their financial base. This 
led MCt to pursue his own views by establishing the 
Indian Overseas Bank — the first Indian owned bank 
focussed on overseas transactions.

The post-war period saw the enforcement of the Bank
ing Companies Act with effect from March 16,1949 (later 
known as the Banking Regulation Act, when it was ap
plied to cooperative banks as well). As far as the Indian 
Bank was concerned, the immediate consequence of this 
enforcement was that M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar 
ceased to be a director of the Bank, on account of being 
a director of the IOB. He was replaced, as already stated, 
by his son M.Ct. Muthiah, but after Muthiah's resigna
tion, links between the two banks became weaker. The 
affiliations of leading Chettiar families and other con
stituents to one or the other of the two banks became 
more pronounced and clearcut and the banks, talked of 
by some in the early years of the IOB as 'sister banks', 
began to compete with each other for business.

There was a feeling, however, in the late 1950s that the 
amalgamation of the Indian Bank, the Indian Overseas 
Bank and the Indo-Commerical Bank, leading to the cre
ation of one major institution, with a dominant position 
in Tamil Nadu, might be a desirable development. It 
was an idea that received support in several influential 
quarters. But the three banks were not willing to merge 
and lose their individual identities. When the Indo-Com-
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mercial Bank dropped out and disappeared in the crisis 
following the failure of the Palai Central Bank, and the 
other two banks chose to continue their different styles 
of functioning, the idea of creating a southern monolith 
was dropped, and the two 'Chettiar banks' continued to 
be independent undertakings even after they were 
nationalised in 1969.

The Indian Overseas Bank, though thought of by some 
as a 'Chettiar Bank', adopted from its very inception an 
approach quite different to the Indian Bank's in matters 
of business, customers and staffing. Not only did it see 
helping Indians overseas as a priority, but at home it 
began to look at India's growing industrial sector, in 
which Chettiars played only a small role, as an area 
where its presence should be. And in matters of recruit
ment, it looked at professionalism more objectively. MCt's 
guiding hand and his choice of the people at the top, 
assured the IOB of a high professional reputation — and 
consequent success.

MCt was not yet 30 when he founded the first Indian 
bank to have as its primary objective overseas and ex
change banking. And this was at a time when the largest 
bank in the country, the Imperial Bank of India, was 
statutorily prohibited from undertaking exchange busi
ness (it was considered extremely risky for an institution 
handling the vast sums of Government money). It was 
also a time when the world was reeling under the after
effects of the Great Depression that saw hundreds of 
banks fail the world over. Britain had gone off the Gold 
Standard and the soaring rupee-sterling ratio did not 
augur well for Indian trade. Exchange business was, at 
this time, considered a high-risk venture.
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What MCt founded and nurtured as a banking institu
tion was, therefore a pioneer in more ways than one. It 
also adopted a modern outlook instead of being tied 
down by Chettiar conservatism. Nevertheless, its roots 
lay in the centuries-old Chettiar tradition of banking, 
with beginnings in Ceylon, Burma and Malaya, and in a 
Chettiar financial institution, the M.CT. Bank, the bank 
that Muthiah Chettiar, MCt's father, continuing that 
tradition, founded in Burma.

Until the Indian Overseas Bank was established, the 
Chettiars overseas had to depend on European banks 
for a substantial amount of their capital. And this they 
needed initially for trade that burgeoned with their repu
tation. With their reputation for being businessmen of 
shrewdness and integrity, "it was a very rare occurrence 
for a Chettiar not to meet his obligations," states the 
history of the Chartered Bank. They were, in their first 
years overseas, the main suppliers of rice and grain to 
Ceylon and piecegoods in all the South and Southeast 
Asian countries they were establishing links with. They 
also helped finance the arrack business in Ceylon, the 
Chinese-run opium trade in Singapore, the tobacco busi
ness in Singapore, the paddy-growing in Burma and the 
Chinese-owned tin mines in Malaya.

Financial crises between the 1890s and the 1910s in 
Ceylon, Madras and Shanghai, on whom the Chinese in 
Southeast Asia depended, put the pressure on the 
Chettiars wherever they were. And as a result, the Char
tered Bank's history, Realms o f Silver, states in typical 
understated Crompton Mackenzie fashion, "Now, doubts 
were expressed, particularly in Burma, whether the bank 
was not being too liberal with the Chettiars and thus 
treading dangerous ground." So, the Chartered Bank,
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like many other European banks, began to be less help
ful to the Chettiars. And the situation got worse during 
the Great Depression.

It was against this background that the M.CT. Bank and 
its offices in Rangoon, Mandalay and Penang became a 
major source of support to Indians, particularly Chettiars, 
in Burma and Malaya. The M.CT. Bank's hundi-s issued 
in India were the only hundi-s to be recognised by the 
then Imperial Bank in East Asia for many years. It was 
the M.CT. Bank's high reputation that sowed the seeds 
in MCt's mind that a professionally run Indian bank to 
help Indians overseas could be established successfully 
by him. As already seen in the way he ran United India, 
business of the ordinary kind did not interest MCt. He 
was always looking for something unique and, in this 
instance, he saw a banking institution that would deal in 
foreign exchange as something that would not only help 
Indians overseas but would also not be following the 
beaten track. He also wanted the bank to contribute 
significantly to the promotion of foreign trade and 
commerce between India, Burma, Malaya and overseas 
Indians in general. Hence, the bank he founded was with 
forethought named the Indian Overseas Bank. The M.CT. 
Bank, which many wrongly thought had changed its 
name to IOB, eventually faded from the scene and went 
back to traditional smalltime moneylending in India.

It was MCt's stature in Madras and the public's faith in 
him that helped him raise the initial capital for the Bank, 
which was incorporated on November 20,1936 at a time 
when the world was just emerging from the Great De
pression. Members of the founding Board included 
K.V.Al.Rm. Alagappa Chettiar, H. Bhimasena Rau, 
P.Kn.Km. Nagappa Chettiar of Ramachandrapuram, P.V.
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Raman Chettiar of Rayavaram, and Chunilal B. Mehta. 
All of them, except for Mehta, were initial subscribers. 
The other initial subscribers were: V. Thiruvengadathan 
Chetty of Hoe & Co, the brothers K. Srinivasan and K. 
Gopalan of The Hindu, and S. Krishnaswamy Iyengar, a 
retired University Professor at Madras and Mysore. It 
was decided to constitute a committee of the Board, with 
a chairman and two directors selected by rotation, to 
exercise all powers within the limits prescribed by the 
Board. The registered office of the Bank, initially housed 
at 11/12 First Line Beach, Madras, moved to the new 
United India Building, Esplanade, Madras, after a few 
months.

The Indian Overseas Bank commenced operations simul
taneously in Madras, Karaikudi, the chief town of 
Chettinad, and Rangoon on February 10, 1937. By 1938, 
branches had also been established in the major towns 
near Chettinad, namely, Sivaganga, Pudukottai and 
Devakottai. And in October 1938, the Kuala Lumpur 
branch was opened. Within a decade, the Bank had es
tablished branches in Bombay, Calcutta and throughout 
the South, coast to coast, as well as overseas, in Kuala 
Lumpur, Singapore, Colombo, Penang, Ipoh, Malacca, 
Hong Kong and Bangkok. Links were established with 
the Chase National Bank of the City of New York, The 
Midland Bank in the U.K., and the Bank of New South 
Wales, Sydney, Australia, which served as foreign agen
cies.

With the IOB well established by the end of the 1930s, 
MCt once again saw an opportunity in an institution 
that wanted his help. This venture had its beginnings in 
a letter in April 1940 from two friends, Sir Vepa Ramesan
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February 17, 1947

and T.S. Radhakrishnan Iyer, Directors of the Bank of 
Hindustan (BoH), requesting IOB to become its Manag
ing Agents for a period of ten years.

MCt was, as usual, quick to act, and, within a month, 
negotiations on the terms of association began. In August 
1940, the IOB Board agreed in principle to the associa
tion but was concerned about its representation on the
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Board. It also wanted IOB's General Manager, or an of
ficer acting on his behalf, to attend meetings of the BoH 
Board. The following month, MCt reported to the Board 
his conversation with the directors of BoH on the subject 
of IOB's request for 50 per cent representation on the 
BoH Board. He explained that the directors of BoH had 
pointed out that Section 83B(2) of the Indian Companies 
Act 1913 prevented the nomination, without liability to 
retirement by rotation, of more than one-third of the 
number of directors and that a general meeting of BoH 
had passed a resolution to the effect that the directors 
should not increase the strength of the Board beyond 
five. MCt added that the BoH directors were agreeable 
to convene an extraordinary general meeting to amend 
the Articles of Association (so as to reduce the number 
of directors from nine to six) and to make provision for 
nominating from IOB two directors to its Board. BoH 
would co-opt the sixth director in consultation with the 
two directors nominated by IOB.

IOB, in offering its terms after several discussions, stated 
that it would not at any time advance any sum exceed
ing Rs.500,000 to BoH, which would have to pay quar
terly interest on the amounts outstanding at half per cent 
over the official RBI rate. In addition, BoH would pay 
IOB a remuneration of Rs.150 a month, and this would 
be increased to Rs.250 a month in a year in which BoH's 
net profit exceeded Rs.25,000, and Rs.500 a month in a 
year in which the net profit exceeded Rs.50,000. IOB 
would have the right to nominate from time to time two 
of its directors, whether or not possessing any qualifica
tion shares in BoH, to be directors on the BoH Board, as 
well as to remove directors and appoint others. The di
rectors so appointed would not be subject to retirement 
by rotation.
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In October 1940, P.Kn.Km. Nagappa Chettiar and 
Bhimasena Rau were nominated to the BoH Board by 
IOB and, two months later, a banking account was 
opened with BoH. According to the agreement signed 
between the two banks, BoH would not have to close 
down any of its existing offices unless it was in its own 
interest; nor would IOB be precluded from opening 
branches wherever it chose. IOB would provide funds to 
BoH periodically for three years from the date of agree
ment, subject to a minimum of Rs.500,000 and a maxi
mum of Rs.l million. Interest would be charged by IOB 
on the first Rs.500,000 at one per cent above the Reserve 
Bank of India rate of interest, and on the balance at half 
per cent over the RBI rate. BoH would accept fixed de
posits on behalf of IOB at places where IOB had no 
branches, and 25 per cent of the deposits so secured 
would be lent by IOB to BoH at half per cent over the 
RBI official rate of interest.

For unrecorded reasons, but, from what I gather, due to 
different working cultures, the agreement was terminated 
by mutual consent in August 1944.

Shortly after the agreement to manage BoH was settled, 
a Board resolution in February 1941 increased the called- 
up capital of the Bank from Rs.12.5 lakh to Rs.20 lakh. 
The total capital and reserve of about Rs.22 lakh was not 
considered sufficient for a bank carrying on business in 
such important centres as Bombay, Rangoon, Penang and 
Singapore. In fact, according to MCt, he himself realised 
that even with a paid-up capital of Rs.20 lakh, IOB was 
considered a small bank abroad. He found during one of 
his visits to the East that, particularly in Malaya, a bank 
with a paid-up capital of less than $200,000 (Rs.3,100,000)
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was not deemed to be sufficiently capitalised for the 
purpose of carrying on banking business. MCt, there
fore, felt that the IOB directors should not hesitate, if an 
opportunity provided itself, to increase the total capital 
and reserve of the Bank to Rs. 3,000,000.

The only known difference of opinion between MCt and 
his friend and adviser K.V.Al.Rm. Alagappa Chettiar was 
over this share issue. In October 1941, the IOB Board 
considered applications for new shares. Valid applica
tions were received for 27,394 shares, of which the ap
plicants were entitled in terms of the offer to 13,771 
shares. The remaining 13,623 shares represented share
holders' requests for allotment to them, of shares in excess 
of what they were entitled. As the shares available for 
allotment amounted to only 11,229 (as against 13,623 ap
plications), the Board decided that those shares would 
be allotted as 115 shares to applicants for under 100 
shares (as marked on the allotment sheets) and dividing 
the remainder among applicants for over 100 shares.

At the next Board meeting, a note from Alagappa 
Chettiar expressing his dissent against the allotment of 
balance shares was read out; he was for more time to be 
given to the shareholders to exercise their option. He 
also made the point that his dissent was not recorded in 
the proceedings of the previous meeting. H. Bhimasena 
Rau clarified that the minutes read by the Chairman had 
correctly recorded the proceedings of the October meeting 
and that the Chairman had desired to place on record 
the fact that the resolution on the allotment of new 
shares was passed without any dissent, no vote there
fore being taken at the meeting. The Board, however, 
decided to record Alagappa Chettiar's note and Rau's 
observations.
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Soon afterwards, the bank had to face the stormy conse
quences of World War II that saw the Japanese occupa
tion of Malaya, Singapore and Burma. Communication 
with its overseas branches stopped. But the bank weath
ered those gloomy years, and as Independence dawned, 
had 38 branches and sub-offices in India and seven 
branches overseas; its deposits totalled Rs.66.5 million 
and its advances Rs.32.3 million. Helping considerably 
in making the bank a success overseas — and not to 
mention up-country — was MCt's wisdom in appoint
ing local advisers in different parts of the country and 
abroad. They recommended the best parties to deal with, 
trustworthy people with strong value systems — and so 
there were seldom defaults or litigation.

It was once again MCt's uncanny ability to pick the right 
person for a job that led to S.T. Sadasivan, a veteran 
banker with the Central Bank of India, being appointed 
the first General Manager of IOB, enabling it to get off 
to a good start. Sadasivan subsequently joined the Birlas 
to launch the United Commercial Bank's overseas 
operations. MCt then persuaded A. Subbiah Pillai from 
the Imperial Bank to join the IOB and gave him sweeping 
powers. It was Subbiah Pillai who grew the Bank. A 
disciplinarian, Subbiah ran operations by the book, 
especially in the area of lending money. Loans were 
sanctioned only after a thorough scrutiny of all docu
ments by Subbiah and MCt, and after thoroughly satis
fying themselves with the collateral security offered and 
the credibility of the client. T.S. Bashyam, who joined 
the Bank in 1946 and retired as an AGM, remembers 
that all important correspondence between Head Office 
and the branches would regularly be copied to MCt and 
he would return those he thought necessary with his 
comments in his characteristic violet ink.
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Although MCt had the Indian Bank experience behind 
him, he recruited his senior executives from the Imperial 
Bank, like the Rao Sahebs D.R. Vedamuthu and S.R.V. 
Arasu, to lend IOB a professional touch. In fact, the IOB 
manual was actually a modified version of the Imperial 
Bank manual.

It was K.S. Sivasankara Mudaliar, whose advice MCt 
would seek on many matters — appointment of a Gen
eral Manager, sale of his car or accommodation for MCt 
and his colleagues and friends when they visited 
Trivandrum, where Mudaliar was based — who recom
mended another Imperial Bank manager to succeed 
Subbiah. C.P. Doraikannu Mudaliar proved yet another 
good choice and, as in the case with all his General 
Managers, MCt not only gave him a free hand but also 
won his loyalty by becoming a friend. In fact, during 
MCt's last three weeks, his tour overseas was with 
Doraikannu and Nayudu of United India. Doraikannu 
later recalled the royal welcome that awaited MCt at 
every destination, the open display of affection for him 
and the esteem in which people held him, saying, "It 
was simply overwhelming".

C.D. Gopinath remembers that when his father, 
Doraikannu Mudaliar, retired from the Imperial Bank in 
1952, when he was still 55 or so, and MCt wanted him 
to join the IOB, he was not certain whether he should, 
though he relished the opportunity of challenge in tak
ing on the foreign banks. Doraikannu Mudaliar, having 
worked in the strict, unbending framework of the Impe
rial Bank, wondered how accommodating and bending 
he would have to be in a private bank. But MCt assured 
him that there would be no needless interference.

MCt also, in the 1950s, employed several professional
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European bankers with experience in the exchange 
business. IOB was the only Indian bank to employ senior 
officers from British banks, officers of the ilk of Kenneth 
Talk, C.J. Palstra, L.C. Williams, Paul Strauer, and 
P.E. Briers.

IOB's early success kindled the interest — jealousy, 
should we say? — of some who wished, predator-like, 
to gain control of the Bank, according to V. Subramaniam 
who joined as Secretarial-Assistant to General Manager 
Sadasivan. But their attempts came to naught. Recalls a 
former Chettiar Director of the Bank, "Just before Inde
pendence, when the Bank allotted shares, they were 
purchased in bulk by a third party representing interests 
close to the Indian Bank. Sensing a takeover bid, MCt 
did not transfer the shares. My father, who was an IOB 
Director at the time but also close to those heading the 
affairs of the Indian Bank, was in a delicate position. 
But, sensing his discomfort, MCt advised him not to come 
to the Board meeting and with his discreetly staying 
away, a crisis was averted."

Despite establishing the Indian Overseas Bank with one 
of its focuses being the Chettiar community's overseas 
interests, MCt, with his experience of Chettiar business, 
felt close monitoring of business dealings with the com
munity was necessary. As early as in March 1937, the 
Board resolved that the draft regulations governing 
advances to Chettiars and the draft list of Chettiar firms 
and their ratings be referred to a subcommittee of the 
Board consisting of the Chairman, Deputy Chairman, 
P.Kn.Km. Nagappa Chettiar and P.V. Raman Chettiar 
and that their recommendations be reported to the Board 
at all meetings.
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The same month, the Board decided that a subsidiary 
banking company called Indian Overseas Bank (Malaya 
or Straits Settlements) Limited should be registered in 
Kuala Lumpur or Penang or Singapore to carry on the 
business of banking in the Federated Malay States and 
the Straits Settlements (today's Malaysia comprising the 
former, the princely states, and the latter, British Malaya 
and Singapore), with an authorised capital of Straits 
$2 million, divided into 20,000 shares of $100 each. Of 
this, 7500 shares would be issued, on each of which $50 
would be payable. The strength of the directorate was 
fixed at seven, three drawn from the Federated Malay 
States or Straits Settlements and four from among the 
directors of IOB with the power to appoint alternates. 
The General Manager was authorised to go to the Fed
erated Malay States and Straits Settlements to make 
necessary arrangements for the registration of the sub
sidiary company and the opening of its offices. The Board 
resolved to constitute a local advisory committee in 
Penang with N.K. Kuppan Chettiar, S.N.A.A1.A. 
Ramanathan Chettiar and L.Ct.L. Meyyappa Chettiar as 
members. The committee was also to recommend the 
name of a non-Chettiar for appointment as its additional 
member.

The IOB's relationship with its Chettiar clients was to be 
an ambivalent one over the next decade or so. In 1938, 
it was decided that advances against equitable mortgages 
in Penang should be confined to "Chettiars of good re
sources and undoubted standing" and that any advances 
secured primarily by mortgages should be sparingly 
made and should take the form of registered mortgages.

Despite these guidelines, the functioning of the Malayan 
branches, especially the failure of the agents to act in
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close consultation with the bank, came in for sharp criti
cism by the Board at its meeting in December 1945. The 
Board noted "with disapproval" the action of the bank's 
Agents in Malaya "in resuming business after the occu
pation of Malaya by the enemy, as Powers of Attorney 
in their favour were granted only under conditions when 
Head Office was in a position to supervise and control 
them and should be deemed to have been terminated 
when such conditions ceased to exist, except in so far as 
it was absolutely necessary to safeguard the Bank's 
interests." The Board also viewed with strong 
disapproval "the failure of the Agents to act in close 
consultation and co-operation, as had been enjoined by 
Head Office in the event of communications with Head 
Office being interrupted and, what is worse, the action 
of many of the officials in misusing their position in the 
Bank to the detriment of the Bank's prestige and interests 
and in advancement of their personal ends." The Board, 
however, accepted the General Manager's 
recommendation that, "in view of the extraordinary con
ditions in which they were placed, no action need be 
taken provided they took adequate steps to secure the 
bank's position without further delay." These "adequate 
steps" referred to issuing overdrafts, discounting loan 
bills payable after the moratorium was lifted, and giving 
partial validity to all transactions during the Japanese 
occupation. The Board also decided to view with 
sympathy the anxiety of executives to return to India 
and offered to make every effort to relieve them, once it 
was ensured that the Bank's interests were protected. 
The fall-out of this confused state of affairs that had 
prevailed in Malaya as a consequence of the Japanese 
occupation led, in April 1947, to the dismissal of three 
ex-Malaya officers after a review of the affairs of the
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Malayan branches. The Board resolved that it had the 
right to proceed against them in respect of losses accruing 
to the Bank as a result of their actions in Malaya.

Shortly after this, MCt's concern for the Chettiars — 
which many felt he had not displayed enough — was 
patent when, in the late 1940s, when Malaya was going 
through a Communist insurgency and Chettiar business 
was sorely stricken, he instructed IOB's branches in 
Malaya to provide the Nagarathar businesses small loans 
on easy terms. No other bank did this. But the experi
ence was not a very happy one.

In January 1948, the Board decided that efforts had to be 
made to liquidate as early as possible advances that were 
made to Chettiar constituents at inland and overseas 
branches, advances which the Chettiar borrowers had 
not made any genuine effort to repay. The Board re
solved that the outstanding amounts should be liqui
dated in quarterly instalments within 12 months from 
January 3 1 , 1948. If an instalment was not paid, the entire 
outstanding would be payable and the bank could take 
recourse to legal or other proceedings to recover the 
amount, it was agreed. The Board decided that title deeds 
should be obtained for existing clean advances and all 
advances to Chettiars exceeding Rs.5000 had to be backed 
by a second signatory. It also made it clear that as far as 
overseas advances were concerned, no new advances 
were to be granted to Chettiar constituents without the 
prior sanction of the head office. In Malaya, it was de
cided, efforts should be made to reduce the bank's ad
vances against rubber estates.

In response to a letter of protest against this decision 
from the All Malay Nattukottai Chettiars' Chamber of 
Commerce, Kuala Lumpur, the Board replied that as
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advances granted to members of the Chamber amount
ing to around Rs.l,666,000 had remained stagnant, and 
only 25 per cent of the outstanding had been recovered, 
it was not a happy position for the bank to be in and it 
would not hereafter sacrifice the bank's interest. It was 
resolved by the Board that a ceiling limit of Rs. 2 million 
be fixed on the total advances to Chettiars and even 
"well-conducted accounts" would be allowed to continue 
only on the basis of fresh limits. The Bank's Malayan 
branch was directed to consider each Chettiar advance 
along these lines, while also taking into account assets in 
Malaya for fixing limits. It was reiterated that there would 
be no further advance against rubber estates; however, 
house properties in towns could be considered as secu
rity.

Indeed, in May 1949, the Board resolved that the Ma
layan branches should endeavour to replace with house 
properties the rubber estates held by them as security 
for advances. It must be ascertained, the Board stated, if 
deposits of title deeds could be made in Penang or 
Singapore for properties situated in Kuala Lumpur, Ipoh 
or other parts of the Federation. The Board also resolved 
that total Chettiar advances should be reduced to Rs.l.7 
million.

It was around this time that the Bank began thinking of 
further expansion in the East. The Board deliberated upon 
the possibility of developing the Bank's business in the 
Netherlands East Indies (now Indonesia), the Philippines 
and Japan and decided in principle to open branches in 
Batavia (now Djakarta in Java) and Medan (in Sumatra) 
— an old Nagarathar trading base — subject to the avail
ability of suitable staff. Nothing came of this since, at 
the time, the eastern archipelago was in turmoil as the 
Indonesians' fight for independence intensified. When
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Indonesia became free and conditions had settled, MCt 
began to think again of an IOB presence there. And it 
was that scouting trip of his that ended in tragedy.

Despite MCt's attitude of staff before dividends, a notice 
of the first strike at IOB was received from the Commer
cial Employees' Association in June 1949. This union had 
first been formed in 1947 and after its leaders, 
Venkataraman and Veerateswaran, had been persuaded 
by the management to resign, it became virtually dor
mant. It was, however, resurrected in 1949 and, almost 
immediately, decided to issue the notice. The Board 
decided to take a tough stand and resolved that no use
ful purpose would be served by negotiating with the 
Communist-controlled association. The General Manager 
was instructed to take suitable disciplinary action and 
review the staff conditions relating to clerks and mes
senger staff, particularly in Madras. But he was also asked 
to submit proposals for salary revision. The Board was 
in favour of providing the staff the same conditions as 
prevailed in the Madras Government Service.

The decision not to negotiate with the Association was 
based on the Board's perception of the strike and the 
strikers: the association did not consist solely or princi
pally of the members of the bank's staff; the majority of 
IOB staff were not sympathetic to the strike and had 
expressed they would not be taking part in it; indeed, 
only a small proportion of IOB staff members were 
members of an association controlled by Communists, 
which was "anxious to create disruption, indiscipline and 
dissatisfaction" among members of the IOB staff rather 
than peacefully promote their interests. The "improper 
tone of their Association's letters, the preposterous nature
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of the demands and the indecent haste with which the 
members rushed into a strike during the half-yearly 
closing period were unmistakable indications of their 
determination to attempt sabotaging the activities of the 
Bank." The Board, in fact, decided to inform the Govern
ment about the proposed strike through the Commis
sioner of Police, Madras, so that suitable punitive or 
preventive measures could be taken as the circumstances 
warranted.

The Board viewed with apprehension "the spread of 
subversive and anti-social activities that had seriously 
interfered with the economic progress of the country" 
and was determined to keep the Bank's staff free "from 
the influence of controversial and disruptive tendencies." 
However, when the Sen Tribunal was announced by the 
Central Government during the notice period, the strike 
notice was withdrawn. Meanwhile, led by another Bank 
employee, G. Nagiah, the Indian Overseas Bank Emplo
yees' Union had been formed on September 24, 1948, 
but it was only after its first annual conference, held in 
Coimbatore in 1954, that the union could "enroll cent 
per cent membership".

L. Balasubramaniam, an All India Overseas Bank 
Employees'- Union leader from the Indian Overseas Bank, 
looking back on Management's attitude to labour during 
this period, alleges that "the employees were totally 
under the control of the whims and fancies of the 
employers' union" formed in IOB in 1947. But he is 
equally certain that 'nepotism' was not a word anyone 
would associate with MCt; an employee grew in the 
organisation by dint of hard work alone.

A. Namasivayam, who had joined IOB as a cashier in 
1953 and went on to become an Executive Director,
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re-emphasises this, stating there was no favouritism at 
all while recruiting employees. The Chettiars, in fact, 
suffered because of this and some of them felt strangely 
sidelined by a bank headed by a Chettiar when, on the 
other hand, the Indian Bank, they felt, went out of its 
way to favour the community.

K.M. Narayanan, who joined as a clerk in 1955 and retired 
as General Manager after 40 years of service, recalls being 
told of a Chettiar candidate who, armed with a strong 
recommendation, came to meet MCt for a job. When 
asked what sort of a job he was interested in, the candi
date had stated he would like to "supervise any job". 
MCt had tersely wondered how the young applicant 
could hope to supervise anyone straight away without 
learning the ropes. And that was that.

Namasivayam recalls MCt meticulously going through 
each of the Bank's accounts daily. But his interest in the 
working of every branch office went beyond the 
financials; Namasivayam states he knew every 
employee's background and the particular problems 
faced by a branch. "He always lent his ear to listen to 
employee suggestions and considered them seriously if 
they were worthwhile. Even a cashier could approach 
him." Namasivayam also remembers how, during World 
War II, the bank's employees in Rangoon walked miles 
to Calcutta, carrying cash and records. Such was their 
loyalty to the bank, loyalty born out of love, respect and 
admiration for MCt. He for his part ensured that their 
families were well looked after and later promoted the 
returnees.

MCt was constantly concerned about the interaction of 
the bank's staff with customers. Bashyam mentions how 
the only areas where the immaculately dressed, cour-
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tesy-to-all MCt "interfered" with his General Managers 
was to request them to send circulars to employees to 
get them to follow the dress code and to ensure a friendly 
attitude to customers. His own attitude to customers, 
according to Namasivayam, was reflected in IOB intro
ducing the cash token system after all the other banks 
had introduced it. MCt did not much like the thought of 
customers being called by number. Eventually, under 
pressure from the RBI, IOB had to introduce the system.

The bank paid its staff well according to prevailing stan
dards of the time and provided them several amenities. 
As early as November 1940, a Staff Provident Fund was 
established and MCt, Dr. K.V.Al.Rm. Alagappa Chettiar, 
Bhimasena Rau, Sadasivan and K.R.K. Iyengar were 
made its trustees. A proposal to cover the entire staff 
under a fidelity guarantee insurance policy was also 
thought of around the same time.

Under the scheme of health compensation to employees 
during war-time, it was also decided in the 1940s that 
employees could take leave with full pay up to a maxi
mum of three months in the case of injury. For total and 
permanent disability arising from injuries, a monthly 
pension of 33 1/3 per cent of the last drawn monthly 
salary would, it was decided, be paid to the employee or 
his wife or the minor children, as the case warranted. A 
monthly pension of 25 per cent of the salary was pay
able to the widow, or children under the age of 21 for 20 
years in the case of death; however, the pension ceased 
if there was no widow or surviving children during this 
20-year period. Where there was no widow or minor 
children surviving the deceased employee, it was decided 
that a gratuity of 18 months' salary would be paid. The
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benefits were, however, payable at the absolute discre
tion of the directors, on their being satisfied that the 
injury, disability or death had arisen out of enemy raids.

In February 1943, MCt appreciated that the cost of living 
had shot up because of war conditions and that some 
measure of relief had to be provided to staff drawing 
less than Rs.50. The Board responded by granting a war 
allowance (of 10 per cent) to all employees, with a mini
mum allowance of Rs.7. And once air travel became 
popular in the early 1950s, the Board approved in prin
ciple the provision of air risk insurance cover for the 
staff, almost an uncanny sign of things to come.

But while offering its staff wages and perquisites rather 
more than most of the banks of the time, the IOB was 
also very clear about its staff policies. It was not for 
granting increments automatically to every employee; 
only staff who had measured up to the bank's high stan
dards of efficiency, character and conduct were eligible. 
The Board actually recommended reduced, or no, incre
ments to those employees who did not perform up to 
the mark. A Board resolution even stated that "any in
dication of weakness or irresponsibility on the part of 
the recommending officials...out of a mistaken or ill- 
placed sympathy" would be interpreted "as a willing
ness on the part of the officials to subordinate the Bank's 
interest".

MCt himself set an example in this matter of policy. 
Around 1947, he felt it would be in the best interests of 
the bank if he gave up his annual remuneration of around 
Rs.25,000. And even though in the years that followed 
he devoted greater time and attention to the IOB, he 
never requested that what he had surrendered be re
stored.
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Special or accelerated increments were, however, given 
to outstanding staff members who had contributed sig
nificantly to the bank's improvement and progress and, 
even then, only based on fully documented recommen
dations. Extraordinary work rewarded included a bonus 
of Rs.5000 paid to Rao Saheb S.R.V. Arasu, District 
Manager, Rs.2500 to G. Lakshminarayanan, agent at the 
Bombay office, and Rs.500 to T.K. Tyagarajan, agent at 
the Penang branch, for their work in 1946.

The bank generally felt its annual salary bill was very 
high, and often enough thought that, unless there was a 
substantial increase in business, it could not afford to go 
beyond the prevailing scales of pay. Indeed, the Board 
was regularly concerned over the rapidly mounting over
head charges of the bank, which in proportion to its 
business and profits were much higher than those of 
other banks. On several occasions, it wanted all agents 
(they were designated Branch Managers from January 
1953), to undertake a detailed scrutiny of the overhead 
charges incurred at the branches and disallow any ex
penditure that was not absolutely essential. V. 
Subramanian, who worked with MCt and Sadasivan from 
1937 handling share applications and allotments, main
taining statutory records and filing returns, apart from 
attending to correspondence, recalls how strongly MCt 
believed that the Goddess of Wealth, Lakshmi, would 
desert those who wasted money, her gift; "his sense of 
economy took into consideration even the use — and 
misuse — of office stationery!"

As the bank grew, it began to deal with a number of 
exporters and became well-known for its overseas busi
ness linked with trade, the main reason for which it was
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set up. Its pro-rata foreign exchange earnings were size
able. The image the bank had built for itself overseas 
can be judged by the fact that it was the only 'foreign 
bank' permitted to operate in Bangkok.

IOB's success was not just that of an institution but of a 
whole endeavour that had the pioneering and venture
some spirit of 19th Century Chettinad written all over it. 
Starting off as a small bank, it took significant strides in 
the implementation of socially relevant schemes and 
played an effective role in extending credit to priority 
sectors. It showed concern for the growth of the small 
sector and played a crucial role in the development sec
tor through its regional rural offices. Once firmly

17 February 1947.
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established, it also began to diversify into agricultural 
loans as well as lending money to the industrial sector. 
The Bank pioneered the personal loans business. And to 
inculcate the savings habit amongst the middle class, 
IOB introduced two schemes in November 1945, one, a 
special type of insurance, and the other, a special type of 
deposit. The insurance scheme provided for life insur
ance of the bank's depositors (from Rs.750 to Rs.2000) 
without the usual and often annoying medical 
examination. The special deposit had several attractive 
features to lure customers. As Al. Chandramouli, now 
one of the General Managers of what has become a major 
national bank, says, "MCt's contribution to banking was 
the concept of a bank being a financial supermarket, 
where you could save as well as borrow, insure your life 
or property and ensure the security of your family. It is 
a concept that's been much talked of in India in the last 
five years, but MCt not only thought about it but took 
steps to make it happen over 50 years ago!"

MCt's record with the Indian Bank and the Indian Over
seas Bank made him a person whose voice was to be 
listened to in banking matters. When, under the aus
pices of the South India Joint Stock Banks' Association, 
Madras, a Conference of Banks was held at the Indian 
Bank buildings on October 9, 1944, MCt was invited to 
declare the conference open. Welcoming the formation 
of an Association of Banks, he urged it to evolve a code 
of uniform practice for all banks in South India. Since 
the first Conference of Banks held in 1939, sound meth
ods of banking, he pointed out, had been followed by an 
ever-increasing number of smaller banks, who had all 
become alive "to the necessity to maintain their assets in 
a thoroughly liquid condition."
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As a result of the War and the policies pursued by the 
Government of India in the financing of the War, bank
ing conditions in the country had undergone a funda
mental change in the previous five years, he said, add
ing that bank deposits had increased three-fold and bank 
cash five-fold. Most spectacular was the increase in de
mand liabilities of banks. Currency notes in circulation 
had increased too, to five times the pre-War number, 
leading to a large inflation of currency and credit and 
considerable increase in the number of new branches. A 
consequence was the number of new banks started in 
the country, many with substantial capital and commit
ted to creating a nationwide network of branches.

MCt went on to express how gratified he was to note 
that the proportion of bank business held by Indian 
joint-stock banks had shown an impressive increase. 
According to him, the smaller banks in the South had 
been performing useful service in the districts through 
the numerous branches located in towns and they had 
mobilised a substantial amount of capital which 
otherwise would not have entered the banking system. 
The smaller banks took care of the small borrowers and 
familiarised them with the banking habit in those 
areas where the private moneylender had held sway for 
long.

However, MCt stressed, conditions in India were vastly 
different from those prevailing in the industrialised coun
tries of the West, where the big banks dominated, and 
yet it was possible to have both big and small banks 
working in cooperation. "If in India the small banks 
confined their activities to the mofussil, refrained from 
opening branches in bigger centres, and entered into a 
close working arrangement with the big banks in the 
provinces, they would be strengthening themselves and
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justifying their existence," he advised. He further sug
gested that "they should increase their capital either by 
issue of new shares or by amalgamation and try to work 
on a larger percentage of capital to deposits." He, how
ever, cautioned that if the non-scheduled banks had to 
operate profitably and be managed successfully, compe
tition between the bigger and smaller banks should be 
healthy and "the two should so group their working 
and services complementary to each other". Appreciating 
the way the non-scheduled banks had worked in the 
trying War conditions and the usefulness of the services 
they had rendered, he hoped that "before long they 
would be brought under the protection of the Reserve 
Bank."

His friend T.T. Krishnamachari, by now a member of the 
Central Legislative Assembly and who presided, made 
several points in his address that foretold the role he 
would play in an Independent India at Nehru's side. 
Agreeing with MCt, he said, "A more fruitful line of 
service to the people and to the development of banking 
as a whole lies in co-operation between the smaller banks 
in upcountry areas and the bigger banks operating in 
large urban towns, rather than in competition between 
these two sets of banks resulting in the ultimate elimina
tion of the smaller ones. It is also up to the Government 
of India to see that in the process of regulating banking, 
they do not injure the hard-won position of the smaller 
banks in our economy." He also pointed out that the 
Banking Bill visualised control of only the joint stock 
institutions, leaving a large field of unorganised bankers 
and moneylenders free from the purview of the pro
posed legislation. "It would, therefore", he stated, pay 
these institutions to scrutinise carefully the obligations 
that had been laid on them by the proposed Bill and to
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see that they did not unduly interfere with the normal 
working of a joint-stock bank and stultify progress." He 
also drew attention to the fact that the Imperial Bank of 
India, "whose share capital is largely furnished by 
foreigners and which is controlled and managed by 
foreigners, is considered to be an Indian banking 
institution and that it was in a position to "effectively 
prevent the Reserve Bank of India from coming into close 
contact with its member banks in this country". This, he 
said, was "a significant commentary on the political 
status of the country."

In 1947, MCt, speaking at an AGM, stressed the need for 
a sound banking tradition, as it existed in the UK and 
USA, and a closer coordination between the Government 
and the RBI on the one hand and private banking inter
ests on the other. He suggested the then RBI institute 
immediate enquiries into the necessity for the retention 
of all existing "overbanked" centres. He maintained that 
several factors had to be seriously considered before the 
RBI was nationalised and, if that was found to be good 
for the country, he felt that the conversion of the Impe
rial Bank of India into a national institution, or at least 
a subsidiary of the RBI, deserved serious consideration. 
He had no doubt that the Industrial Financial Corpora
tion would prove useful for the industrial progress of 
the country and hoped that the Madras Government too 
would move along similar lines.

Making his views clear, MCt said that a capitalist 
economy would receive short shrift in a truly democratic 
society unless it was so ordered as to ensure a high stan
dard of living to the poorest worker. The industrialist, 
he asserted, must find his reward not in huge dividends 
but in the prestige and reputation he builds for himself 
by successful management of the industries under his
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control. He exhorted bankers to work towards the 
achievement of such conditions under which alone free
dom would survive.

Dwelling on the bank's progress since 1944, MCt pointed 
out that, although comparatively small in size, IOB had 
set very high standards in banking service and methods. 
The directors, he announced, intended to pursue a long- 
range policy for the bank, giving priority to the building 
up of reserves while restricting dividends to a moderate 
level. He was confident that the shareholders would 
appreciate that this was the wisest policy to follow in 
the long run. At the same time, he stated, the directors 
intended to follow a generous policy towards the staff, 
liberalising their conditions of service and increasing their 
amenities as long as the bank made profit. This was re
flected in all officers being provided with residential 
accommodation or paid a house allowance instead, 
equivalent to 20 per cent of their salary the previous 
year.

MCt was for a regular system of inspection of banks. 
Good banking ultimately depended on good bankers and 
their sense of responsibility to the community as custo
dians of its savings. Yet, there was ample evidence to 
show that in a good many cases there was a total lack of 
responsibility on the part of bankers and that could only 
be rectified by a regular system of inspections, as in the 
USA. It was this professionalism that lent a certain ethos 
to IOB's functioning, he was certain. To this end, the 
bank had a Book of Instructions that contained a lot of 
do's and don'ts, a description of various banking sys
tems, criteria for issuing letters of credit or not, etc. To 
this day, say old timers, IOB is one of the better banks 
because clear-cut systems of operation had been estab
lished over 60 years ago.
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MCt once emphasised his views on an institution's 
responsibility to the Chief Minister of Madras Province 
himself. Responding to Chief Minister P.S. Kumaraswami 
Raja's request in 1951 for the IOB's co-operation in sub
scribing to the share capital of the Madras Industrial 
Investment Corporation Ltd., he wrote rather frankly:

"D ea r H on 'ble Mr. Kum arasw am i Raja,

" ...  the Board resolved that, in view  of the personal 
nature o f your appeal, a sum  of R s.l lac be invested in 
the Shares o f the Corporation.

"T h e  Board how ever w ish m e to point out, w ith special 
reference to your rem arks regarding the poor response 
fro m  B an kin g  and In su ran ce C om p anies w ho w ere 
expected  to support the venture, that the idea of start
ing an  Industrial Finance C orporation for th e State of 
M adras, on the lines o f the sim ilar institution in U.K., 
w as first m ooted in the form  of an appeal to G overn
m ent by about half a dozen persons associated w ith 
Banking and Insurance in M adras, including m yself and 
the G eneral M anager o f the Bank; w e also participated 
in  th e early  d iscu ssio n s w hich  th e G o v ern m en t o f 
M ad ras in itia te d  in  resp o n se to o u r ap p ea l. L ater, 
how ever, w hen the floating  of the C orporation took 
concrete shape, for reasons best know n to those respon
sib le, not only  w as the co-operation of this Bank not 
so u g h t for bu t also  it  w ould  ap p ear that for som e 
inscrutable reasons this Bank w as studiously ignored, 
w hich  w as the m ore inexplicable as the other tw o Banks 
— w h o se rep resen tatives w ere co -sig n atories to the 
orig inal appeal — w ere apparently not only taken fully 
into confidence but w ere also given representation in 
the first Board of D irectors. W e learnt o f the establish
m ent o f the C orporation through the Press and through 
invitations sent to other institutions. It w as not until 
N ovem ber 1949 that the C hairm an of the Corporation
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w r o te  to  u s  d ir e c t  in  re g a rd  to  p a r t ic ip a t io n .  T h e r e  

a p p e a rs  to  h a v e  b e e n  s o m e  d is c r im in a tio n  e v e n  in  re g a rd  

to  th e  B a n k e rs  o f  th e  C o rp o ra tio n .

" I t  is  n e e d le s s  f o r  u s  to  a d d  th a t  i f  a  p u b lic  v e n tu r e  o f  

t h i s  k in d  i s  to  s u c c e e d ,  p e r s o n a l  a n d  p r iv a t e  

c o n s id e r a t io n s  s h o u ld  b e  t o t a l ly  e s c h e w e d  a n d  th e  

c o -o p e r a tio n  o f  a l l  c o n c e rn e d  m u s t  b e  s e c u r e d  w ith o u t 
ro o m  fo r  s u s p ic io n  o f  fa v o u r it is m  o r  p a tro n a g e .

" T h e  B o a rd  r e g r e t  h a v in g  to  d ra w  y o u r  a t te n t io n  to  th is  

a s p e c t  o f  th e  m a tte r  b u t  th e y  d o  s o  in  th e  la r g e r  in te r 

e s ts  o f  th e  s u c c e s s  o f  th e  C o rp o ra t io n  a n d  n o t  w ith  a 
v ie w  to  o b ta in in g  a n y  s p e c ia l  b e n e f it  fo r  th e  in s titu tio n  

w h ic h  th e y  r e p r e s e n t ."

Thanking MCt for IOB's investment, the Chief Minister 
replied: "I have noted the points raised by you...The 
policy which I would like the Government to adopt in 
this matter is that the institution should develop sound 
traditions of its own, without interference by the 
Government in the exercise of their rights as the holder 
of the majority of shares. If, as you say, the impression 
had gained ground that there was discrimination, it 
would be necessary to take steps to remove that 
impression and I shall certainly look into the matter."

MCt presided over the IOB with distinction, building it 
up brick by brick. Starting with a capital of Rs. 2.5 mil
lion, its growth made it necessary to increase its capital 
to Rs. 5 million by 1945 and Rs. 10 million in 1951. It 
was the bank that put the country's name on the map of 
banking in the Far East, lending assistance and prestige 
to hundreds and thousands of Indians abroad. In 1969, 
15 years after MCt's death, IOB became one of the young
est among the 14 banks nationalised. It was a possibility



138 The Unfinished Journey

he had envisaged by the dawn of the 1950s as India 
headed down the road to socialism. He undoubtedly 
played a major role in drafting the Southern India Cham
ber of Commerce's response to Mr. Gulzarilal Nanda's 
proposals to the Congress Working Committee to con
sider "making a beginning at nationalised banking and 
insurance" on the alleged ground that the Government 
lacked control over their surpluses. The Chamber wrote,

"Under the present tight money conditions, Scheduled 
Banks are unable to finance fully all trade and commerce.
All banks have already invested a large part of their 
resources in Government securities and any attempt to 
nationalise banks and credit institutions will reduce the 
resources of banks which would result in the banks 
reducing investment in Government securities and will 
make depositors in such institutions become private 
moneylenders themselves, thus putting merchants, 
traders and industrialists hopelessly dependent on such 
private moneylenders and (having to) pay exorbitant 
interest which will be highly detrimental to trade, 
commerce and industry. Insurance companies also were 
investing a good part of their money in Government 
securities and, therefore, did not warrant 
nationalisation... It is most inopportune to suggest a 
proposal for nationalisation of banks and insurance 
companies which are expected to give potential support 
to the success of Government loans — both State and 
Union."

The Chamber went on to advise,

"The first attempt at nationalised banking is the starting 
of the Reserve Bank and later the Government owning 
it. The cherished object of the Reserve Bank of providing 
agriculture credit is yet to be accomplished... It may be 
worthwhile to consider the feasibility of starting, with 
the Government at the apex, an All-India Agricultural
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Bank with branches in the States to provide credit for 
agricultural and co-operative banks and allied 
institutions."

The Chamber sought a meeting with Prime Minister 
Nehru, Finance Minister C.D. Deshmukh and Commerce 
Minister T.T. Krishnamachari to discuss Government's 
plans. Nanda's suggestion was, however, shelved for the 
nonce, but implemented it would be in time to the 
disadvantage of many family-owned institutions, 
including MCt's.

The February 1 6 , 1954, meeting of the Board was the last 
one attended by MCt. On April 8, 1954, M.Ct. Muthiah, 
who had had to get Board approval in 1947 to work in 
the Bank as an unpaid probationer — MCt was indeed 
a stickler for correctness — and who in 1952, after five 
years of training in every department and overseas, was 
coopted as a Director of the Bank, was elected Chairman 
of the Board of Directors. An era had ended, an uncer
tain future was beginning.



Chapter 7

Spinning a dream

MCt's rosewood dining table may have sat a dozen 
or more, but his lunches or dinners were famous 

for the fact that only three or four would be seated at a 
meticulously laid table at which, he ensured, both service 
and food would be superb. Friends who knew him well 
recall him telling them that he liked entertaining in this 
fashion because it enabled him to talk to, and listen to, 
everyone at the table. In fact, the listening to was the 
more important part of the occasion. MCt had a rare 
instinct for triggering a conversation and then, the 
reserved person that he was, he'd take little part in it, 
but he'd listen carefully to, in fact, absorb, every word 
that was said. A good listener, he appeared convinced, 
was a good learner -  and he'd tell many a friend like 
C. Ramakrishna, a contemporary of his sons, that he'd 
learnt so much at his table that he considered it an 
important venue for a process of "continuing education".

It was on one such occasion in the 1940s that MCt got 
interested in rayon, when talk turned to how this 'poor 
man's silk' could go a long way towards replacing costly 
Kanchipuram silks. Being sweat-absorbent, it was better 
suited than silk for a tropical country like India, being 
anti-static it could be used for inner wear too, and its
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cost of manufacture was cheaper than that of silk. MCt 
studied assiduously all that he had heard at table, and 
felt here was an opportunity that could make a differ
ence in the New India that was just around the corner.

It was at another dinner that, legend has it, MCt's inter
est grew even further; in fact, it developed as a compul
sive determination to manufacture rayon in India, a 
product being manufactured nowhere east of Suez except 
in Japan. On this occasion, the guests included a couple 
of Binny's European directors. In those days, Binny's 
was the last word in textiles in the South, in fact, almost 
throughout the country, its roots in the industry sunk in 
1877 and spread until 1884 from when a great institution 
flourished. His guests thought it was too early for India 
to think about what, for the time, was a high-tech chemi
cal-based process, that Indians needed much more time 
to develop their technical skills to manufacture a quality 
synthetic yarn. Why, even Binny's would not dream of 
entering the field, they added. To MCt, the legend goes, 
that was a challenge to be met. And meet it he would - 
with a rare display of man-management that brought 
together technicians and equipment from several parts 
of Europe to a forest wilderness in India's 
southwesternmost corner to raise a factory and train 
Indians, mainly from Travancore but also from elsewhere, 
in not only rayon manufacture but also in what major 
industry was all about.

MCt's own narration of how he got into rayon is a re
flection of how methodically he studied an idea. He was 
to, in 1951, recall that it had been foremost in his mind 
for many years to start and be associated with some 
industry which would be unique and which would be 
useful to the country as a national asset. So, in 1942, 
when the greater part of the population of Madras was
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evacuated due to rumours of a Japanese invasion, he 
retired to his favourite rest-relax-and-mull-it-over retreat, 
Sidmount, his Ooty hideaway. He was to later narrate,

"I had time to concentrate on my pet thoughts in the 
cool heights of Ootacamund. I studied statistics to 
discover such products as India was consuming on a 
very large scale but were not being manufactured in the 
country. I observed that imported rayon yarn and 
transparent paper /  film were in great demand and I 
concluded that the manufacture of rayon yarn would be 
the appropriate industry to establish.

"In this country, we were then consuming about 75 to 
80 tons of rayon yarn every day. Such impressive figures 
constituted sufficient evidence as to the importance of 
rayon as a raw material for India's great textile industry. 
Later, due to the enterprising spirit of Travancore State,
I was encouraged to associate with them. Had it not 
been for their genuine cooperation and help, this indus
try could not have seen the light of day."

Even before Indian rayon saw that light, the project faced 
numerous problems, overcoming which during the first 
years -  and waiting for returns and to prove the Doubt
ing Thomases wrong -  required immense patience and 
faith, in the view of several who had worked with 
Travancore Rayons, Trayons as it was popularly called, 
the company that MCt set up to enter the Indian indus
trial scene. A narration of the events of those years is 
indeed a description of how industry struggled to grow 
in the first years of India's Independence, when enor
mous difficulties had to be overcome, taking valuable 
time, demanding infinite care and great coordination.

A. Subbiah Pillai, of Indian Overseas Bank, in a tribute 
paid to MCt after his death, remembered him as a man 
with a dynamic and well-balanced mind, who, when he
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ventured into untrodden fields, was not taking a gamble 
but implementing the well-thought-out measures of a 
man who had studied thoroughly its every aspect. MCt's 
uncanny memory and his passion for detail, teamed with 
his fine sense of perspective and admirable grasp of broad 
principles, enabled him to absorb much about whatever 
endeavours he planned to undertake, according to 
Subbiah, who added that, MCt would discuss thread
bare and often criticise the proposals and actions of those 
he worked with, but never allowed his views to degen
erate into unseemly interference. His tact and unruffled 
temperament took the edge off such disagreements, re
called Subbiah, and, at the worst, the outcome would be 
an agreement to disagree; it seldom left any bitterness.

Once MCt decided that Rayon and Travancore is where 
he wanted to take his first steps in Industry, he was a 
man in a hurry. S. Narayana Rao, who served Trayons 
from its first days and went on to become Assistant 
Manager at the Madras office, recalls the long hours 
without holiday he had to work, under the guidance 
and direction of MCt, when Trayons was being incorpo
rated. The work included location of the site and its 
acquisition, collection of multifarious data, identifying 
the manufacturers of various plant and machinery and 
negotiating terms and conditions, firming up technical 
collaborations, arranging finance, ensuring infrastructure 
facilities, investigating possible raw material sources and 
selecting technical and administrative personnel. MCt 
was involved with it all, recalls Rao, paying attention to 
the minutest details of the various tasks and issuing 
prompt instructions to all concerned. Though everyone 
was working under pressure, MCt's kind words of en
couragement to each of them -  and he seemed to have 
time for every one of them -  enabled him to carry every-
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one with him all the time, even when mistakes were 
made, confusion caused and differences of opinion 
cropped up, according to Rao.

Another who was there in the first days of Trayons is 
L.A. Vaidyanathan, a typist at the Rotary Club of Ma
dras whom MCt recruited as personal assistant to one of 
the expatriate advisory teams, Maurer of Switzerland. 
Vaidyanathan later joined MCt and worked on the for
mation of the Company. He remembers travelling in a 
huge Plymouth car to Trivandrum along with MCt and 
project managers and, seated in the front seat with a 
portable typewriter on his lap, directly typing the letters 
MCt would dictate. That's how valuable MCt thought 
time was.

When MCt decided that he was entering Industry, rayon 
his focus, there were two friends, both Dewans of Princely 
States, anxious to have him establish his rayon unit in 
their respective States. Mysore, with its long industrial 
background, had Sir Mirza Ismail, with whom MCt used 
to stay in Mysore and who stayed with MCt in Madras, 
writing to him to set up the rayon factory in a State 
which was the first in India to establish an industrial 
tradition.

The M.Ct. family had also long associations with the 
Mysore Royal family, going back to financial connections 
with Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar. In fact, the ophthalmic 
block of the Rani Jhansi Bai Hospital commemorates Sir 
M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar, who along with his brother M.Ct. 
Pethachi Chettiar, Andipatti Zamindar, was a regular 
guest of honour at the annual Dusserah festivities in 
Mysore.

This cordial relationship continued to the next genera-
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tion as well. H.H.Jaya Chamaraja Wadiyar was close to 
M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar and the foundation 
stone of the present LIC building in Bangalore was laid 
by His Highness.

Sir M.Ct.Muthiah Chettiar's grandson, M.Ct.Muthiah, 
was till recently a Trustee of the renamed Jaya Chamaraja 
Rajendra Art Gallery in the Palace of Mysore.

M.Ct's close relationship with the Mysore Royal family 
won him the friendship of the Dewan of Mysore, Sir 
Mirza Ismail. The depth of this friendship is borne out 
by the fact that, even though Sir Mirza had a daughter 
living in Madras, many a time he preferred to stay with 
M.Ct when he visited Madras.

But Mysore's invitation was less forceful than that of Sir 
C.P. Ramaswamy Aiyar of Travancore, who straightaway 
offered substantial acreage on the banks of the Periyar 
River, State participation in the Company's capital for
mation, and cheap power. Having already been success
ful in persuading investors to look at industrially emerg
ing Travancore, getting Fertilisers and Chemicals 
Travancore (FACT) and Travancore Cochin Chemicals 
to set up factories, Sir C.P., making the offer he did to 
back the precedent, succeeded in getting MCt to favour 
Travancore. Sir C.P. was very clear as early as 1941 that 
unless labour and capital worked together to industrialise 
the State, the alternative was "to perish". The State had 
too long relied on export of commodities and neglected 
the Indian market. By the mid-1940s he had decided to 
do something about it and that was to bring in from 
Madras friends of his who would invest in industry. 
Nearly a decade later, MCt was to reiterate what Sir C.P. 
had said:

" A l l  th o s e  c o n n e c te d  w ith  in d u s try  — w h e th e r  th e y  b e
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shareholders, labour or management — owe it to indus
try, the country and the government to hold together 
and march forward with patient discipline and self-con
trol, with a clear sense of loyalty, of order and of duty, 
fearless in our faith and strong in our hopes... Every 
one has to give of his or her best if these hopes are to 
be realised and India is to resurrect herself as a truly 
great nation."

These Travancore units were the pioneers of chemical 
engineering in South India and as late as 1948/1949, the 
Alagappa Chettiar College of Technology, Madras, a 
pioneer institution in the discipline in the country, found 
them the only places in the South to send its Chemical 
Engineering students to do their project work!

Having listened to Sir C.P.'s offer, the factors MCt con
sidered as weighing in favour of Travancore as the site 
for a rayon factory, were:

— inexpensive labour in the neighbourhood with a 
reputation for hard work, high literacy, and intelli
gence, who had the ability to acquire skills rapidly;

— an abundant quantity of wood;

— cheap hydroelectric power (it was given at 3 pies 
per kwh!);

— a copious supply of clean and pure water from the 
Periyar River (a vital consideration for the industry);

— easy and cheap water transport to Cochin Harbour 
15 miles away;

— broad gauge railway transport from Alwaye (eight 
miles from the factory by road and river); and

— the availability in close proximity of all important 
chemicals required.
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Despite news reports in 1945 and 1946 of an American 
firm looking at Madras as a possible site for a rayon 
plant and that the then Dewan of Mysore, Dr. A. 
Ramaswami Mudaliar, was encouraging the setting up 
of a rayon spinning mill at a cost of Rs.20 million at 
Kannambadi, 20 km from Mysore, "to absorb all the 
engineers and chemists that the State can turn out in the 
next ten years", MCt still determined to go ahead with 
his industrial dream. But as T.M. Srinivasan says, "You 
cannot be a man of vision in isolation, you need the 
support and recognition of at least a few others like 
yourself. And in Chidambaram Chettyar's case there was 
Sir C.P. who understood what was needed and made 
the right offers."

That offer included financial support. Whereupon MCt 
decided that it was to Vallom, about three kilometres 
from the municipal town of Perumbavoor, on the way to 
Munnar in the High Ranges, that he was going. The State 
highway and the High Range road meet at Perumbavoor, 
and today's NH-47 is about 10 km from the factory. The 
main road, called the Main Central Road, passes through 
Perumbavoor. Not far from the site, on the other side of 
the Periyar River, is Kalady, the birthplace of Adi 
Sankaracharya, the founder of the Advaita philosophy. 
The Malayatoor mount, visible from the campus, is sa
cred to the Thomas Christians, a church at the top of the 
hill believed to have been built by the Apostle Thomas 
himself, who, it is an article of faith in South India, had 
lived in what is today Kerala from 52 A.D. to 64 A.D.

Early in January 1946, the Travancore Government be
gan proceedings to acquire the 75-acre factory site in an 
area which was inhabited predominantly by Muslims 
(Moplahs -  descendants of pre-Islamic Arab traders and
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seafarers), whose ancestors had served in Tippu Sultan's 
army. Evidence of battles they had fought came to light 
during the excavation of the foundations for the factory, 
with the finding of spearheads and rusted swords.

The acquisition of the site from those living on it was no 
easy job. The inhabitants of Vallom at first resented 
surrendering to the Government, for a factory, lands they 
had owned and cultivated for generations. But MCt 
helped make the acquisition easy by promising them 
work on the construction site -  and many helped in the 
building of the factory. And so, acquisition was accom
plished gradually by Government, who promised to also 
make available regular supplies of Eetta bamboo from 
the North Travancore forests, electricity, and about 
1,700,000 gallons of water a day required for running 
the plant. Water, it must be said, was no problem in 
Travancore. Both the Southwest and the Northeast Mon
soons brought plenty of rain, as much as 160 inches of 
rain in those days, flooding "every inch of land".

By March 1946, all government-acquired land, leased to 
the Company at Rs.3000 a year, had come into the pos
session of the Company and preliminary work com
menced on enclosing the site with a compound wall. So 
began the story of Travancore Rayons, the first man- 
made fibre plant between Suez and Japan and one of 
India's biggest factories at the time.

MCt's determination to enter the rayon yarn and cellu
lose film industry on the scale he planned surprised 
everyone. Particularly as no Chettiar till then had estab
lished even a small chemical plant, leave alone set up a 
major industrial unit -  if you don't count textile mills. It 
was a bold, daring step harking back to the days a cen-
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tury earlier when the Chettiars had beaten risk-strewn 
paths in territories and countries they were strangers to. 
When many an Indian just could not believe that yarn or 
film could be produced from wood pulp, MCt's plan to 
start a rayon factory, and a giant one at that, appeared 
to be a rash decision, going against all prevailing wis
dom, particularly as that wisdom suggested that such 
factories involved complicated manufacturing processes 
and were difficult to run in a country woefully short of 
trained technical manpower. But MCt ignored all such 
pessimists and drew up his plans to proceed with what 
he had set his mind, as much as his heart, on.

Once sure of the Travancore Government's willingness 
to financially back the project with a generous response 
to the issue of debentures, and with a few of the more 
adventurous Chettiars and other friends willing to back 
MCt's pioneering spirit, Travancore Rayons was floated.

As soon as the Company was formed, MCt brought in 
Dr. Ing. Lavji Thoria, an engineer from Germany and an 
expert in cellulose research, to undertake a general sur
vey of raw materials, water, transport and other condi
tions in Travancore State. He reassured the Directors on 
the feasibility of establishing the industry near Alwaye, 
but recommended the use of imported pulp in the initial 
stages before gradually switching to indigenous raw 
materials, like Eetta bamboo.

Another who laid the foundations for the factory was 
K.P. Menon, Chief Electrical Engineer to the Travancore 
Government and one of the Company's first directors, 
who had, during visits to the USA and UK, inspected 
various rayon plants in both countries. He recommended 
the adoption of the viscose process for the manufacture 
of rayon, after interacting with Messrs. Dobson & Barlow
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Ltd., of Bolton, U.K., the world's leading manufacturers 
of rayon machinery at the time.

When Isaac Dobson, a 22-year-old farmer, forsook his 
Lakeland farm and settled in Bolton in 1790 to try his 
skill in the promising new engineering industry with a 
young timber merchant, Peter Rothwell, there was born 
a firm that became perhaps the world's very first spe
cialist textile machinery makers, its early days intimately 
bound with the invention of the spinning mule by Samuel 
Crompton and the growth of Bolton as "the home of fine 
textile machinery engineering." On Rothwell's retirement, 
Isaac's nephew, Benjamin, joined the firm as partner and, 
while heading it in 1850, took into partnership Edward 
Barlow, the son of a local banker, who had ten years' 
experience as a cotton spinning mill manager, an invalu
able training for his entry into the textile machinery 
business. And so the firm became Dobson & Barlow.

Dobsons continued to play a major role in the firm till 
the early 1950s, when A.R.B. Dobson, a direct fifth gen
eration descendant of the original Isaac Dobson, was its 
Managing Director and came out to India for the inau
guration of the Travancore Rayons viscose filament plant, 
the first supplied to South and Southeast Asia.

It was in 1901 that Dobson & Barlow first ventured into 
the manufacture of a rayon plant. Before long, it set up 
viscose spinning plants in Switzerland, France and Ger
many, but its long years of research devoted to rayon 
machinery and plant development began to bear real 
fruit only after World War II. The Indian plant, business 
worth nearly Rs.10 million, was one of its first big or
ders post-War.

Dobson & Barlow brought in Ing. A. Maurer Ltd of Berne, 
Switzerland, as its fellow-suppliers of plant and machin-
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ery. Representatives of both companies and those from 
Dobson & Barlow's consultant engineers, Messrs. Hoare 
Lea & Partners, U.K., came to India in November 1945, 
approved the site and plans for the factory, discussed 
the machinery requirements and agreed to supply them 
within 16 months. They also agreed to erect the machin
ery on the site, run the factory for at least six months 
and hand it over only when the Directors were fully 
satisfied with the quality and daily output of the rayon 
produced. Indian staff would simultaneously be trained 
on site to take over from the foreign personnel during 
this period.

Twentysix years after his first visit to Perumbavoor in 
1945, with Robert Douglas, Managing Director of Dob
son & Barlow, and Hoare, the consulting engineer from 
Hoare Lea & Partners, P.A. Nikles, Managing Director 
of Maurer's, remembered the alacrity with which MCt 
accepted his suggestion to include a transparent cellu
lose film (cellophane/TCF) plant in the factory right at 
the outset. It was to lay the foundation for Trayons' three 
decades of success.

In urging the public to participate in the company, the 
Tranvancore Rayons Ltd., in its prospectus published on 
January 22, 1946, pointed out that, before World War II, 
India used about 75 tons of rayon a day. The demand 
was bound to rise after the War, yet the output of the 
plant was planned for only 5 tons a day of artificial silk 
yarn (filament rayon) initially, going up to 10 tons a 
day, and 1½ tons per day of transparent paper for pack
ing toilet goods, cigarette packets and a host of other 
consumer items. The handloom weavers of South India 
alone -  not taking into account 8000 power looms in the 
country weaving rayon goods -  would be able to absorb 
the entire production, the Directors were confident.
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The authorised share capital of the new company was 
announced as being Rs.2 crore (Rs.20 million), compris
ing 500,000 preference shares of Rs.10 each and 1,000,000 
ordinary shares of Rs.10 each, Rs.5 payable on applica
tion and Rs.5 on allotment, in the case of each. The pref
erence shares conferred the right to a fixed cumulative 
preferential dividend at a rate of five per cent per an
num, tax-free in Travancore. The Government of 
Travancore had agreed to subscribe for shares to the 
value of Rs.3 million, while the signatories to the memo
randum and the Directors were allotted 75,000 prefer
ence shares and 270,000 ordinary shares. Applications 
had also been received from Directors and their friends 
for 100,000 preference and 130,000 ordinary shares. Sub
scriptions were, thus, invited only for the balance of 
325,000 preference and 600,000 ordinary shares and were 
received and fulfilled in no time.

The first Board of Directors comprised

CHAIRMAN

1 .  T h e  H o n 'b le  M r . M .C t .M . C h id a m b a r a m  C h e tty a r ,  M e m 

b e r , C o u n c il  o f  S ta te ,  C h a ir m a n  &  M a n a g in g  D ire c to r ,  T h e  

U n ite d  In d ia  L ife  A s s u r a n c e  C o ., L td ., M a d ra s , a n d  T h e  

U n ite d  In d ia  F ir e  &  G e n e r a l In s u ra n c e  C o ., L td ., M a d ra s ; 

C h a ir m a n , T h e  In d ia n  O v e rs e a s  B a n k  L td ., M a d ra s ; D ire c 

t o r ,  T h e  M y s o r e  P a p e r  M i l l s  L t d . ,  B a n g a l o r e ,  T h e  

E lp h in s to n e  S p in n in g  &  W e a v in g  M ills  C o ., L td ., B o m b a y , 

a n d  T h e  In d ia n  B a n k  L td ., e tc . e tc .

'B e d fo r d  H o u s e ',  V e p e ry , M a d ra s .

DIRECTORS

2 . S i r  C h in u b h a i  M a d h o w la l  R a n c h h o d la l ,  B a ro n e t ,

C h a ir m a n , W a r d e n  In s u r a n c e  C o ., L td ., B o m b a y , e tc .,  e tc . 

'N o b le  C h a m b e r s ',  P a rs i B a z a r  S tre e t ,  F o r t, B o m b a y .
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3. Ramnath Anandilal Podar, Esq.,
Director, Podar Sons, Ltd., Bombay, Podar Mills, Ltd., 
Bombay, Shree Shakti Mills Ltd., Bombay, Bank of Jaipur, 
Ltd., Jaipur, All-India General Insurance Co., Ltd., Bombay, 
Raymond Woollen Mills Ltd., Bombay, etc. etc.
'Podar Chambers', Parsi Bazar Street,Fort,Bombay.

4. S. Parthasarathy, Esq., B.A., B.L.,
Managing Director, The Prithvi Insurance Co., Ltd., 
Madras; Director-in-Charge: The Travancore Bank Ltd; 
Director, The Travancore Electro-Chemical Industries Ltd., 
etc., etc.,
'Amjed Baugh', Luz, Mylapore, Madras.

5. The Alagappa Textiles Ltd.,
By its Managing Director, Rm. Alagappa Chettiar', 
M.A., BAR-AT-LAW, D.LITT, LL.D.,
Palace Road, Alwaye.

6. Rajyasevanirala S. Chattanatha Karayalar, M.A., B.L., 
Deputy President, Sri Mulam Assembly, Trivandrum; 
Vice-Chairman, The Travancore Bank Ltd., Trivandrum; 
Director, The Travancore Ogale Glass Manufacturing Co., 
Ltd., etc., etc.,
Thycaud, Trivandrum.

7. Rajyasevapravina G. Parameswaran Pillai, B.A., B.L., 
Reconstruction Officer, Government of Travancore, 
Trivandrum (Government Director)

8. Rajyasevapravina K.P.P. Menon, B.A. B.SC. (LONDON), D.I.C., 
Electrical Engineer to Government, Travancore (On Special 
Duty), Trivandrum. (Government Director)

*  A lagap p a C h ettia r h ad  b e e n  kn igh ted  in 1945 b u t ren ou n ced  th e title  as soon 
a s  Ind ia  becam e ind epend en t.
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9. S. Krishna Iyer, Esq., B.A ., B.L.,

Planter and Advocate; Chairman; The Malankara Rubber 
& Produce Co., Ltd.; Proprietor, Churakulam Tea Estates, 
etc., etc.,
Kottayam, Travancore.

10. Jacob Cherian, Esq.
Director, The Palai Central Bank Ltd., The Travancore Ogale 
Glass Manufacturing Co., Ltd., The Athimattam Rubber 
Co., Ltd., etc., etc.,
Palai, Travancore.

11. Rai Bahadur Kedarnath Khandelwal, B.A ., LL.B., Merchant 
& Financier. Partner, Messrs. Narayandas Khandelwal & 
Co., Calcutta; Director, The Calcutta Safe Deposit Co., Ltd., 
Calcutta, etc.,
'Braj Vilas', Hastings, Calcutta.

Rs.12 million of the capital raised was to be used for 
plant and machinery, Rs.2 million for the necessary 
buildings and installation of the plant, and the 
Rs.l million remaining was to be retained for prelimi
nary and working expenses. This initial investment of 
Rs.15 million was an enormous amount for the time and, 
in today's money, overall appreciation of values being 
what it is, would be the equivalent of over Rs. 1,500 
million.

Raising the required financing, procuring suitable know
how for a process totally new in this part of the world, 
spotting the right foreign advisers to help with the un
known, selection of suitable management personnel, 
clearing a vast tract of jungle land, planning construc
tion of a huge factory and ancillary buildings, importing 
plant and machinery and ensuring their erection, arrang-
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A portion of the prospectus of Travancore Rayon Ltd., 
issued on January 22, 1946
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ing for equipment and raw material, both indigenous 
and imported, and a host of other inputs were vital to 
getting the whole operation successfully off the ground. 
It called for extraordinary patience and foresight, a re
markable ability to assimilate knowledge, and an out
standing organisational ability to coordinate all these 
activities and bring the project to fruition. Founder-Chair- 
man MCt possessed all these qualities and more. And as 
far back as in July 1945, he had got his brother-in-law 
AR. Ramanathan involved in the project, preparing him 
not only to manage it but also to be his eyes and his 
ears, for MCt rarely visited the plant more than a couple 
of times a year once he had seen it through the construc
tion and equipment installation stage when he was a 
regular visitor. In fact, MCt came to depend on him so 
much that whenever Ramanathan came to Madras, MCt's 
greeting would be, "When are you getting back?" It was 
this training that was to enable Ramanathan to steady 
the ship after MCt's tragic and unexpected death.

By October 1946, the first year of the company, the 
Government of Travancore had acquired the 75-plus acres 
in Vallom for the factory site and handed it over, but the 
Company found itself behind schedule on construction 
because of delays in obtaining structural steel, which 
was in acute short supply. Arrangements had to be made 
to import the steel. It was envisaged that completion of 
construction of the factory would now be only in early 
1948. A large portion of the construction expenses dur
ing the year had, however, been covered by the interest 
earned through prudent investments. Orders were, how
ever, placed in the U.K. for the machinery, and most of 
it was expected to reach Madras by April 1947.
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Better progress was made on the construction of the 
factory building during 1947, and more than half the 
total machinery arrived at site as scheduled. But there 
was a new problem now. The auxiliary equipment of the 
power plant, ordered from the General Electrical Co. 
(India) Ltd., had not arrived and delivery was not prom
ised even in 1948 due to the unexpected heavy demand 
within the UK for such equipment. The order was, there
fore, cancelled and placed afresh with Crompton 
Parkinson Ltd., who promised to have the equipment in 
place and working by the middle of 1949.

Meanwhile the company had found that the issued total 
capital of Rs.15 million, which had been felt adequate to 
meet all expenditure, would no longer suffice. The cost 
of the factory building was going well beyond estimates, 
and the cost of machinery had gone up by more than 30 
per cent. Thus, the capital cost was expected to exceed 
the paid-up capital by about Rs.50 lakh. An approach to 
the Government of Travancore for additional funding 
was mooted.

By now, most of the technicians from abroad had ar
rived at the factory site and the erection of machinery 
got underway in 1948, despite there still being innumer
able obstacles in procuring various items of plant and 
machinery in India and from abroad. The need for extra 
capital was examined again, but a further public issue 
was ruled out because of the depressed state of the share 
market. The Government of Travancore took a very sym
pathetic view and promised to help Trayons to the ex
tent of a further Rs.66 lakh against issue of debentures, 
secured by a first mortgage on the company's lands, 
buildings, plant, machinery and fixtures.
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Kaval Lai Mehta, a civil engineer and architect in whom 
MCt had complete faith, more so as he was a close friend, 
supervised the entire construction work of Trayons, just 
as he had done the United India Insurance buildings in 
Madras and elsewhere. Mehta was a legend in his life
time and had a reputation of pulling down anything 
that was built unless it adhered to his specifications. MCt, 
who had, from all accounts, an uncanny instinct of choos
ing the right person for the right job, sent V. Subbiah, 
Manager of the Indian Overseas Bank in Calicut and 
someone he had great faith in, to Coimbatore to ensure, 
in what were uncertain conditions, a steady supply of 
cement at the right price so that the construction tempo 
and costs at Perumbavoor were maintained. In the end, 
Subbiah ensured a smooth flow of 10,000 tons of ce
ment! A pragmatic person, Subbiah went on to become 
Joint Secretary and then General Manager of Trayons.

The two, together with Ramanathan, supervised, moni
tored and ensured supplies and funding for the con
struction by the contractors, Loganathan and Tarapore 
of Madras teaming together, of the guesthouse, four resi
dential quarters for the foreign technical experts, the 
water supply system, including the pumping station, the 
viscose station and the main factory building, the bulk 
store, pulp store and soda station, plant houses for the 
airconditioning units, the carbon disulphide plant, the 
powerhouse and substations, the acid recovery and stor
age plants, sewage and effluent disposal plants, the of
fice and administration building, and roads and surface 
water drainage. Hoare Lea and Partners were the main 
architects.

The main factory building was a marvel of civil engi
neering — a shell type of roof of conoidal sections, with
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50-ft bays and spans varying from 
66 ft to 80 ft with no supports. One of the features of the 
construction was the use of concrete arches spanning 
150 feet, designed by Gammon India Limited. These wide 
arches were perhaps a first in India, as steel trusses were 
then the norm, but were dictated by the scarcity of struc
tural steel at the time. The total roof area of the main 
factory was 160,000 sq.ft. The viscose preparation sec
tion was designed as a three-floor building with base
ment and had a cubic content of approximately 900,000 
cu. ft. The external walls throughout the factory build
ing were of cavity construction, with hollow cement 
blocks of 9" brick internally and 4 1 /2 "  brickwork exter
nally. Special provision was made for insulation of the 
walls. A reinforced concrete water tower of 50,000 gal
lons capacity was constructed for storage of hard and 
soft water.

Construction of the buildings, costing about Rs.6.5 mil
lion, was completed, very creditably, in less than three 
years. Resourcefulness was applied in utilising local raw 
materials wherever possible. Blue granite stone was got 
from a quarry located a mile from the factory. Random 
rubble masonry with granite stone was used for the foun
dations and basements of all buildings. The surface was 
coated with cement. Bricks were manufactured at the 
factory site, as neither the required quantity nor quality 
was available locally; in all, 4.5 million bricks were manu
factured. The masonry involved in the construction was 
142,500 cu.ft. of laterite stone, 105,500 cu.ft. of random 
rubble, 31,000 sq.ft. of hollow cement blocks and 269,500 
cu.ft of brick!

The power and heating demands of the factory were met 
by a combination of electric supply from the Travancore 
Government grid and a steam-turbine power plant with
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oil-fired boilers. The complete powerhouse installation 
was entrusted to GEC of India Limited. The powerhouse 
building was raised by Kumardhubi Engineering Works, 
and the fuel oil storage tanks were manufactured by Burn 
& Co. Equipment to supply the plant 60,000 gallons of 
treated water an hour were supplied by Bell Brothers, 
Manchester, and the calorifiers by Worthington Simpson. 
John Thompson Water Tube Boilers, England, supplied 
the boiler plant. The steam boilers were oil-fired and the 
furnace oil used was from Burmah-Shell, supplied by 
road from Ernakulam in tank-lorries, each of 1,500 gal
lons capacity. The effluent treatment plant, a 
pathbreaking installation in India, and the sewage treat
ment plant were supplied by Ames Crosta Mills. The 
design of the airconditioning, refrigerating and ventilat
ing plant was entrusted to Volkart Brothers. Carrier Cor
poration supplied the refrigerating machinery, motors, 
pumps, cooling towers, finned coils, etc.

Treatment and disposal of effluents was an important 
consideration, especially as there were grave concerns 
expressed by a visiting chemical engineer about the 
pollution of the river water and the environment. Al
though there were no statutes regarding pollution con
trol in those days, MCt and his foreign advisors paid 
special attention to the protection of the environment. 
Trayons, thus, pioneered pollution control/effluent treat
ment in South India, building a plant that treated about 
29,000 gallons of water per hour and discharged only 
treated water into the river. The factory was surrounded 
by natural greenery to which MCt added coconut palms, 
mango trees and banana, all contributing to keeping the 
air pure.

Hoare Lea and Partners, Consulting Engineers, London, 
designed the construction work for the sewage purifica-
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tion plant as well as the effluent treatment plant. The 
carbon disulphide plant was supplied by L.A. Mitchell 
Ltd., Manchester, and the calcination plant by Edgar 
Albert Co. Ltd. For storing products in various stages of 
manufacture, vessels, containers and tanks were fabri
cated by Garlick & Co, Alcock Ashdown and Mazagon 
Docks, all of Bombay, under the guidance of Dobson 
and Barlow. White teakwood boards, tables etc. were 
supplied by Brunton & Co., long-established marine 
engineers of Cochin. All laboratory equipment was sup
plied by Dobson and Barlow.

Once the factory was built, Dobson and Barlow and Ing. 
A. Maurer's took over. The former provided the first 26 
rayon spinning machines, the latter the first transparent 
film machine. Maurer's also supplied special equipment 
for the viscose processing plant. Interestingly, in the early 
years, transparent film (cellophane) which was initially 
an after-thought provided for, on Maurer's recommen
dation, was given more emphasis as it proved more prof
itable than rayon. Much later, cellophane lost out to 
plastics, and rayon proved more profitable. The second 
cellophane machine was ordered just before MCt's death 
and arrived late in 1954.

Chief Engineer Harold Taylor from Dobson and Barlow 
brought with him six technicians from England, mostly 
fitters, to fix, level and erect the equipment. They were 
at Perumbavoor for about a year, till production started 
in 1950, and were, one for each section, responsible for 
the smooth running of the machines. Maurer's took over 
running of the plant once the machinery was erected 
and recruited Josef Radnoti, a very competent Hungar
ian, who became fluent in English with astonishing speed, 
to commission the plant. MCt later took on Radnoti as
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Works Manager. Radnoti spoke little, but did a lot. He, 
in fact, laid the technical foundation for the project. He 
remained with the company till 1954. Dr. Alfred Stein, a 
German, was Chief Chemist and Maurer's Resident Rep
resentative. He was followed by Dr. Stavanhagen, an
other German. Other Maurer executives who worked at 
the plant included an Austrian, Alfred Rudolf Hammerle, 
who was Assistant Manager, and a German, Joseph 
Zaengerle. A French technician, Raymond Briois, trained 
the Trayons staff in manufacturing, while two Italian 
supervisors, Erico Bertocco and Pietro Zanin, provided 
the spinning training. Most of the expatriates stayed for 
a year or so. By end-1950 all had left after training In
dian engineers to take over from them.

The complexity of setting up a rayon plant at the times 
can only be imagined today, 60 years later. As far as 
Trayons was concerned, there were many men and more 
machinery from all parts of the world. Dobson and 
Barlow made full use of their wide international experi
ence to design for the factory and equip it with the latest 
equipment that would ensure simplicity of operation, 
efficient control and easy maintenance in local condi
tions.

During the several years the expatriates, from England 
and Europe, lived and worked on the site, MCt paid 
special attention to their being looked after well. His 
intuitive business knack told him that pampering them 
up to a point was essential to get the best out of them. 
He built a beautiful clubhouse for them, designed jointly 
by Prynne, Abbott & Davis and Kaval Lai Mehta -  the 
leading Madras team of architects at the time -  as well
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as four large and comfortable bungalows at the plant 
site. With excellent boarding and recreational facilities 
made available to them, the experts were offered every 
com fort to live in, in what might have seemed a 
godforsaken wilderness to them. Later, MCt provided 
these same facilities to his senior Indian staff.

The residential campus was rich with trees and gardens, 
where flowers, scarlet, golden yellow, lilac and jacar- 
anda purple, bloomed the year round. The riverside club
house had six large residential rooms on the first floor. 
On the ground floor were located the kitchen, dining 
hall, conference hall and boardroom, with wooden floor
ing of Burma teak embellishing the public areas. The 
technicians, who lived in the clubhouse and bungalows 
also had a tennis court for themselves and an inviting 
jetty, complete with a steam launch. It was virtually a 
holiday resort manned by a team of very dedicated and 
efficient in-house staff. MCt built such a close rapport 
with the expats and his overseas advisors that when Paul 
Alfred Nikles, head of Maurer, heard of MCt's death, he 
rushed halfway around the world to condole with the 
family and, according to those who remember those days, 
he appeared as shaken by the tragedy as the family. 
Later, this close relationship continued with AR. 
Ramanathan, M.Ct. Muthiah and M.Ct. Pethachi.

Working at Trayons in those early days must have been 
a fascinating experience, to judge by the recollections of 
those who were there from the first years. According to 
V.R. Srinivasan, assistant to the Chief Accountant, who 
joined in 1946 and spent 28 years with the Company, 
there were, initially, only four staff, including two ac
countants, and they lived and worked in a small house 
in Perumbavoor, a good two-mile walk from the factory. 
This small office moved to the factory after a year. The



At the fir s t  Board M eeting o f  Travancore Rayons held at  Bakthi Vilas, 
Trivandrum, on 29.11.1945, with several o f  the expatriate team also seen in 
the picture.

A.R.B. Dobson, 
Managing Director, 
Dobson and Barlow

Paul Alfred Nikles, 
Managing Director, 

Ing. A. Maurer

J . Radnoti 
Works Manager, 

Trayons



Those who built Travancore Rayons Plant, erected its machinery and saw that it wen 
on stream. From left to right: 1st row: AR. Ramanathan, Director, Managing Agent: 
The Travancore Rayons Ltd.: Harold Taylor, Chief Engineer, Dobson and Barlow Ltd 
Jessie Taylor; A.R.B. Dobson, Managing Director, Dobson and Barlow Ltd.; Dr. Mr. 
Stein; Anne G. Taylor; M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar, Chairman, The Travancot 
Rayons Ltd.; K.L. Mehta, Engineer and Architect, The Travancore Rayons Ltd. 2nd 
row: L. Doraiswamy, Mechanical and Electrical Engineer, The Travancore Rayons Ltd 
J.S. Patterson, Dobson and Barlow Ltd.; Frank Bridge, Dobson and Barlow Ltd 
Harry Shepherd, Assistant Engineer, Dobson and Barlow Ltd.; Alfred Rudolf Hammerly 
Assistant Manager and Engineer, Ing. A. Maurer S.A.; Josef Radnoti, Works Manage. 
The Travancore Rayons Ltd.; Dr. Alfred Stein, Chief Chemist and Resident Representative 
Ing. A. Maurer S .A ; E.U. Alexander, Assistant Engineer, The Travancore Rayons Ltd 
A. Bhakthavatsalu , G .E.C ., M adras. 3rd  row : A.M. M atheiv, G .E.C., C alcutta 
Joseph Zaengerle, Ing. A. Maurer S.A.; F. Mangnall, Dobson and Barlow Ltd.; S. Arumughon 
Technical Assistant, The Travancore Rayons Ltd.; Erico Bertocco, Spinning Foreman 
Ing. A. Maurer S .A ; K.G. Kinnear, Rayon Technician, Dobson and Barlow Ltd.; Nonna 
Green, Assistant Engineer, Dobson and Barlow Ltd.; W.E. Simpson, Dobson and Barlow 
Ltd. 4th row: J.M. Connel, Dobson and Barlow Ltd.; Raymond Briois, Ing. A. Maun 
S .A ; Pietro Zanin, Spinning Foreman, The Travancore Rayons Ltd.; S. Mudd, Dobson 
& Barlow Ltd.



The Clubhouse at Rayonpuram.



Aii overview o f  the Travaucore Rayon



ctory at Perumbavoor, Kerala.



Rayon cake on the 
automatic wrapper 
at Trayons (right) 

and, below the 
textile laboratory at 

Rayonpuram.



The effluent plant at Travancore Rayons... 
a pioneering attempt in the prevention o f  pollution.



MCt welcomes the guests at the opening o f  the 
Travancore Rayons factory in January 1950.



165Spinning a dream

workers came from five miles around. Srinivasan recalls 
that there were only a few amenities in the area; local 
teashops provided only tea or kadum kapi (black coffee) 
and buns. Vegetables were scarce, and canteen and hos
pital facilities were non-existent until the 1960s. For six 
months in a year, there would be torrential rain and 
travel by road was impossible. The road to the factory 
would be covered by a sheet of water and employees 
reached their workplace by boat or waded with their 
shoes held aloft. There were a lot of snakes too and 
Srinivasan recalls casual workers employed to kill snakes 
inside the factory, at Rs.3 a snake. In fact, Perumbavoor's 
name may have been derived from 'perum' , meaning 
'giant', and ‘pambu’ meaning 'snake'! Wading through 
water, struggling through slush and mud, and keeping 
a constant look out for snakes is a recurring refrain of 
old-timers recalling their first years in the factory.

T. Krishnamachari, who retired as Works Manager, re
calls that 150 persons, mainly locals, were employed dur
ing the erection of the plant, a number that went up to 
500 in 1950-51. Khalasis (casual labour) helped haul and 
install the machinery. The Dobson & Barlow technicians 
selected the fitters for the installation mainly from Cochin, 
a shipbuilding centre and a city that had a number of 
foundries. Taylor's recruitment test was simple, but de
manding -  the candidate was given three hours to fix a 
round rod into a hexagonal hole in a made-to-order iron 
plate. Selection was purely on merit and there was no 
interference from political parties or the management. 
The 30-40 fitters selected proved to be "very good".

Viscose rayon manufacture was a continuous 24-hour 
process and a stable labour force was an essential pre
requisite. The industry also provided a unique opportu
nity for chemistry and engineering graduates to find em-
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ployment. Graduates with B.Sc.(Tech.), like 
Krishnamachari, were selected on Rs.100 a month with 
a subsistence allowance. Engineering diploma holders 
were recruited at Rs. 75 a month. The appointment letter 
especially mentioned: "You'll do both skilled and un
skilled labour under foreign supervision." Supervisors 
worked in three shifts — 6 a.m. to 2 p.m., 2 p.m. to 10 
p.m., and 10 p.m. to 6 a.m.

MCt himself had a way of carrying the staff with him 
and inspiring loyalty. L.A. Krishnamurthy, who joined 
the factory from its inception, relates that when the Indian 
Government announced an industrial training scholar
ship under the Indo-German Industrial Cooperation 
Scheme, one of the conditions was that the Indian spon
sor would have to bear half the travelling expenses. 
Trayons sponsored Krishnamurthy for training in West 
Germany for two years. However, Krishnamurthy found 
out before long that his training had been arranged in a 
printing paper factory, not in a cellulose film plant as he 
had expected. He met MCt at his residence and explained 
to him the turn of events, half-expecting MCt to tell him 
to cancel his trip. Krishnamurthy was bowled over when 
MCt laughed and told him, "Why have you come to ask 
me? See, even if you get any little practical work expe
rience, even in a brewery or a bakery in West Germany, 
it will help you in organising your work here better. You 
better go." And so he went, and as he looks back on it 
he reflects how much the trip had helped him at Trayons 
in later years; "Truly did MCt have vision and foresight."

Both rayon, for the weaving industry, and TCF (cello
phane), for packaging, were produced in the same com
plex at what was to become better known as
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Rayonpuram. The factory also manufactured sodium 
sulphate, sulphuric acid and MST (moisture proof) trans
parent film, which was used as moisture-proof wrapping 
for foodstuffs, including chocolates, and was supplied to 
Nutrine, Parry Confectionery and the defence forces.

Rayon, known in India as "artificial silk", is a yarn that 
science spun, and was first commercially produced only 
early in the 20th Century. It possesses the advantages of 
cellulose fibres, such as strength, toughness, flexibility, 
and excellent dyeing characteristics. Rayon has certain 
characteristics better than ordinary textile fibres.

The process chosen for the first rayon to be manufac
tured in India was the viscose process, which accounted 
for 80 per cent of the world's rayon production at the 
time. In this process, cellulose, obtained from spruce, 
pine and hemlock wood and cotton linters, is the basic 
raw material.

The raw cellulose Trayons used was from wood pulp of 
a better quality than that used for the manufacture of 
paper and board. This pulp was initially imported from 
Finland, Sweden and Norway and then from North 
America. It was in later years obtained from Andhra 
Pradesh Rayons Limited, Hyderabad, and South India 
Viscose Ltd., near Mettupalayam. The chemicals used - 
caustic soda from Travancore Cochin Chemicals Lim
ited, Udyogamandal, and sulphuric acid and carbon 
disulphide manufactured in-house.

The installed capacity for rayon yarn was 4,200 MT a 
year and that for cellophane 4000 MT. Other products 
manufactured included, in time, cotton linter pulp (7,200 
MT), sulphuric acid (18,288 MT), and carbon disulphide 
(3,210 MT). Byproducts were Glauber's Salt (Na2S 0 4) and
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sodium sulphide (Na2S) used in the washing process to 
remove colour and smell.

Rayon manufacture and rayon use received a great boost 
in India after World War II, when Japan's industry was 
left in a shambles. From 5000 power looms in 1940, there 
were, in the first years of Independence, nearly 25,000 
looms, mainly in Bombay. Apart from powerlooms, there 
were in India about 75,000 handlooms, mainly in what 
are now Tamil Nadu and Karnataka, producing rayon 
fabrics. Their rayon yarn demand in post-Independence 
India was to be insatiable.

Rayon yarn at Trayons was manufactured in a wide range 
of deniers, denier being the weight in grams of 9000 
metres of yarn. Sixty denier was used for producing gas 
mantles and ribbons; 75 and 100 denier for high-quality 
sarees; 120 and 150 denier for handloom sarees; and 300 
and 450 denier for blankets. Within a couple of years of 
production commencing in 1950, there were 36 machines 
running with a production capacity of 240 tons a month.

The finished product from Trayons was available in cakes 
and cones. While cakes were mainly used by handloom 
weavers for making sarees, cones were used by 
powerlooms. Cakes were packed 50 kg to a case, while 
cones weighing 100 kg were packed in a case. Trayons' 
main distribution centres included Bombay, Surat, Delhi, 
Amritsar, Madras, Proddatur (AP), Bangalore, Madurai 
and Salem.

Salem and Aruppukkottai in Tamil Nadu, using about
½  kg of yarn per saree, wove the famed Chinnalapatti 
sarees. Bangalore and Belgaum were other major manu
facturers of artificial silk sarees. Gujarat, Maharashtra 
and Haryana wove a variety of rayon fabrics, which took
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print well. Beautiful rayon bedspreads were woven in 
Panipat and lace in Surat. This national usage of rayon 
made Trayons a household name in the 1950s and 1960s.

Yarn consignments were despatched to distributors from 
Rayonpuram in 7-ton lorries on the basis of despatch 
instructions issued by the Madras Office. The Madras 
Office also effected sales. Distributors would send their 
indents to Madras daily, together with their remittances. 
It was said that the distribution network was so sound 
that there was almost no bad debt in the early years, 
recalls A. Chandramouli, who retired as a Senior Man
ager at Trayons. Of the total production of rayon yarn, 
10-15 per cent was sold at controlled prices fixed by 
Government.

The process of manufacture of cellulose film owed its 
birth to the invention of a Swiss chemist, Jacques 
Brandenberger, in 1908. The first commercial production 
was in Europe, shortly after World War I. Trayons' ven
ture into TCF (cellophane) manufacture was the first 
project in Asia, outside the Far East. The continuous plain 
transparent film initially made from the viscose was 
usually referred to as PT. It was not moisture proof. 
When special properties, such as 'moisture-proofness' or 
'heat sealability' were required, the film was given a 
surface coating. Trayons introduced this type of coated 
film for the first time in India in 1957.

Large-scale industrial production, establishment of shop
ping centres where customers could service themselves, 
the need for goods to be presented in a hygienic way 
and the change in purchasing habits because of a rise in 
living standards all brought about an essential change in 
the marketing of consumer goods. And it was on this
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consumer wave that TCF 
successfully rode. Coat
ings and laminations of 
transparent cellulose 
films made it possible to 
control the permeability 
of oxygen and water 
vapour according to re
quirem ents, thus pro
longing the shelf-life of 
foodstuffs. Flavour reten
tion and resistance to 
oils, fats and chemicals 
made the film just the 
right material for use in 
the food, cosmetics and 
pharm aceutical indus
tries. Transparent film or 
paper had several advan
tages over plastics — it 
was 100 per cent biode
gradable, it was moisture-proof, scent-proof, twist- 
wrappable and did not attract dust when wrapped and 
kept on the shelf.

The cover o f  a Trayons catalogue.

The quality of Trayons' cellophane, branded as 
Trayophane, conformed to international standards and 
the product was well received in numerous countries. 
Trayons, thus, becoming an early exporter of an indus
trial product from India. The manufacture of Trayophane 
was subjected to strict quality control measures. A well- 
equipped laboratory subjected every aspect of manufac
ture to stringent tests. In addition to chemical and physi
cal tests, statistical quality control techniques also helped
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in evaluating the quality standards. Trayophane was 
manufactured in plain and coloured transparent varieties.

In June 1949, the production of cellophane started in the 
factory on a trial basis and went on stream in December. 
T.K. Narayana Pillai, Chief Minister of Travancore- 
Cochin, formally opened the factory on January 4, 1950. 
Production of rayon yarn now commenced on a trial 
scale. Commercial production was still six months away, 
it was anticipated. Costs, however, continued to be a 
problem, although the company had received the loan 
of Rs.66 lakh from the Travancore-Cochin Government.

The 4.1.1950 announcement of the commencement of 
rayon production at Travancore Rayons
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A further loan of Rs.50 lakh, it was felt, might be neces
sary because of the enormous increase in the cost of 
material and labour, and an approach to the Industrial 
Finance Corporation, New Delhi, was considered.

Speaking at the fifth AGM of Trayons, in May 1951, MCt 
said that the company had gained a unique reputation 
by establishing itself as the first spinner of rayon in In
dia and had proved the sceptics wrong. A few years 
ago, if somebody had talked about the possibility of India 
producing fine silk-like yarn and beautiful transparent 
paper out of wood, it would have taxed to the utmost 
the hearer's credulity, he said.

MCt announced that commercial production had begun 
in August 1950, and that the Company had started op
erations by putting into operation two spinning machines 
initially. Others went on stream later. Of the 26 machines, 
15 were working to full capacity by the end of 1950, 
producing about three tons of rayon yarn a day against 
the peak capacity of five tons a day. The peak produc
tion of transparent paper — one and a quarter tons a 
day — had, however, been reached several months pre
viously. MCt pointed out to shareholders that a new 
problem was "chasing us fast, hardly before we had suc
ceeded in solving the old ones, with the result that we 
have been forced to hasten slowly" -  essential raw ma
terial had become scarce and difficult to procure even at 
high costs. In spite of difficulties, the company had 
managed to procure some advance supplies of the basic 
raw material to keep the yarn industry, one of the few 
major industries involving the use of huge capital, tech
nical skill and scientific knowledge, going for some length 
of time. MCt, the optimist that he was, however was 
confident there would come "a glorious time when ev
ery nation would realise the utter helplessness of the



174 The Unfinished journey

sword", make peace with each other and choose to live 
in perfect amity.

MCt spoke with "a modest pride" he derived from be
ing able to serve the country in a small way, especially 
at a juncture when cotton had miserably failed. But the 
industry could serve the country better, he pointed out, 
if it was granted adequate tariff protection, limitations 
were placed on the import of rayon yarn, and generous 
duty and tax concessions were given without which 
nascent industries like Travancore Rayons could not 
withstand "the heavy onslaught of well-organised, sea
soned and long-standing foreign competition". He called 
for a more liberal, intelligent, practical and expeditious 
government policy with regard to the grant of import 
licences. He also suggested a suitable and well-coordi
nated system of priorities, both for supply and transport 
of industrial material available within the country.

The company's enlightened attitude to labour was seen 
as early as 1950 when a unit production committee, 
comprising labour and management representatives, was 
formed, as well as a works committee to amicably dis
cuss and smooth out all labour-management problems. 
A union of the Travancore Rayons employees was reg
istered and recognised by the company the same year. 
MCt welcomed the step and hoped that the affairs of the 
union would be handled by the right type of men and 
that its collective strength would be used wisely and 
legitimately. Labour and management owed it to indus
try, to the Government and to the country to "hold to
gether and march forward with patience, discipline and 
self-control", he stated in connection with the recogni
tion of the trade union and pointed out that what was 
required of both was increased production, the urgent 
need of the hour, which was the only panacea for most
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of the country's prevailing ills. Wages were "hand
somely" revised upwards during the year — no doubt 
making necessary the further Rs.30 lakh the Travancore- 
Cochin Government came forward to loan "with their 
usual solicitude".
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The Directors, for the first time, felt able in 1951 to present 
results for a full working year of the factory. The first 
half of the year had seen brisk business and profits were 
quite encouraging. But the company could not take ad
vantage of the market, though it was in a position to run 
more spinning machines, because of an acute scarcity of 
raw materials and their abnormally high prices when 
available. When the raw material position improved 
comparatively in the latter part of the year, the market 
prices of rayon yarn and transparent paper came down 
considerably, leaving hardly any margin of profit, the 
drop being due to the Government allowing almost free 
import of rayon yarn and transparent paper. Rayon yarn 
sales that first year of full production were 1,544,820 lbs, 
and transparent paper 33,480 reams. The Managing 
Agents, Emcete & Sons (Travancore) Ltd., around this 
time moved its headquarters to what had officially be
come Rayonpuram.

By 1952, results showed a profit of Rs.1,680,395-0-9. 
Dividend, at the rate of 5 per cent a year (tax-free) for 
the three years ending 31st December 1946, 1947 and 
1948, was carried forward. Once again, unfavourable 
market conditions had prevailed and, once more, repre
sentations had to be made to Government. This time 
with some success, when Government at last realised 
the damage done to the local industry by its free import 
policy and also by putting a competitor — staple fibre 
— on the Open General Licence. The import policy with 
regard to rayon yarn and transparent paper was revised 
in the second half of 1952 and that made prospects of 
revival brighter. These policy changes helped the rayon 
section in the factory to work throughout the year, but 
the transparent paper section had to be shut down from 
February to October owing to a lack of response from
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the market and, consequent, heavy accumulation of 
stocks.

Shortly before his departure on that ill-fated Eastern tour, 
MCt wrote to the shareholders of the company thanking 
them for "nurturing this young industry at great sacri
fice to yourself over the past eight years". He wrote that 
they would be glad to know that their patience and sac
rifice had not been in vain and that they could now be 
modestly proud of having brought into being "a  new, 
vital and progressive Indian industry, of great impor
tance to the economy of the country". His words were a 
pointer to the 1953 results -  a profit of Rs.3,887,523-13-7. 
This was used to pay dividend arrears on preference 
shares at 5 per cent a year. The company's improved 
performance was largely due to the favourable import 
policy of the Government and the Travancore-Cochin 
Government generously agreeing to modify the terms of 
payment of the debenture loan so that the amount could 
be paid in annual instalments of Rs.12.5 lakh. MCt was 
to see before his death, the price of Trayons' Rs. 10 shares 
rocket to Rs.45, a record for a company less than a de
cade old.

However, even before the AGM, the Company was 
plunged into gloom by the tragic death of the Chairman. 
But a harbinger of difficult times to come had occurred 
even before this. Despite several amenities being pro
vided to employees during the year, such as a dispen
sary, canteen, recreation club and a free cinema, and a 
decision taken to build a model hospital, the Chairman's 
dream, which he wanted to name after his mother Lady 
Deivanai, there was a wildcat strike, the Company's first, 
in April 1952. It was settled with an increase in wages, 
but labour was to prove difficult thereafter.



178 The Unfinished journey

The model hospital MCt wanted to build was inaugu
rated on January 1, 1959, and was named after him. The 
hospital, designed by Brown and Moulin, the English 
architects who designed the United India Building (to
day the LIC Building) in Madras, was truly a boon he 
had envisaged for one of the most backward parts of 
Travancore. The hospital initially had a bed strength of 
54 and it was planned to increase it to 100 in due course. 
A team of well-qualified and experienced doctors, com
prising one surgeon, one physician, one lady doctor, two 
doctors in charge of ESI and one dental surgeon, manned 
the hospital. All the employees of the Company, and 
from about ten other establishments in the area who were 
covered under the ESI Scheme, got free and full medical 
aid at the hospital. Subsidised treatment and free opera
tion facilities to the really deserving were also provided.

Plans drawn up during MCt's last year at the helm, 1954, 
resulted in six Butterworth rayon spinning machines of 
the latest type being commissioned by mid-1955 to in
crease production of rayon to 7.25 tons a day. A special 
plant capable of manufacturing 160,000 reams of mois
ture-proof, heat-sealing transparent paper to meet the 
special requirements of the confectionery, tobacco and 
cigarette industries had, however, gone into production 
earlier, in October 1954. Arrangements were also made 
to install printing and bag-making machines to cater to 
the specialised requirements of customers; these became 
operational in mid-1955. Plans were also finalised for 
the manufacture of coloured transparent paper from mid- 
1954. But these got delayed.

Though 1954 was Trayons' first good year, with both 
Trayon's yarn and Trayophane being much sought by 
the markets, it also was a year of gloom. The MCt era 
came to an end that year with the Directors deciding to
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erect a life-size statue in memory of the Chairman. The 
statue was unveiled by M.Ct. Pethachi who had been 
coopted to fill the vacancy caused by his father's death.

Trayons, between the 1950s and 1970s when it was the 
success MCt was confident it would be, changed the 
entire face of Perumbavoor and its economy. As 
Rayonpuram, a thriving town with a municipality and a 
host of facilities, including a Fine Arts Society, it was, by 
1968, benefitting from Trayons to the extent of about 
Rs.4 lakh every month by way of payments to its em
ployees and Rs.2 lakh by way of local material and 
services. Yet, sadly, success only bred discontent. The 
company had to contend with frequent strikes and slow
downs all the time. There were as many as 20 trade 
unions at one time, making life a nightmare for everyone. 
Regular power failures added to the misery, for even 
two minutes without electricity meant considerable loss 
of money. Communication was a big problem as well. 
All this, besides several other problems beyond 
Management's control in an increasingly competitive 
market, led to Trayons being declared a 'sick' unit in the 
1980s. But, looking back, what a dream it had been and 
what an example it was to India taking its first steps in 
industry!



Chapter 8

A hand to rely on

MCt was a reticent man, who liked to keep his 
counsel to himself, but many a friend or relation 

soon realised that when push came to shove, they could 
rely on MCt to lend a helping hand. It was as a result of 
offering to help out whenever someone was in trouble or 
needed help that MCt found himself in businesses that 
he really did not want to be. Big business, like insurance 
and banks that could through their investments help 
generate production and, in consequence, the nation, or 
industry which could help the consumer directly or in
directly was, he was very clear about, what he wanted 
to be in. But the circumstances of others on several 
occasions led him into businesses his heart was not in.

Of course, he went into these businesses with his eyes 
wide open. And let's make no mistake about it, they 
were very much businesses to him, no matter how small, 
which had to pay their own way and not depend on 
continuing hand-outs from him. It was in this spirit that 
he, as related, founded Concord & Co for his two 
brothers-in-law, and Glenmorgan Estate, a tea planta
tion, which he put his brother-in-law Ramanathan in 
charge of. It was also in this spirit that he entered the 
motor car business.
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A good friend of MCt's was Mustafa Hussain, a well-to- 
do businessman, a patron of classical Tamil and the 
husband of a beautiful Turkish woman. The Hussains 
enjoyed an extravagant lifestyle that often led them to 
seek MCt's help. MCt's willingness to help out found 
him, before long, a partner in South India Motor Com
pany on Mount Road. The company was at the time 
agents for Austin cars — and the cars were in good 
demand, though it was slow to receive supplies from an 
England just recovering after the War. When Raghunanda 
Saran, a Delhi automobile dealer who was an agent for 
Austins, decided to take advantage of T.T. 
Krishnamachari's zonal policy — one car assembly in 
each port city — he decided to put down roots in Madras. 
And to do that successfully he roped in the South India 
Motor Company, the local Austin agents. With Mustafa 
and MCt as partners and fellow directors, Saran 
established Ashok Motors — named after his son — with 
Austin's, U.K., also a shareholder. Assembling A-40s at 
the South India franchise under the supervision of an 
Austin works manager, the Company quickly established 
itself. With TTK however insisting on a policy of "pro
gressive local manufacture", and Austin, U.K., unhappy 
with that policy, Saran began to look at trucks and buses, 
which he felt would find Government more liberal. He, 
therefore, began negotiations with Leyland's in Britain. 
Meanwhile, Ashok Motors ground to a halt.

Meanwhile, too, MCt's willingness to help out the 
Hussains was wearing thin. With Ranganatha Shastri as 
arbitrator, a settlement was hammered out and MCt took 
over the South India Motor Company's Mount Road 
property in lieu of the Rs.3 lakh, it was assessed, the 
Hussains owed him. M.Ct. Muthiah recalls that his fa
ther was never particularly fond of investing in real estate
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and, for the first time in his life, his father asked him for 
an opinion — whether they should take over the prop
erty. Muthiah had no doubt about what should be done 
nor did he agree to the sale of the property when MCt 
several times thereafter wanted to dispose of it. Today, 
the property is Pethachi's business headquarters and 
hosts a BPL showroom, his offices, and several ware
houses, which the A-40 assembly sheds have been con
verted into.

But even before the South India Motor Company's in
volvement had begun, MCt had entered the motor busi
ness in rather similar circumstances. The curious thing 
is that while MCt loved cars -  especially luxury ones -  
he had no real interest in being in the motor car business 
in which he willy-nilly found himself. Indeed, MCt's 
passion for cars — which he often drove himself — was 
one of the few things outside the business world that 
kept him in the public eye in Madras.

One of the only two or three people in Madras in the 
late 1930s to own a Rolls Royce, MCt had bought his, a 
maroon convertible, from the Maharajah of Patiala. 
V. Sethuram of the Perumal Chetty family recalls that a 
friend of MCt's, Thiruvengadathan Chetty, was another 
owner of a Rolls Royce at the time; his was a seven-seater 
and M Ct's was a two-seater he drove himself. As 
well-known at the time was the Bentley that V.L. Ethiraj, 
the well-known lawyer, drove. You could set your time 
by it, recalls Sethuram, Ethiraj and MCt acknowledging 
each other as they drove home along the Marina at 
6 p.m.

Between Pethachi and Sathappan, who thinks the Rolls 
Royce's number was MSC or MSP 99, they remember



1 8 3A hand to rely on

that MCt had a green and white Buick — N o .l l l l  — a 
Packard, a Studebaker and a Chevrolet, MSZ 6364. MCt, 
Sathappan recalls, "loved cars... and he ensured that 
every one of them was kept spic and span; they looked 
in mint condition even after a few years." Rustom 
Framjee, whose wife Rhoda was from the Nadirshaw 
family in Bombay whom MCt was very friendly with, 
recalls his driving them into the country in England to 
visit various stately homes and places of learning. And 
after the War, "when cars were very difficult to come by 
in India, he went out of his way to make it possible for 
Rhoda to get a sports coupe from Madras".

Indeed, cars were very much part of MCt's life beyond 
business, yet when he found himself in the motor car 
business, he was not at all enthusiastic about it. In fact, 
when M.Ct. Muthiah, in 1951 wanted to get involved 
with the Reliance Motor Company, which had come to 
the family much like the South India Motor property, 
MCt was totally against it — but he did not stop his son, 
except to point out where his priorities should be.

The Memorandum of Association of The Reliance Motor 
Company Private Ltd., Mount Road — near the Indian 
Overseas Bank headquarters — dates to October 29 , 1941. 
But Muthiah thinks the association dates back to around 
1937 when St.Rm. Chidambaram Chettiar, better known 
as 'Warehouse' Chidambaram Chettiar, came to MCt 
seeking his help. 'Warehouse' Chidambaram, a pangali 
who was at that time running a transport service be
tween Srirangam and Trichy, was a man who "knew 
much about cars". Indeed, it is surprising how many 
Chettiars, best known for their financial acumen, knew 
the innards of a car or aircraft as early as the 1930s.
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The difficulties of running a motor company led to 
Reliance being incorporated with MCt and St. Rm. 
Chidambaram shareholders, the latter the majority share
holder and appointed the first Managing Director. The 
Reliance Motor Company Private Limited had as its 
object: "To carry on the business of dealing, importing, 
exporting, assembling, building, hiring, repairing and 
warehousing of automobiles, motor cars, motor bicycles, 
bicycles and a variety of other vehicles propelled by 
steam, oil, gas, petrol and electricity." It would also deal, 
according to a clause inserted in the memorandum in 
July 1948, in engineering and electrical machinery and 
m achine tools, agricultural equipm ent, domestic 
appliances, electrical goods, radios, refrigerators, gen
eral merchandise and consumer goods, thereby estab
lishing a Trading Section. The capital of the company 
was announced as Rs.5 lakh, divided into 1000 shares, 
w ith MCt subscribing for 20 shares and St.Rm . 
Chidambaram Chettiar for 80, to get the company off 
the ground. The latter was appointed as Managing Di
rector for five years, his monthly remuneration was fixed 
at Rs.200 and he was eligible for 4 per cent of the net 
profit of the Company.

When the company commenced business, it was de
scribed as distributors of Studebaker car and trucks, and 
Citroen and D.K.W. cars. Its workshop and stores were 
at 160 Mount Road, and showroom and office at 3/17 
Mount Road. The shareholding comprised 20 shares to 
MCt, 92 shares to the M.Ct. Bank Ltd., 80 shares to St.Rm. 
Chidambaram Chettiar and 64 shares to Dewan Bahadur 
S.Rm.Ct. Sabaratnam Chettiar.

When St.Rm. Chidambaram Chettiar suddenly died in 
early 1943, there was a reallocation of the shares. The
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M.Ct. Bank Ltd.'s shares were divided between Emcete 
& Sons (P.) Ltd. and members of MCt's family, while 
Dewan Bahadur Sabaratnam's shares were divided 
among members of his family. Emcete & Sons Ltd. were 
appointed Managing Agents of the company with effect 
from May 1 ,  1943 on the same terms as had been minuted 
for St.Rm. Chidambaram Chettiar. By that time, the 
company was operating only from 160 Mount Road and 
it was dealing only in Studebaker cars and trucks. S.P. 
Vaidyanathan was appointed Manager of the company 
from 1.6.45, on a salary of Rs.300 a month.

In July 1945, it was felt that the premises occupied were 
insufficient for the needs of the company and it was 
proposed to acquire a bigger plot on or near Mount Road 
and raising even temporary structures on it to meet the 
company's requirements for space. It was suggested that 
a new issue of Rs.300,000 be made, with Rs.200,000 of 
that to be earmarked for a new building. A ten ground 
plot on Patullo's Road on a forty years lease was consid
ered, but the directors could not come to a decision.

By 1947, Studebakers were no longer coming into India 
and the Company became distributors once again of 
Citroen cars. Dewan Bahadur S.Rm.Ct. Sabaratnam 
Chettiar died that year and the vacancy he left on the 
Board was filled by Kr. Karuppan Chettiar, who was 
looking after Emcete & Sons. A Bangalore branch had 
been established by then and R. Ramanujam was man
aging it. It was also decided in 1948 to change the name 
of the company to The Reliance Motor & General Trad
ing Co. Ltd., "to be in conformity with the increased 
activities of the Company".

In March 1948, thoughts of property on Patullo's Road
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had been given up and an agreement was entered into 
to lease land on Clubhouse Road from the Rao Bahadur 
Calavala Cannan Chetty Charities. But within a year the 
leasehold rights were assigned to Larsen and Toubro. 
Meanwhile, it was decided to revive the automobile 
workshop and R. Ramanujam was put in charge of it. 
With his new assignment, the Bangalore office began to 
lose ground and was closed in August 1950. M.Ct. 
Muthiah was nominated a Director that year and 
authorised to take an active role in the working of the 
company which now had added the Jaguar agency to its 
Citroen agency. With Muthiah beginning to play his role 
in the company, MCt decided to resign and did so on 
March 23, 1951. His heart was not in the business, 
whereas Muthiah's was. When, in 1953, Muthiah hosted 
a lunch for Hindustan Motors' representatives during 
their visit to Madras to appoint agents, MCt was present. 
Back home, he wanted to know whether Muthiah was 
really interested in taking the agency and, on hearing 
his son's emphatic, "Oh, yes", retorted, irritatedly, 
Muthiah remembers, "Was it to manage a garage that I 
sent you to be trained abroad?!" But he said no more 
after that — and, as usual, left Muthiah with a free hand 
to develop the market for Hindustan Motors' Morris 
Oxford clone, the Ambassador.

On MCt's death — even though MCt had not been a 
director of the Company for some years — M.Ct. Pethachi 
was co-opted as a Director with MCt's shareholdings 
divided between the brothers. By then, the Jaguar agency 
was no more, but Studebaker cars and trucks were back 
in the fold and Crosley products were a new line. R. 
Ramanujam was now manager of the company which, 
before long, as imports dried up, began to focus on the 
Ambassador, which was to remain its bread and butter
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line for many years. The name of the company reverted 
to the Reliance Motor Company not long afterwards, 
reflecting its now single-minded focus.

The Pudukotah Textiles Ltd. experience was not very 
different to the beginnings of Reliance. Pudukotah 
Textiles, in Namanasamudram in what was then 
Pudukotah State, was a textile mill that MCt had taken 
an interest in, in the late 1940s, to help out a Nagarathar 
friend though he was not too interested in the line. He 
was never very convinced that there would be an ex
panding market for cotton textiles and saw a better op
portunity in synthetic textiles. And so, little attention 
was paid to Pudukotah Textiles. Many years later, it 
passed out of the family hands, even though it was one 
of the few industrial ventures in its early days in 
Chettinad and its hinterland.

An earlier venture into the textile industry was a much 
more important one. When in 1937-40 he became a part
ner in the Elphinstone Mills, he was the first Chettiar to 
hold a major stake in Bombay industry. After the Gujarati 
promoter, Mulraj Kerzon Das, quit, C.R.K. Chetty of IOB 
was deputed to look after the Mill. In time, MCt wound 
down his interest in the Mill, no doubt due to his greater 
optimism about rayon.

The family businesses, however, MCt paid daily atten
tion to, meeting every morning with the 'agents' who 
managed them. The M.Ct. Bank's heyday was its long 
tenure in Rangoon, from where it controlled branches in 
Mandalay and other Burmese towns before Burmese 
independence. It also had an important presence in the 
Strait Settlements and Malaya as well as in Madras. Once 
the Burmese offices were closed, it carried on in Malaya
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and, in a small way, at 110 Coral Merchant Street in 
Madras, accepting, as it always did, deposits and lend
ing money.

Emcete & Sons was a company that was founded by 
MCt to manage several of the enterprises he launched. 
But with its role a limited one, more that of a holding 
company than one actively managing the day-to-day 
affairs of the businesses it was managing agent of, it 
began to trade more actively on its own. In the 1940s, it 
had several agency lines for imported products, includ
ing Morrison fountain pens, radios, single starter motors, 
pumps, spectacle frames, silk yarn, etc.

Of all these companies, only Reliance still has a presence 
in the city — and that's a business MCt didn't really see 
a future in. A moot point to mull over is what would 
have happened if he had stuck with Ashok Motors — 
and decided to take a lead role in its subsequent 
development when Mrs Saran was looking for help to 
make Saran's dream come true after her husband had 
tragically died in a midnight air crash in Nagpur.

Apart from his own businesses, MCt gave freely of his 
time to help friends in their business undertakings, serv
ing on their boards and offering much valuable advice 
in the early 1940s. It was during this time he began think
ing of the Chettiars making a major industrial contribu
tion to India and planned the establishment of the big
gest Chettiar industrial undertaking till then, Travancore 
Rayons. He also served as a Director of Little's Oriental 
Balm and Pharmaceuticals, Mysore Paper Mills — in
sisted on by his friend Sir M irza Ismail — The 
Trichinopoly Mills, the Madras City Cooperative Bank 
and, of course, the Indian Bank, where his inputs in the 
early years were invaluable. To each of them he offered
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a committed Director's advice and time; many more 
sought that advice and time but as he couldn't spare the 
latter, given the time he insisted on spending with all 
his businesses no matter how smoothly they ran, he 
regretfully said, "No." Not for him a list of directorships 
and memberships in a 'Who's Who' without whole
hearted participation.



Chapter 9

A tradition of giving

The ancient Nagarathar tradition of mahimai was to 
open the annual account books by gifting a certain 

percentage of the previous year's profits to charity. It's 
a practice that has lapsed in modern times, but the habit 
of giving generously to charity has not waned. Religion 
and education, and healthcare to an extent, have all 
benefitted from Chettiar generosity. And M.Ct.M. 
Chidambaram Chettyar did his part unobtrusively.

Religion did not play a major role in his daily life. Neither 
publicly visible ritual prayers nor the daily marks of 
worship were his style. But he was a believer who prayed 
in his own way and encouraged others to do the same, 
formally observing the family rituals punctiliously, recalls 
Sathappan. Before every trip abroad he would make it a 
point to visit the Chidambaram temple with which his 
ancestors were closely connected. And every month, he 
would go to Tirupati, accompanied by his friend 
Emberumanar of Perumall Chetty's, a member of one of 
the old families of Madras. Sethuram, Emberumanar's 
brother, remembers how his brother kept up the practice 
long after MCt died and stopped making the pilgrimage
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only in 1985 after he took ill. "It was his way of keeping 
in touch with his friend, he used to tell us," Sethuram 
narrated shortly after Emberumanar passed away in 2002.

MCt's grandfather had made a major contribution to the 
restoration of the Chidambaram Nataraja Temple and 
several others. But MCt's father and uncle and MCt him
self, while making substantial contributions to temples 
and religious festivals, were more focussed on educa
tion. Nevertheless, MCt's attachment to Tirupati was so 
strong that he donated a silver chariot made in Chettinad 
to the temple, contributed to the building of a choultry 
and made it a point to attend the annual Sahasara- 
kalabhishekam.

A long association of the family with a charity in which 
MCt played a significant role for a few years was the 
Kasi Nagarathar Chatthiram (choultry) in Kasi (Varanasi), 
one of the seven most sacred places of the Hindus. The 
Chettiar connection with this chatthiram goes back to the 
latter part of the 18th Century when the Chettiars had 
established themselves in Calcutta. On every journey back 
to Chettinad, after their tours of duty in Calcutta, the 
Chettiars would stop over in Kasi and stay in the 
Kumaraswamy Mutt that had been built in 1720. The 
part of the mutt in which the Chettiars stayed is still 
called the Chettiar Chatthiram. Sometime in the early 
19th Century, the Chettiars, with the mahimai they had 
contributed to the common charitable fund in Calcutta, 
purchased the Hindustani Koshaji Sant Mutt and by 1863 
had renovated it to an extent. It was later improved and 
added to substantially through the munificence of MCt's 
ancestor, S.Rm. Muthiah Chettiar. This is known to this 
day as the Kasi Nagarathar Chatthiram and from it there 
daily go to the Sri Viswanathar Temple the requirements
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for the poojas to Lord Visveswarar and the Goddesses 
Visalakshi and Annapoorani. The management of this 
chatthiram also owns and supervises the Nagarathar 
chatthiram-s in Allahabad and Gaya.

With the Chettiars moving into Burma in the early 19th 
Century, the Rangoon Nagarathar became a much big
ger and more important body than the Calcutta sangam, 
many of whose members had themselves moved into 
Burma and, so, in 1925, the management of the Kasi 
Nagarathar Chatthiram was taken over by the Rangoon 
Nagarathar. To strengthen the links with the chatthiram-s 
in the holy places of Hinduism in the then United Prov
inces (now Uttar Pradesh), the Rangoon Nagarathar 
formed on September 9, 1934 the Kasi Nattukottai 
Nagarachatthirams' Management Society, headquartered 
in Rangoon but receiving mahimai contributions from 
Chettiars from Saigon to Colombo.

When Burma was threatened and then fell to the Japa
nese in 1942, not only was there an exodus of the 
Chettiars from numerous towns in that country, many 
walking all the way to India with little more than the 
clothes they wore and what they could carry, but the 
funds from Burma to carry on the activities of the Kasi 
Nagarathar Chatthiram also ceased, though the Society's 
investments permitted the continuation of the poojas 
without let or hindrance. The Japanese sweep through 
the East also affected the financial health of the commu
nity badly. Nurturing the Society carefully in these cir
cumstances became a concern, and that was when the 
families with investments in India got together to play a 
greater role. A Temporary Administrative Trust to look 
after the affairs of the Rangoon Nagarathar Charities, 
including the affairs of the Kasi Nagarathar Chatthiram, 
was formed on September 9, 1943, and MCt was unani-
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mously elected its Treasurer. His financial prudence left 
the Trust in good shape when it was returned to the 
Burma Nagarathar in 1953. The days of the Chettiars in 
an independent Burma were, however, numbered. When 
General Ne Win came to power in 1962, the decrees of 
his Revolutionary Council were the writing on the wall 
that triggered another and, as it turned out, final exodus 
of the Chettiars from a country to which they had made 
a significant contribution for over 150 years. One of the 
impacts of this was the transfer once again of the Kasi 
Nagarathar Chatthiram's management, this time in 1970, 
to a newly formed Indian Nagarathar Committee.

For all the M.Ct. family's contribution to religion and its 
institutions, it is with education that the family is better 
recognised. Initially, it was Pethachi Chettiar, the 
Andipatti Zamindar, who showed a greater interest in 
education, particularly in Karur District whose un
crowned leader he was from 1911 to 1914. He was a 
regular visitor to what is now the Karur Higher Second
ary School and there survives in it a partially detailed 
minute dated September 10,1914, in what could be his 
own handwriting. In it he recorded:

" S o  m a n y  o t h e r  m a t t e r s  in  c o n n e c t i o n  w i t h  t h e  

im p ro v e m e n t  o f  th e  s c h o o l w e r e  re p r e s e n te d  to  m e  by  

th e  A g . H e a d  M a s te r  M r. S u n d a r a m  Iy e r  a n d  th e y  w ill  

b e  lo o k e d  in to  o n e  a f te r  th e  o th e r .

" I  a m  a n x io u s  th a t  th e  s c h o o l s h o u ld  b e  m a in ta in e d  a t  
a n y  c o s t  a s  a n  e d u c a tio n a l  in s t itu t io n  in  th e  re a l s e n s e  

o f  th e  w o r ld  (sic)  in  (a ll)  b r a n c h e s  o f  a  s tu d e n t 's  l ife ... .

" P h y s ic a l  c u l tu r e  is  a n o th e r  p o in t  th a t  is  v e r y  o fte n  

n e g le c te d  in  o u r  s c h o o ls .  T o  s t im u la te  th e  b o y s  in  th is  

d ir e c t io n  I s h a ll  in s ti tu te  a  p r iz e  o f  o n e  g o ld  m e d a l fo r 

a  b o y  o f  g o o d  p h y s iq u e  w h o  to p s  th e  lis t  in  g y m n a s iu m .
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A minute made by S.Rm.M.Ct. Pethachi Chettiar, the Zamindar of 
Andipatti, at what was the Karur Municipal High School.

" G o o d  T a m il  b o o k s  m u s t  b e  o b ta in e d  a n d  p la c e d  in  th e  
l ib r a r y  a n d  th e  s tu d y  o f  th e  s a m e  e n c o u ra g e d  a m o n g  

th e  b o y s  ... F o r  th is  (p u rp o s e )  I m a k e  a  d o n a t io n  o f  

R s . 5 0 / -  a n d  th e  (H e a d m a s te r )  w ill  p re p a r e  a l is t  o f  g o o d  

T a m il b o o k s  (a n d ) se n d  th e  s a m e  to  m e  fo r  a p p ro v a l.. ..m y  

o b je c t  b e in g  s o le ly  th e  e n c o u r a g e m e n t  (o f  th e  s tu d y  o f) 

th e  V e r n a c u la r  L ite r a tu r e .. . .I t  is  h o p e d  th a t  th e  H e a d -
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master will try to devote his particular attention to this 
matter and see that the object is attained.

"I don't know if the School Day is being celebrated 
annually. If there is no such festival, it is advisable to 
have it every year as it would bring together the old 
boys of the high school of whom I am one which would, 
I am sure, give a new impetus to the progress of the 
School...."
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The interest Pethachi Chettiar showed in physical train
ing was reflected both by MCt as well as his sons and 
grandsons who, in the schools they manage today, urge 
attention be paid to this aspect of the curriculum.

Pethachi Chettiar's elder brother's interest in education 
was first manifest in the years he served as a Trustee of 
the Pachaiyappa Mudaliar's Charitable Trust -  one of 
the biggest trusts in South India today and certainly the 
biggest in pre-Independence days -  and on the Board of 
the Hindu High School. Pachaiyappa's College, the third 
oldest college in Madras, other colleges and numerous 
schools in Tamil Nadu are run by the Trust to this day. 
It was Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar's involvement with the 
Pachaiyappa's Trust as much as his well-known philan
thropic nature and the fact that for many years he had 
been a member of the governing body of the Calavala 
Cannan Ramanujam Chettiar High School in 
Purasawalkam that made V. Masilamani Pillai request 
him to take over the school when it was in dire straits.

The school had its beginnings in a middle school started 
in 1891 by four Hindu teachers to provide 'English 
education' to students in Pursawalkam. The school, 
located in Brixton House on whose site the Roxy Theatre 
later came up, took the first steps to become a high school 
in 1898, the fourth, fifth and sixth forms being added in 
1914, 1915 and 1916, respectively, and in that last year 
became the Calavala Cannan Ramanujam Chettiar High 
School, thanks to the support it received from the Telugu 
Chettiar whose name it took. Located as it was in 
Purasawalkam, the part of Madras where the affluent 
Nagarathar first settled when they began moving into 
Madras in the late 19th-early 20th Century, many of their 
sons studied in the school together with others from the 
elite families of Purasawalkam, at that time one of the
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best addresses in Madras. And located as it was near his 
home, Bedford House, Sir Muthiah Chettiar took a special 
interest in it. Dewan Bahadur Calavala Cannan 
Ramanujam Chettiar's widow Calavala Ethirajammah ran 
the school for several years after her husband's death 
with the help of friends like Sir Muthiah Chettiar. But by 
December 1928 she found it impossible to make any 
further financial contribution to the running of the school. 
In March 1929, she authorised the School Committee to 
make whatever arrangements it thought best and stated 
that she would have "no objection to the institution being 
thereafter named according to the wish of the donor who 
might be prepared to take over the management of the 
school and provide an endowment for it".

Dewan Bahadur V. Masilamani Pillai met Sir M.Ct. 
Muthiah Chettiar, who was ill and in bed at the time, 
and discussed the future of the equally ailing Calavala 
Cannan Ramanujam Chettiar School. Sir Muthiah 
Chettiar could not make up his mind at once on taking 
over the school, but immediately provided the funds nec
essary to clear the arrears of teachers' salaries. Not long 
afterwards, in April 1929, he made up his mind and 
agreed to "formally assume charge of the school and 
have the school renamed on some auspicious date... and 
further provide an endowment for the purchase or ac
quisition of a site for the school and for the construction 
of buildings on the site..."

Unfortunately, Sir Muthiah Chettiar suddenly passed 
away just three months later, his commitment unfulfilled. 
His son, MCt, barely 21 at the time, "felt it a religious 
duty he owed to his father that he should effectuate the 
cherished intentions of his father by taking over the man
agement, administration and maintenance of the School". 
What is significant is that midst the numerous business
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activities of Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar that MCt had to 
familiarise himself with, he, in less than a month of his 
father's death, agreed, on August 16, 1929, to fulfil his 
father's commitment. All present at a public meeting 
convened on the grounds of Brixton House, to witness 
the handing over of the Deed of Transfer to MCt, who 
was thereafter to be known as the Founder, acclaimed 
the announcement that from that day, the 23rd of Au
gust 1929, the school would be known as the Sir M.Ct. 
Muthiah Chettiar High School.

The Trustees of the school were named on January 29, 
1930 and were, besides the Founder, his close friend and 
adviser K.V.Al.Rm.Alagappa Chettiar, who was to go 
on to found the Alagappa higher educational institu
tions in Karaikudi shortly after Independence and which 
have today grown into Alagappa University, V. 
Masilamani Pillai, another advocate and the continuing 
link with the old, K.S. Rajagopala Iyengar, another ad
vocate, and A.C. Pranatharthihara Aiyar, a retired 
Education Officer. The Founder, it was agreed, would be 
a Trustee and President of the Board for life and would 
be succeeded by "the senior male representative in the 
line of descent in the family of the Founder". The Founder 
placed Rs. 1 lakh in the name of the Trustees with the 
S.Rm.M.Ct.M. Firm for the use of the school and antici
pated additional funds both from him as well as other 
wellwishers to be added to this corpus from time to time. 
With this a new era began for the "house, ground and 
premises of 10 Purasawalkam High Road", also known 
as Brixton House. The property was valued at Rs. 11,000 
and the total school expenses at Rs. 3000.

The Calavala Ramanujam School had functioned for 
many years in different locations as it grew, the Primary 
School in 85 Kandappa Mudali Street, the Middle School
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on the eight grounds of Brixton House and the High 
School in 18 Mukkathal Street. The scattered nature of 
the school not only made supervision difficult but also 
running it expensive. Besides, the school was growing 
faster than expected, its reputation attracting large num
bers of students.

By January 1930, it became obvious to MCt that Brixton 
House and the two leased properties were inadequate for 
the school and it was decided to look for land elsewhere 
and build a proper school building on it. It was then that 
the school sought Government's assistance to purchase 
nearby Biden's Gardens and raise a large building. Mean
while, by July, sheds at a cost of Rs. 3500 were being put 
up in Brixton House's grounds to meet the needs of the 
high school. A few years later, the Trustees, with 
Government aid, finalised the acquisition of 59 grounds 
and a bit that the school had first intended leasing from 
A. Sankara Sah, paying Rs. 42,377 for what was known 
as Biden's Gardens. On it the Trustees raised buildings 
for the school at a cost of Rs. 1,41,474. As was his wont, 
MCt was at the school at 8 a.m. every Saturday, while he 
was in Madras, during the construction of the main 
building, inspecting the work, noting down rectifications 
needed, ensuring they were carried out. The building 
was one of the first reinforced concrete structures in 
Madras and was often cited by engineers of the time.

The whole property was mortgaged to the Government 
against funding it had advanced for the purpose. The 
account was settled to everyone's satisfaction in 1936, 
the school now having its own property and buildings 
worthy of the reputation for excellence it was gaining. 
The next year, Brixton House was sold to T.A. 
Rangachariyar for Rs. 27,500, but was rented on lease for 
the primary school.
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When a portrait of the Founder, presented by the staff of 
the school, was unveiled on September 17, 1936, A. 
Tiruvengadathan, the Headmaster of the School, said that 
the staff felt it a great privilege to be able to present the 
portrait to the school "as a humble tribute of our grati
tude, affection and regard for the young man who came 
to the relief of the school in its moment of great tribula
tion." The Headmaster went on to add, "Young as he 
was, he realised early in life that service to man was 
service to God. The very first act of charity after his 
succession to his father's estate was the taking over of 
the management of this struggling school and financing 
it."

The Biden's Gardens property was across Annamalai 
Chettiar Road from Bedford House and it was there that 
the Governor, Lord Erskine, opened the new main build
ing on August 6, 1935. The building was designed and 
constructed by Rawal & Co., J.E. Hensman being the 
engineer in charge of the project. The building has 14 
rooms on the ground floor and ten rooms and a large 
hall on the first floor reached by an impressive central 
stairway.

S. Kumaraswami Reddiar, Education Minister, Madras 
Province, who presided and unveiled the portrait, said 
that the staff were honouring its saviour. "Not only did 
he by his gift save the institution in a crisis, but ever 
since he's taken an active interest in its working and 
ensured its present position," he added. Drawing atten
tion to the pressure that MCt brought to bear on the 
Government, Reddiar said that "it was such that, in spite 
of financial stringency, they yielded and his attempt to 
get a grant was crowned with success." Pointing out 
that the school had received grants to the tune of 
Rs. 88,000, the Minister said that when Government knew
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that their help was supplemented by the generosity of 
philanthropists like Chidambaram Chettyar, they'd cer
tainly feel that their money was well spent.

The school was to become a Higher Secondary institu
tion in 1978 and, today, has a strength of 2500 boys and 
75 teachers. Now located on 72 grounds of spaciousness, 
the school has only 40 grounds built on. The buildings 
include the Rajaji Block, designed as the Diamond Jubi
lee Annexe by T.R. Rajagopalan and opened by the Chief 
Minister of Madras, C. Rajagopalachari, on April 2 ,  1953, 
the three-storeyed M.Ct. M. Chidambaram Block opened 
by Governor Sadiq Ali on June 30, 1982, and the 
Masilamani Block opened on January 31, 1986. The 
Annexe came up on the site of a large tank that had been 
used to store water for firefighting purposes during 
World War II and which was later covered and con
verted into a badminton court. Governor Sri Prakasa, on 
September 3 ,  1955, unveiled in the campus a marble bust 
of the Founder which was raised by public subscription.

MCt, ever interested in providing a broad education to 
children, had an open air theatre developed overlooking 
the school's huge playground. His wish to start a hostel 
similar to the Christian College High School Hostel was 
fulfilled after his death, with a building for 150 boys 
built on Orme's Road. This building in 1992, the School's 
Centenary Year, became the home of the Sir M.Ct.M. 
Trust Centenary School, a Matriculation school which 
owed its origins to Governor Dr. Bhishma Narain Singh 
urging the Trustees to start a separate school for more 
talented children.

In August 1937, 7 Lauder's Gate Road (now part of Dr. 
Alagappa Road), 10½ grounds in extent and with build
ings, were settled on the High School Trust for its Primary
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School by MCt, who had purchased the property him
self a few months earlier to meet the exigencies of the 
situation. In 1939, a little over two grounds were added 
to it by the Trust, buying two plots to the west of it, thus 
creating a continuous rectangular extension of nearly 13 
grounds west of the High School.

This action of his was necessitated because the Primary 
School had been functioning elsewhere and the distance 
between the two schools was standing in the way of 
permanent recognition of the High School. The Educa
tion Department had, earlier that year, pointed out as a 
"defect" that "the location of the Branch School at a 
distance from the High School buildings detracted from 
the possibility of close supervision (and) should be at
tended to as a condition precedent to the grant of per
manent recognition." For MCt, a problem was something 
that had to be tackled, preferably, yesterday, but cer
tainly today and not tomorrow.

One thing MCt was very clear about, recalls C. 
Ramakrishna, who was a contemporary of M.Ct. Muthiah 
at Doon School and whom MCt enjoyed playing tennis 
and talking with, was that "without proper education 
you could not improve standards in the country". And 
girls, he felt, should have the same educational opportu
nities as the boys. It was in this spirit that he opened the 
Lady M.Ct. Muthiah High School for Girls next to the 
boys' school in 1944. This school too became a Higher 
Secondary School — in 1986.

The founder of the school, according to the Deed of Trust 
(dated 31.1.1945) was Lady Deivanai Achi who endowed 
the girls' school with an assignment of a life policy on
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her life — which, on maturity in November 1945, would 
be worth Rs.38,360 "together with all benefits attached" 
-  and Rs.12,000 cash she was paying "this day" to form 
a permanent endowment for the school. She was respond
ing to an appeal made at "a meeting of the residents of 
the locality on 5th September 1943...to approach the son 
of the Founder.... to secure financial assistance for estab
lishing, maintaining and endowing a High School for 
girls in Purasawalkam". The Trustees she entrusted with 
the responsibility of running the new school were her 
son -  for life, and to be followed by the senior male 
representative of his line — Dr. K.V.Al.Rm. Alagappa 
Chettiar, K.S. Rajagopalan Iyengar, an advocate, Rao 
Bahadur S.K.Yegnanarayana Aiyar, Dewan Bahadur V. 
Masilamani Pillai, and V.S. Gopalakrishna Iyer, the Head
master of the Boys' School. It was suggested in a clause 
of the Trust Deed that the Trustees "may at their discre
tion co-opt one or more ladies with experience of educa
tional work as members of the Trust Board".

At the time the girls' school was founded, it was the first 
non-Christian institution for girls. It was started with 54 
students, recalls its first Headmistress, Rajambal 
Govindarajan, who recalls that 'Annachi' (Elder Brother) 
always addressed her as 'Thangachi' (Younger sister). 
He never attended School Day functions, but he did so 
that evening shortly before he was to catch that Singapore 
flight that was the start of his last journey. She had sat 
between him and Dr. Alagappa Chettiar that evening 
and when she had mentioned that he never came for 
School Day functions, he had with a smile asked, 
"Thangachi, do you think I won't come for another School 
Day?" And leaving a few minutes later to catch his flight 
he had added, "I've enjoyed today so much, I'll defi
nitely make up for all those I have missed." None of
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them was to believe that was to be his first and last 
School Day at the Lady M.Ct.M.Girls' School. G. Shanta, 
a later Headmistress of the School, remembers that dur
ing his speech MCt had felt that a quality preparatory 
school should be started, from Nursery to Class V, to 
serve as a good feeder for the boys' and girls' schools. 
His friend Dr. Alagappa Chettiar remembered MCt by 
starting, shortly after M Ct's death, the M.Ct.M. 
Chidambaram Chettyar Memorial Preparatory School. In 
the 1990s, it became the Dr. Alagappa Chettiar High 
School.

Always on the look out for teacher talent for his schools, 
MCt was impressed with C. Sarojini Rao when he met 
her in Ceylon in the early 1950s heading the Jaffna Hindu 
Ladies' College, to which his interest in women's educa
tion had taken him, accompanied by the Island's Educa
tion Minister. Noting the considerable amount of lab 
work she had fostered in the Jaffna institution, he had 
wondered whether she would not like to return to India 
and make the same contribution to his girls' school. "We 
have a very good boys' school and I want to make the 
girls' school as good," he had said. She regretted that 
she was unable to accept his offer at the time as she was 
on a five-year contract, whereupon he had suggested 
she meet him as soon as she returned to Madras. But, by 
then, he had passed away; his son Muthiah, however, 
then at the helm of the schools, appointed her Headmis
tress in 1958.

With the Primary School getting its own building in 
Biden's Gardens, the Lauder's Gate buildings were handed 
over in 1948 to the girls' school, and the boys' school 
began to operate in shifts at Biden's Gardens. In 1953, 
plans were drawn up to acquire the open space at 8
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Alagappa Road, the new name for Lauder's Gate and 
Orme's Roads, for additional buildings for the Girls' 
School. Shortly after this, on August 19, 1953, MCt at
tended his last meeting of the School Board. The acqui
sition of this additional property and the raising of the 
new buildings on it took place only when MCt's son 
Muthiah succeeded his father as President of the Board. 
His other son, Pethachi, had meanwhile been included 
as a member of the Board of the girls' school which 
today abuts the boys' school on the northwest and has 
to its rear the boys' school playground.

MCt's sons were to follow his lead, Muthiah establish
ing the M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar School in 
Kanadukathan, their ancestral village, in 1956, which 
became a high school in 1973, and Pethachi establishing 
the M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar Matriculation 
Higher Secondary School in Alwarpet in Madras in an 
old garden house spread over 3 acres of space that had 
come into the family's hands. Today, the old house has 
been renovated, state-of-the-art school buildings and 
facilities developed around it and one of the city's best 
small auditoriums raised.

The boys' school's darkest hour was in March 1942, when 
the fear of a Japanese threat to Madras led to the evacu
ation of a large part of the city's population. It was de
cided to close the school and the management resolved 
"with great regret... with a view to avoid any complaint 
of short notice, that notices be given to all the members 
of the staff, terminating their services with effect from 
30th June 1942". The staff were assured that if the 
situation improved, as many of them as were needed, 
depending on the student strength at the time, would be 
taken on again. The situation returned to normal by 1943,
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with the Japanese threat receding, but the decisions of 
1942 do seem to have been a bit harsh and only MCt's 
warm relations with the staff softened what must have 
been a blow to many.

Reflecting the kind of relations he enjoyed with the staff 
were those plans in the early 1950s that had been drawn 
up for them by MCt, described as a kind, gentle and 
considerate person by teacher after veteran teacher. He 
had wanted to buy a plot in front of the boys' school to 
build quarters for them. Others on the Board were not in 
favour of it at the time, and the idea lapsed with the 
Founder's death. Dasaprakash Seetharama Rao, later, 
bought the property and the Dharmaprakash Kalyana 
Mandapam and Sanskrit School came up there. Another 
example of that founder-faculty relationship that is cited 
was in connection with the celebration of his son 
Muthiah's wedding. The Headmaster suggested that a 
month's salary be given to every teacher. MCt, instead, 
foresightedly promised to add to the Provident Fund 
half an anna for every rupee of salary at the time of 
retirement. It gave retiring teachers quite a re-start in 
life in retirement. He was even more considerate about 
the payment of fees. The annual school fees in the 1940s 
ranged from Rs. 12-8-0 for Class 3 to Rs. 57-8-0 for Form 
VI — but they were payable in ten instalments, if parents 
so chose!

A special feature of the schools from the time MCt's 
stewardship began was the attention given to Manual 
(vocational) Training and Physical Education. Subjects 
like bookbinding and papermaking were regularly of
fered. In this context, the remarks of Sir C.P. Ramaswamy 
Aiyar, the Dewan of Travancore, on the occasion of the
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opening of the Golden Jubilee Annexe to the Boys' School 
in September 1941, were significant.

Sir C.P., urging a focus on vocational education, said,

" M a h a tm a  G a n d h i w a s  e s s e n t ia lly  o n  th e  r ig h t  l in e s  

w h e n  h e  s tre s s e d  th e  im p o r ta n c e  o f  th e  h a n d lo o m , th e  

charka , a n d  th e  kh ad d ar  m o v e m e n t  a s  e s s e n t ia l  fo r  n a 
tio n a l re c o n s tr u c t io n . G a n d h iji 's  m e th o d , h is  te c h n iq u e , 

l im ite d  a s  i t  w a s , s h o u ld  b e  e x te n d e d . F o r  in s ta n c e , i f  

th e y  w o u ld  ta k e  th e  m a t-w e a v in g  in d u s try  in  a  p a r t ic u 

la r  lo c a l ity ,  h o w  n a tu ra l a n d  u s e fu l w o u ld  i t  b e  i f  th e  

b o y s  a n d  g ir ls  in  th e  s c h o o ls  in  th a t  lo c a lity  w e r e  tra in e d  

to  o c c u p y  th e ir  f in g e rs  a n d  th e y  w e re  m a d e  m o re  d e x 

te ro u s  a n d  c a p a b le  o f  a p p ly in g  th e m se lv e s  to  th o s e  c ra fts  

in  w h ic h  th e ir  h e re d ita ry  a p titu d e  w o u ld  f in d  fu ll  p la y ..."

Sir C.P. referred, in this connection, to the Labour Corps 
in Travancore University.

" T h e y  h a v e  m a d e  th e  s p a d e  a n d  p ic k -a x e  th e  s y m b o l o f 
th e  o r g a n is a t io n .  T h e y  h a v e  a b o u t  4 0 0  b o y s  in  th a t  

L a b o u r  C o r p s  m o v e m e n t . T h o s e  b o y s  w h o s e  e v e n in g  

o c c u p a t io n  w a s  to  s it  in  p u b lic  p a rk s  d is c u s s in g , n o  

d o u b t, p e r fe c t ly  r ig h t ly , th e  u rg e n t p r o b le m s  o f  th e  d a y  
w ith  th a t  a n im a tio n  a n d  e n th u s ia s m  w h ic h  w a s  th e  b ir th 

r ig h t  a n d  th e  n a tu ra l  p re r o g a t iv e  o f  y o u th , h a v e  p ro v e d  

g r e a t  in  th e ir  p a r t ic u la r  a r t .  T h e y  h a v e  b e e n  a b le  to  le v e l 

th e  U n iv e rs ity  g ro u n d s . I t  h a s  p ro d u c e d  th e  c o n s c io u s 

n e s s  th a t  th e  u s e  o f  th e  s p a d e  a n d  tu r n in g  o f  th e  s o d  is  

a s  g r e a t  a s  th e  v ita l  fo r m a tiv e  p a r t  o f  e d u c a tio n ..."

Sir C.P., drawing attention to the evidence of generosity, 
as "extensive as it was discriminating", that he had seen 
in the institution he was visiting, reminded his listeners 
that Chidambaram Chettyar had spent no less than 
Rs. 125,000 on the institution — "no small sum". It was 
his duty, therefore, he stated, to speak upon what such 
an institution, "started under such auspices, fostered by
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such kindliness and nourished with such care", might 
do and should be able to do for posterity. His advice, he 
stated, was born of his own experience. And tendering 
this advice, relevant to this day, he said,

" I n  th e  c ir c u m s ta n c e s  o f  th e  In d ia  o f  to d a y , m o s t  o f  u s  
s e e  b o y s  a n d  g ir ls  e n te r in g  s o  jo y fu lly , s o  h o p e fu lly , 

s o  d e te r m in e d ly  a n d  so  h e r o ic a lly  in to  th e  p o r ta ls  o f  
s c h o o ls  a n d  c o lle g e s . B u t th e y  e m e rg e  fro m  th o se  

c o l le g e s  a n d  u n iv e rs it ie s  w o rn -o u t, t ire d , d e s p e ra te  a n d  

d e s p o n d e n t . L ife 's  s tru g g le s  a re  g r im m e r  a n d  m o re  

im m e d ia te  a n d  m o r e  u r g e n t  n o w  th a n  th e y  w e r e  in  th e  

p a s t  g e n e r a t io n . W e  a re , I a m  a fra id , in  th e  s c h o o ls  an d  

c o l le g e s , m a k in g  th a t  l ife  m o re  g r im  a n d  m o re  fo r b id 

d in g  a n d  I , th e re fo re , p ra y  th a t  in  o u r  s c h o o ls ,  p r im a ry , 

s e c o n d a r y  o r  o th e r w is e , th e re  m ig h t b e  in c lu d e d  in  th e  

w o r k  o f  th e  s c h o o l  s o m e th in g  th a t  c o n tr ib u te s  to 

e m o tio n a l p e a c e  a n d  e m o tio n a l u p lif t ,  s o m e th in g  th a t 

c o n tr ib u te s  to  m a k in g  th e  b o y  o r  th e  g ir l  m o re  a liv e  

to  th e  jo y  o f  l ife  ra th e r  th a n  th e  d is m a ln e s s  o f  l ife . N o t 

w ith o u t  re a s o n , n o t  u n w is e ly , d id  th e  G r e e k s  o f  o ld , 

w h e n  th e y  r e -fa s h io n e d  th e  c u r r ic u lu m  fo r  th e  y o u n g  

p e o p le , p u t  in  th e  fo r e fr o n t  o f  th e ir  s tu d ie s  m u s ic  a n d  

d a n c e ...  T h e r e  s h o u ld  b e  a  l i t t le  m o r e  o f  th e  u p li f t  in  
o u r  s c h o o ls . . . "

Referring on the occasion to the object of true education, 
M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar added, it was to enable 
its product "to think rightly, to feel richly, to mix prop
erly and to live sufficiently". It is a matter of doubt and 
controversy, he stated, whether the system of education 
in vogue is effective in this respect, whatever it might 
have been in the past. He was afraid it was "too clerical, 
mechanical, dry and non-useful for the immediate pur
poses of life". He would, therefore, he stated, plead for 
a sound and revised form of school education — a plea 
that is as justified today as it was fifty years ago.
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What he suggested was reported so:

" S c h o o l  e d u c a t io n  is  th e  b a r e  b r e a d  o f  m a n , w h ile  

u n iv e rs ity  e d u c a t io n  is , p e rh a p s , h is  fe a s t . W h ile  n o t  

m e a n in g  to  b e lit t le  th e  v a lu e  o f  c o l le g e  e d u c a tio n , I  w a n t 

t o  s t r ik e  h o m e  t h e  c o m p a r a t i v e l y  m o r e  p r o f o u n d  
im p o r t a n c e  o f  s c h o o l  e d u c a t io n .  T h e  p r o b le m  is  as  

im m e n s e  a s  it is  u r g e n t  a n d  th e  s o lu tio n  lie s  la rg e ly  in 

th e  im p e tu s  th a t  s h o u ld  b e  g iv e n  to  th e  fo rm a tio n  o f  

p u b lic  s c h o o ls  fo r  th e  g e n e r a l, a n d  p r o fe s s io n a l s c h o o ls  
fo r  th e  p r o fe s s io n a l ,  e d u c a tio n  o f  c h ild re n . A n  e m p h a s is  

o n  g e n e ra l e d u c a tio n  a lo n e  is  th e  b a n e  o f  th e  P ro v in c e  
a n d  i t  is  a n e g a t iv e  s e r v ic e . F o r , it p ro d u c e s , a t  b e s t , a 

m o ra l c h ild  w ith o u t  th e  c r a f t  to  ru le ,  a l l  s w e e tn e s s  b u t 

w ith o u t  th e  w a y  to  s e c u r e  th e  s in e w s  o f  s u b s is te n c e . It 

is  th e  w o rk  o f  th e  p ro fe s s io n a l s c h o o l th a t  m a k e s  th e  

s c h o o l e d u c a tio n  c o m p le te  a n d  p o s it iv e . I a m  c o n v in c e d  

th a t  a n  o r g a n is e d , c o m p r e h e n s iv e , c o m m e rc ia l  in s ti tu 

t io n  th a t  c o u ld  u se  th e  p ro d u c ts  o f  th e  g e n e r a l  s c h o o ls  

a n d  s h o w  th e m  th e  m e a n s  o f  th e ir  a b s o r p t io n  fo r  p u b lic  

u t i l i ty  w o u ld  b e  a  t im e ly  a n d  la s t in g  g a in  to  th e  M a d ra s  

P r o v in c e ."

Once his interest in education, particularly higher edu
cation, became known, MCt was much in demand at 
various functions of schools and colleges. Delivering the 
valedictory address at the Pachaiyappa College Com
merce Association in 1945, MCt, drawing on his busi
ness experience, pointed out that Commerce graduates 
would have to play a great part in rejuvenating trade 
and business in the country after the War. Commercial 
education, he said, would be important in the rebuilding 
of the country. And conscious of the new era the world 
was moving into, he said, "From olden times there has 
always been some kind of commercial education; with 
trade and commerce considered hereditary professions, 
taught under a sort of joint family system. But that system
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now would have to undergo a thorough change." While 
welcoming the course in Commerce that had been intro
duced in the college, he nevertheless felt that the sylla
bus was rather heavy. A study of French and another 
second language was not really necessary when, for the 
progress of international trade in the world ahead, a 
study of English alone would suffice, he stated pre- 
sciently. And, he added, for closer contact within India, 
he would say, without political predilections, they must 
study Hindi. Special subjects like Co-operation, Insurance 
and Transport should also be taught, he felt.

Great changes, he continued, were bound to come be
fore long in the economic and commercial spheres. The 
students would have to be prepared to meet new 
demands. A sound background of general education was 
necessary for any progress in Commerce and Industry. 
He felt that besides a university course in Commerce, 
they should have night schools for men who were al
ready in the Commerce field.

Advising the students, he said, a true businessman should 
possess an exemplary character, a spirit of enquiry, ini
tiative and enterprise and a keen insight and close know
ledge of world affairs. He should be able to create and 
maintain the confidence of the public. As educated men, 
their duty was to equip themselves thoroughly for service 
to the country in all fields. They also had to be prepared 
to impart their knowledge to others.

MCt's growing interest in education, encouraged no 
doubt by his friend Dr. K.V.Al.Rm. Alagappa Chettiar, 
who went on to found those institutions of higher 
education in Karaikudi, the heart of Chettinad, which
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helped considerably in the resurrection of the Nagarathar 
after the traumas of the 1940s and 50s, was remembered 
shortly after his death with the formation by his sons of 
the M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar Memorial Trust. 
With Sir A. Lakshmanaswami Mudaliar and N. Rama 
Rao as the other trustees, the Trust was founded by the 
five corporate bodies that were steered by MCt -  
Travancore Rayons, United India Life and Fire & Gen
eral Insurance, Indian Overseas Bank and New Guard
ian of India Life Insurance. The founders thought that "a 
Trust for the advancement of learning and research" 
would be the most appropriate tribute to MCt.

The Trust's aims were, amongst others, to endow chairs 
in Indian Universities, award scholarships to Indians for 
specialised studies and research in India and abroad, 
and generally promote knowledge relating to art, sci
ence, industry and technology. It was a Trust "to help 
the growth of talents of vital importance to national 
development". The Trustees started off by endowing a 
Chair for a Visiting Professorship at the University of 
Madras and hoped "this will become a forum to stimu
late thoughts on subjects of topical interest". Two 
scholarships were also instituted, of two years' duration 
each, for advanced studies in the London School of Eco
nomics in technological subjects and business adminis
tration. The initial contribution to the Trust was the £3000 
(Rs.50,000) received from the British Overseas Airways 
Corporation as compensation for the tragic death of 
M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar.

In 1963, the Trust initiated another memorial to MCt 
when, through the auspices of the University of Madras, 
the M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar Memorial Lectures 
were instituted. The first lecture was on February 22nd
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and was by A.D. Shroff. Since then the speakers have 
included Nani Palkhivala, L.K. Jha, H.W.R. Wade, Pro
fessor of English Law at the University of Oxford, Lord 
Denning, Prof. Linus Pauling (Nobel Laureate), Sir Harry 
Hinsley and Dr. M.S. Swaminathan.

The schools he nurtured, the speeches and advice he 
gave on education, the Trusts he inspired, all leave those 
who knew MCt well wondering what might he have not 
contributed to the field of education in Tamil Nadu if he 
had lived his full life and not been snatched away so 
tragically, so early. Would he have gone on to help raise 
colleges and technical institutions and a university? In 
fact, there are enough indications in his last years to 
suggest that he was thinking of starting a technical insti
tution at a higher level and a vocational training insti
tute at a lower level. But then again, there's the thought 
that C. Ramakrishna says MCt used to repeat over and 
over again. It was based on an essay by G. Lowes 
Dickinson entitled East and West which states that the 
best part of a person's education is the fact that it is a 
continuing process. School and college provide a base, a 
training as it were. But education, and the very act of 
educating oneself, never ends. MCt, with only a high 
school education, was an example of this throughout his 
life; he was ever learning, from the young and the old. 
L. Vasudev recalls his father, G. Lakshminarayanan, 
narrating the story of a Bombay businessman MCt loved 
to meet and discuss any idea he had and seek his advice 
and suggestions on business. One day, the businessman 
half-seriously said that all the time he was spending with 
MCt was costing him money. MCt's prompt response 
was, "You have so much to offer me I need two days of 
your time. And I'll pay you what that costs." And he



K.V.Al.Rm. Alagappa Chettiar (extreme left) and MCt with the Maharajah 
o f  Bhavnagar, Governor o f  Madras, after the unveiling o f  the foundation 
stone fo r  the Diamond Jubilee Annexe o f  the Sir M.Ct.M. High School in 
Purasawalkam on 25.1.1952.

MCt speaking on the occasion o f  the opening o f  the Diamond jubilee Annexe 
o f  the Sir M.Ct.M . High School by the then C h ief M inister o f  Madras, 
C. Rajagopalachari. On the extreme right is the Principal o f  the School, 
V.S. Gopalakrishna Iyer.





On the only occasion 
MCt attended a School Day 
celebration o f  the Lady 
M.Ct.M. High School. Seated 
next to him is the Principal 
o f the School, Rajambal 
Govindarajan, then 
K.V.Al.Rm. Alagappa 
Chettiar and the 
Principal o f  the Boys' School, 
V.S. Gopalakrishna Iyer.

MCt (garlanded) at a  felicitation 
organised in his honour 

on being elected to the 
Council o f  State in 1937.



M CI at a garden  party  g iven  by K .V .A l.R m . A lagappa C het t iar  
in his house, K r ish na  V ilas ,  in Vepery to fe lic ita te  M C t on h is being  
elected a  member o f  the Council o f  State in January 1937. MCt, the Hon'ble 
Member, is seen below in the garden o f  his official residence in New Delhi.
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promptly agreed when his flabbergasted acquaintance 
stuttered a figure. But that was MCt's way, ever seeking 
the slaking of a thirst for knowledge. And urging others, 
or giving them the opportunity, to do the same.



Chapter 10

Serving the people

One of the few Nagarathar families to look beyond 
the world of business to make a contribution to the 

people in India and abroad was the Vellayan Chettiar 
family. Many a member of the extended family had 
served as Panchayat or Town Council member or 
President, as Municipal Chairman or Mayor or member, 
as office-bearers of various chambers of commerce and 
industry, as members of Provincial Legislatures and the 
Council of State, as members of State Legislatures and 
Parliament. No extended Nagarathar family has contrib
uted more members than this family in the service of the 
people in India, Burma and Sri Lanka. And in this, the 
S.Rm.M.Ct. lineage in this family has been exceptional. 
MCt's grandfather, S.Rm.M. Chidambaram Chettiar, was 
closely associated with the Karaikudi Municipality, and 
his granduncles Dewan Bahadur S.Rm.M. Ramaswamy 
Chettiar and S.Rm.M. Annamalai Chettiar, later to be 
Rajah Sir, were associated with the Chidambaram and 
Madras municipalities respectively. Ramaswamy Chettiar 
was the first Nagarathar to be nominated to the Madras 
Legislative Council. His younger brother, Annamalai 
Chettiar, who had before becoming active in Madras been 
associated with the Karaikudi civic body, followed him,
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in 1916, into the Madras Legislative Council and, in 1920, 
was elected to the Council of State, then the Upper House 
in Delhi, where he served till 1930.

Chidambaram Chettiar's sons Muthiah Chettiar, later to 
be knighted, and Pethachi Chettiar, later to be made 
Dewan Bahadur, followed the examples of their father 
and uncles. Pethachi Chettiar was to be closely linked 
with the Karur Municipality, while Muthiah Chettiar's 
association with the Madras Corporation was but one of 
several roles he played with distinction in civic service. 
He was a member of the Indian Legislative Assembly, 
Delhi and Simla, of the Madras Legislative Council and 
Sheriff of Madras in 1921 and 1922. He also served as 
the President of the Southern India Chamber of Com
merce, Chairman of the Madras Stock Exchange, Trustee 
of Pachaiyappa's Charities, Member of the South Indian 
Railway, Advisory Board, and Member of the Madras 
Port Trust.

Sir Muthiah Chettiar's son MCt was to serve in many of 
the same capacities as his father. He was a Councillor of 
the Madras Corporation in 1936, President of the South
ern India Chamber in 1934-40, and was elected in 1937 
to the Council of State constituted under the Govern
ment of India Act of 1935. But as the plain speaking S. 
Narayanaswamy, a leading stockbroker in Madras and a 
well-known public figure, wrote after MCt's death, 
"These offices had little glamour for him. Business proved 
a jealous mistress and claimed all his time and energy."

Narayanaswamy, referring to MCt's time in the Council 
of State, added, "He never cared for such an honour 
again," and wondered, "Did he reckon it a waste of time 
which he thought he could spend to greater advantage 
to himself and to others? Perhaps so. Perhaps also, his



2 1 6 The Unfinished Journey

essentially retiring nature was another reason, though, 
in my view this will not wholly account for it." MCt 
himself was very clear about such time, as his business 
interest grew. When he decided to quit the Corporation 
of Madras after just one year as a Councillor, he made 
it clear that his loyalties and his time had to be for his 
shareholders who had reposed so much trust in him. 
Protecting the investments of others who had placed their 
confidence in him would always be his first priority, 
MCt had stated over and over again.

The Southern India Chamber of Commerce was founded 
in 1910 and though it had a wide spectrum of represen
tation from all South Indian communities, it did tend to 
be thought of as the 'Chettiar Chamber of Commerce' -  
at least on the leadership level. Certainly, from its early 
years, it often enough expressed its concern about In
dian interests abroad, particularly in Burma. And Indian 
interests in Burma, from the time the Chamber had been 
formed, were, for the greater part, Chettiar dominated.

The view looked a little different in the Chamber's early 
years. The first President of the Chamber was Sir Pitti 
Theagaraya Chetty, who was well known in the busi
ness world and was to be the first elected Indian Presi
dent of the Corporation of Madras (1919-23). Speaking 
on the occasion of the Chamber's Silver Jubilee, celebrated 
on December 7, 1935, at Victoria Public Hall, Governor 
Lord Erskine said, "From humble beginnings, the Cham
ber has worked its way up to a position of real influence 
in public and commercial circles," and added, "There 
can, I think, be no higher testimony to the value of the 
services which the Chamber has performed in the inter
ests of the commerce of Southern India than the strength
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and widely representative character of its membership." 
That membership, he pointed out, had been responsible, 
more often than not, for the Chamber failing to see eye 
to eye with the policy of Government. But, he added, "a 
Government that does not welcome responsible criticism 
is not worth its salt, and it is to organisations such as 
yours that my Government must look for helpful and 
constructive advice." During the celebration, Rajah Sir 
Annamalai Chettiar unveiled the portraits of five past 
presidents, including that of his nephew, Sir M.Ct. 
Muthiah Chettiar, whom he described as being "genial 
and public-spirited" and whose "advice had always been 
eagerly sought by the Chamber". In the audience was 
Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar's son, M.Ct.M. Chidambaram 
Chettyar, who was to become Vice-President of the 
Chamber the following year.

Speaking in the absence of the President at the annual 
meeting in 1937, MCt, it is reported, "referred to the lop
sided industrial development and declared that local 
industries must spring up. He called attention to the 
development of the internal market in order to lessen 
dependence on export trade. He also deplored the con
tinuance of gold exports, pointing out that in about five 
years India had exported over Rs.300 crores of gold." 
Continuing, he had welcomed the advent of Provincial 
Autonomy and hoped the new Ministers would adjust 
the tax burden "to the people's capacity". And once again 
he expressed the Chamber's concerns over the problems 
of Indians overseas and felt "a firmer attitude on the 
part of the Government of India was required".

Over the next few years, MCt's influence in the Cham
ber was visible in many ways, though the reports of the 
Chamber do not spell out anything in detail. In 1937-38, 
the Chamber urged a broad-based investment policy in
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respect of life insurance. It also presented a comprehen
sive memorandum to the Governor of the Reserve Bank 
of India, urging the need to maintain "an organic con
nection between indigenous bankers and the Reserve 
Bank". The memorandum also referred to "loans that 
would be offered to scheduled banks in case of need, the 
provision of re-discounting facilities and the need for a 
low bank rate to stimulate trade and industry". In 1938- 
39, the Chamber was strongly critical of "the do-nothing 
attitude of the Reserve Bank in the face of the failure of 
several banks in South India."

It could well have been MCt's views on America that, 
even before World War II, made the Chamber point out 
that great possibilities of trade with the USA existed. 
The Chamber sought direct and regular shipping ser
vices, the opening of bank branches, and treaties of trade 
and navigation that would lead to large-scale investment. 
In the event, America did become a major trading part
ner with Independent India after World War II, but it 
was to be the 1990s before the large-scale investment 
hoped for sixty years earlier, came about. MCt was not 
alive to see that happen.

In 1939-40, M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar was elected 
President of the Chamber and was instrumental in draw
ing up plans for a Commercial Museum in Madras. It is 
reported that the War "diverted attention to other is
sues", but today, nearly 65 years later, that dream has 
not been fulfilled. In fact, as I write, no corporate house 
in Madras has established a museum recording its his
tory, though Amalgamations developed one in the 1980s; 
its smallness of size, however, militated against it.

In MCt's annual address, he prophetically drew atten
tion to a problem he was to face himself, a few years
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later, namely the "baffling" procedures that had to be 
contended with to import machinery to raise the output 
of industry. This, mark you, was at a time when there 
was hardly any industry in Madras to speak of. He was 
also far-seeing when he pointed out that the chambers 
of commerce would, before long, have to play an impor
tant role "in the casting of the mould of an economically 
self-sufficient, regenerated India". He hoped that Gov
ernment would help the local producers of certain manu
factured goods facing stormy times. Two years later, the 
Chamber was urging Government to favour Madras with 
the proposed aircraft and automobile factories, pointing 
out that Madras was showing sufficient progress on the 
industrial front. This progress was mainly a consequence 
of the Lend-Lease Agreement between the U.S. and a 
Britain-at-war and was to further give impetus to Ma
dras moving from trade to industry when America en
tered the War. The fall of the Far East and Southeast 
Asia to the Japanese made the harbours of Madras and 
Colombo vital for any counter-offensive against the Japa
nese, and it was into these ports that the Allies poured 
in men and material for the proposed counterattack. 
Lend-Lease aid and Indian manufacturing efforts were 
transformed into the necessities for the battlefront in the 
factories that Madras trading houses and transport 
organisations established, sowing in them the seeds for 
their post-War industrial future.

It was as much MCt's strong presence in the Southern 
Indian Chamber of Commerce as anything else that led 
to his being elected a Councillor of the Corporation of 
Madras in 1936. However, his preoccupation with the 
affairs of United India Insurance and his plans to found 
the Indian Overseas Bank led to him resigning his seat. 
During the year he was a Councillor he marked his at-
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tendance regularly, but there are no records of his hav
ing made any speeches of significance. When he resigned, 
he indicated that he was in no position to spare the kind 
of time that was necessary for being an effective council
lor. MCt was always clear in his mind that any assign
ment a person undertook should be undertaken with a 
full sense of responsibility — and that implied getting 
from the person a commitment for the time it deserved. 
At that point in time, MCt felt his responsibility and 
time belonged to those who, with implicit faith in him, 
were investing in the Indian Overseas Bank he was pro
moting.

Despite his time the bank was taking, as plans for it got 
underway in 1936, MCt allowed himself to be persuaded 
by his grand-uncle, Rajah Sir Annamalai Chettiar, who 
had a soft corner for him and admired his enterprise, to 
stand for election for the Council of State. The votes 
were counted in Ripon Building, and Muthiah, then a 
boy, remembers going to Madras's municipal headquar
ters with a garland and the household staff to greet his 
father. A new Federal Constitution was to have been in 
place by then under the Government of India Act 1935, 
that had emerged after four years of study and three 
Round Table Conferences and under which the Imperial 
Power deigned to offer Indians a modicum of self-gov
ernance, though short of the dominion status the white 
dominions of Canada, South Africa and Australia en
joyed. The Federal Legislature, a two-house Council of 
State and a more broad-based Federal Assembly pro
posed under the 1935 Act, was, however, never imple
mented and the existing system under the Act of 1919 
continued till Independence. The Council, therefore, com
prised a President, 10 nominated officials, 16 nominated 
non-officials and 33 elected members, a composition un-
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changed from what was in place at the time. It was to 
this Council that MCt was elected — following in the 
footsteps of his grand-uncle, who had served as a mem
ber in the Council from 1921 to 1930.

The 1935 Government of India Act provided for a fed
eral structure at the Centre for the first time. Under it, 
members to the Federal Legislative Assembly would be 
elected by indirect election; members to the Council of 
State through direct election as before. For the 1935 Act 
to become operational, a certain number of princely states 
had to join the federation. Many of the princely states, as 
indeed the Congress Party and the Muslim League, were 
to an extent against the new provisions. Later, the War 
made Congress attitude even more uncooperative. And 
so the Act did not become operational at the Centre; 
elections to the Central Legislative Assembly and the 
Council of State therefore were held in tune with the old 
legislation (1919 Act). The 1919 Act ran until the Indian 
Independence Act was passed by both Houses of the 
British Parliament, after which the Central Legislative 
Assembly (elected in 1934) and the Council of State 
(elected in 1937) ceased to exist.

Plans envisaged by the 1935 Act for the Provincial Leg
islatures were, however, implemented and were a suc
cess to some extent till the question of India's role in 
World War II led to political deadlock and the resigna
tion of the Congress Ministries that had been formed in 
most of the Provinces. MCt, elected to the Council of 
State in 1937 as one of the 'non-Mahomedan members' 
from Madras, remained a Member of the Council till the 
end of 1946. Madras's other 'non-Mahomedan members' 
among those elected in the 33-seat Council of State were 
Narayanadas Girdharadas and V. Ramadoss Pantulu. The
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Madras 'Mahomedan member' elected was Sayeed 
Mahomed Badsha Sahib.

M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar took his place in the 
Council of State on February 23,1937, the Council meet
ing in the Council Chamber of the Council House in 
New Delhi at 11 o'clock. He was the youngest member 
of the Council, barely 29 and envied by at least a relative 
or two eyeing the same seat; but the Rajah's support 
won the day. A quirk of fate is that if the new Act had 
been implemented, MCt would not have been eligible 
for election; to be in the Council of State, you had to be 
over 30!

During his years in the Council, M.Ct.M. Chidambaram 
Chettyar's was a voice heard rarely, but, when heard, 
always with respect. He more often than not raised 
questions not unlike those raised at the Southern India 
Chamber of Commerce. Agricultural income, income 
derived from Burma, regulation of insurance were sub
jects on which he was heard. And he moved at least one 
bill, The Indian Limitation (Amendment) Bill.

In September 1937, he raised successive questions on the 
exemption of agricultural income from income-tax, on 
the exemption of agricultural income derived from In
dian states from income-tax, on the levy of income-tax 
on agricultural income derived from Burma, and on a 
proposal to assess, for income-tax, agricultural income 
derived from Burma in 1936-37. The questions and an
swers were recorded as follows:

MCt: Will Government be pleased to state on what grounds 
agricultural income has been exempted from income- 
tax?

A.J. Rayman: T h e  e x e m p tio n  o f  a g r ic u ltu r a l  in c o m e  

fr o m  in c o m e -ta x  d a te s  b a c k  to  1 8 7 7 . T h e  p r im a ry
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r e a s o n  fo r  th e  e x e m p tio n  a p p e a r s  to  h a v e  b e e n  

th a t  th e  la n d lo rd s  p a id , b e s id e s  la n d  re v e n u e , a 

c e s s  o n  la n d  c o r r e s p o n d in g  to  in c o m e -ta x . A t  th e  

t im e  th e  e x e m p tio n  w a s  g r a n te d , th is  c e s s  w a s  

n o t  in c o n s id e r a b le  h a v in g  re g a rd  to  th e  lo w  ra te s  

o f  i n c o m e - t a x  t h e n  p r e v a l e n t  a n d  i t  w a s  

a p p a r e n t ly  c o n s id e r e d  th a t  th e  la n d lo rd s  s h o u ld  

n o t  b e  a s k e d  t o  c o n t r i b u t e  t o  t h e  g e n e r a l  

e x c h e q u e r  m o re  th a n  o n c e .

MCt: W ill Government be pleased to state whether agricul
tural income derived from  Indian States has been 
exempted from  the levy o f  British Indian income-tax?

A .J. Raym an: Y e s .  I w o u ld  r e f e r  t h e  H o n o u r a b le  
M e m b e r  to  th e  s e c o n d  p ro v is io n  to  s u b -s e c t io n  2 

o f  s e c t io n  4  o f  th e  In d ia n  In c o m e -ta x  A ct. 19 2 2 .

MCt: W ill G overnm ent be p leased  to s ta te  w hether  
agricultural incom e derived from  Burma before 
separation would not enjoy exemption from  the levy 
o f  British Indian income-tax?

A.J. Rayman: W ith  y o u r  p e rm is s io n , S ir ,  I w ill  r e p ly  to  

th is  q u e s t io n  a n d  th e  n e x t  q u e s t io n  to g e th e r .  

T h e s e  q u e s t io n s  a re  n o w  b e in g  e x a m in e d  a s  th e  

r e s u l t  o f  a  m e m o r ia l  f r o m  t h e  N a t t u k o t t a i  
N a g a r a th a r s ' A s s o c ia tio n , M a d ra s . G o v e rn m e n t  

h a v e  n o t  y e t  a rr iv e d  a t  a n y  d e c is io n .

MCt: Will Government be pleased to state whether there is 
any proposal under the consideration o f  Government 
fo r  assessing to Indian income-tax the agricultural 
income derived from  Burma in 1936-37 or earlier? 
(Publisher. S e e  r e p ly  to  p re v io u s  q u e s tio n )

A  c o u p le  o f  m o n th s  la te r , th e  H o n o u r a b le  M r. 

C h id a m b a r a m  C h e tty a r  s p o k e  a t  le n g th  o n  th e  

B il l  to  re g u la te  in s u ra n c e  b u s in e s s  in  In d ia  a n d  

s ta te d :
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"I welcome this Bill. For a long time the need 
has been felt for a comprehensive legislative mea
sure for regulating insurance business in this 
country, and I sincerely hope that the provisions 
of this Bill, when they become law, will help to 
conduct insurance business on sound and healthy 
lines.

"Great concern has been shown for the protection 
of the interest of policyholders and that is as it 
should be. A Superintendent of Insurance will 
be appointed to exercise some powers and per
form some duties and he is expected to keep a 
close watch on the working and activities of 
insurance companies, and to interfere in differ
ent ways when he considers things are going 
wrong. Another provision in the Bill requires 
insurance companies to make substantial depos
its and have a reasonable working capital before 
they commence insurance business. The provi
sions relating to assignment, nomination and 
payment into Court will greatly aid both compa
nies and policyholders in the matter of settle
ment of claims. Life policyholders are also to 
enjoy the privilege of electing their own repre
sentatives to serve on the board of directors and 
thus secure a real voice in the management of 
the company. As regards this privilege, I may 
say, the present Bill merely recognises what is 
already observed in practice by some life assur
ance companies. I can speak with some know
ledge of one life assurance company where, by 
the articles of association of the company, 
policyholders are entitled periodically to elect 
from among themselves two representatives to 
serve as directors and take a live interest in the 
conduct of business and the management of the
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company's affairs. (Publisher: He was, of course, 
referring to his own United India Life.)

"Again, there is another provision in the Bill 
which makes it impossible for an insurer to 
question the validity of a life policy after a pe
riod of two years, except on the ground of fraud. 
May I be permitted to remark that in this respect 
also, a rule has been strictly observed by some 
life assurance offices whereby no life policy after 
being in force for two or three years can be 
repudiated on account of any mis-statement in 
the proposal or for any reason other than active 
fraud? (United India, again) The period of two 
years fixed in clause 39 may perhaps be found 
too short by insurance companies for making 
necessary enquiries and acquainting themselves 
with correct particulars.

"I have referred only to some of the provisions 
intended to safeguard the interests of policyhold
ers. Are these provisions not sufficient to protect 
the policyholders? Is it necessary also to inter
fere with the investment of life insurance funds 
as mentioned in Clause 26? That clause requires 
that 55 per cent of the life assurance funds should 
be compulsorily invested in the manner indicated 
in that section. Ordinarily, popular life insurance 
companies do invest a good portion of their as
sets in Government and other approved securi
ties. Nevertheless, occasions may often arise 
when, for securing a reasonable yield on the in
vestments, it becomes desirable or even neces
sary to think of other forms of investment which 
are, however, not less safe. It has to be remem
bered that the rate of interest earned on invest
ments plays a large part in the management of
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l i f e  in s u r a n c e  b u s in e s s . P re m iu m  ra te s  a r e  c o n 

s tr u c te d  o n  th e  b a s is  o f  e a rn in g  a  c e r ta in  r a te  o f  

in te r e s t  o n  th e  re s e r v e s  m a in ta in e d  fo r  th e  fu l 

f i l lm e n t  o f  p o lic y  c o n tra c t . I f  th e  ra te  o f  in te re s t  

a c tu a l ly  e a rn e d  is  b e lo w  th e  a s s u m e d  ra te , th e  

b u s in e s s  c a n n o t  b e  c o n d u c te d  w ith o u t  ra is in g  
p r e m iu m  ra te s . A p a rt  fro m  th e  q u e s t io n  o f  b o 

n u s e s  w h ic h  a r e  p a id  to  p o lic y h o ld e r s  o u t  o f  

p r o f i ts ,  i f  a n y , th e  ra te  o f  in te r e s t  is  o f  v ita l  im 

p o r ta n c e  to  a n  in s u re r . E v e ry o n e  k n o w s  th a t  th e  

p re s e n t  y ie ld  o n  th e  s o -c a lle d  g ilt -e d g e d  s e c u r i

t ie s  w o rk s  o u t  to  le ss  th a n  3  p e r  c e n t. A n o th e r  

fe a tu r e  a b o u t  th e s e  s e c u r it ie s  is  th a t  w h e n  th e  

m a r k e t  r a te  o f  in te r e s t  s h o w s  a  te n d e n c y  to  r ise , 

th e  m a r k e t  v a lu e  o f  th e s e  s e c u r it ie s  g o e s  d o w n . 

P r ic e s  a r e  s u b je c t  to  g r e a t  f lu c tu a t io n s . S o , by  

h a v in g  to  k e e p  a  la rg e  p o r t io n  o f  th e  a s s e ts  c o n 

s ta n t ly  in v e s te d  in  th is  c la s s  o f  s e c u r it ie s ,  th e  

in s u r e r  h a s  to  s u f fe r  e i th e r  b y  w a y  o f  in te re s t  

e a rn e d  o r  b y  r e a s o n  o f  th e  re d u c e d  c a p ita l  v a lu e  

o f  in v e s tm e n ts . A s  o n e  c lo s e ly  c o n n e c te d  w ith  

th e  in s u ra n c e  b u s in e s s , I  c a n  te ll  y o u , S ir ,  fro m  

m y  o w n  e x p e r ie n c e  th a t, n o t  lo n g  a g o , l ife  a s s u r 

a n c e  c o m p a n ie s  s u ffe re d  c o n s id e r a b ly  b y  re a s o n  

o f  d e p re c ia t io n  in  th e  v a lu e  o f  G o v e r n m e n t  s e 
c u r it ie s  a n d  a lm o s t  e v e r y  in s u r e r  w a s  p u t to  th e  

n e c e s s ity  o f  c r e a t in g  la rg e  r e s e r v e s  to  m e e t  lo sse s  
o n  a c c o u n t  o f  d e p re c ia t io n . T h e  p e n d u lu m  h a s  

n o w  s w u n g  in  th e  o th e r  d ir e c t io n  a n d  w e  to d a y  

fin d  th a t  th e  in te r e s t  y ie ld e d  b y  g i lt -e d g e d  s e c u 

r i t ie s  is  th e  lo w e s t  o n  re c o rd . W h e n  s u c h  v a g a r ie s  

a r e  e x p e r ie n c e d  in  th e  m a tte r  o f  th is  c la s s  o f  

s e c u r it ie s ,  w h a t  is  th e  ju s t i f ic a t io n  in  r e q u ir in g  a 

v e r y  la rg e  p ro p o r t io n  o f  a n  in s u r a n c e  c o m p a n y 's  

a s s e t s  b e  in v e s t e d  in  t h e  p u r c h a s e  o f  t h e s e  
s e c u r it ie s ?
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" A g a in ,  in  th e  d e f in it io n  o f  a p p r o v e d  s e c u r it ie s  

w e  s e e  th a t o n ly  c e r ta in  k in d s  o f  s e c u r it ie s  a re  
in c lu d e d . I t  is  w e ll k n o w n  th a t  th e  s e c u r it ie s  o f  

s o m e  o f  t h e  I n d ia n  S t a t e s ,  s u c h  a s  M y s o r e ,  

T ra v a n c o re , a n d  C o c h in , o f fe r  a n  e x c e lle n t  f ie ld  

fo r  in v e s tm e n t  a n d  th e s e  s e c u r it ie s  c a n  in  n o  w a y  

b e  s a id  to  b e  in fe r io r  to  th e  d e b e n tu re s  o r  s e c u 

r i t ie s  is s u e d  b y  m u n ic ip a l c o r p o r a t io n s  o r  p o rt 

tru s ts . B u rm a  h a s  b e e n  s e p a r a te d  fr o m  In d ia  an d  

w e  m a y  s o o n  f in d  th e  B u rm a  G o v e r n m e n t  f lo a t

in g  a  lo a n . I s  i t  w ro n g  fo r  in s u ra n c e  c o m p a n ie s  
to  th in k  o f  in v e s t in g  a p a r t  o f  th e ir  fu n d s  in  su c h  

a  lo a n ?  P u rc h a s e  o f  s e c u r it ie s  o f  d if fe r e n t  G o v 

e r n m e n ts  h a s  im p o r ta n c e  n o t  o n ly  w ith  re g a rd  

to  th e  ra te  o f  in te re s t , b u t  a ls o  fo r  th e  d e v e lo p 

m e n t o f  b u s in e s s  in  th e  te r r ito r ie s  o f  th o s e  G o v 

e r n m e n ts . A g a in , a t  t im e s  o n e  f in d s  i t  a d v a n ta 

g e o u s , n a y  a d v is a b le ,  o n  a c c o u n t  o f  d is tu rb e d  

c o n d i t io n s  in  th e  s e c u r it ie s  m a r k e t ,  t o  in v e s t  

m o n e y  in  b a n k s . It c a n n o t  b e  s u g g e s te d  th a t th e re  

a re  n o t  b a n k s  in  In d ia , w h e r e  in s u ra n c e  fu n d s  

c a n n o t  b e  s a fe ly  in v e s te d . It s e e m s  to  m e  th a t 

th e  p ro v is io n s  r e g a r d in g  in v e s tm e n t  o f  fu n d s  a re  

u n d u ly  n a r ro w  a n d  re q u ire  to  b e  a m e n d e d .

" T h e r e  is  o n e  p o in t  w h ic h  is  b o u n d  to  a f fe c t  th e  

p o lic y h o ld e rs  o n  a c c o u n t  o f  th e  lo w  y ie ld  d u e  to 

th e  g i l t -e d g e d  s e c u r it ie s ,  a n d  th a t  is ,  th a t  th e  

b o n u s e s  w o u ld  c e r ta in ly  b e  a f fe c te d ,  I m e a n , 

w o u ld  b e  m u c h  lo w e r  th a n  w h a t a t  p re s e n t  is  

o ffe re d  e v e n  b y  th e  f ir s t  c la s s  c o m p a n ie s ;  an d  

t h i s  l o w e r in g  o f  t h e  b o n u s e s  w o u ld ,  in  m y  

o p in io n , a f fe c t  th e  In d ia n  c o m p a n ie s  m a te r ia lly . 

T h is  is  a  fa c to r  w h ic h  w e  c o u ld  n o t  ig n o re .

" I t  is  u n n e c e s s a r y  to  r e fe r  to  o th e r  p ro v is io n s  in  

th e  B ill. M a n y  o f  th e m  h a v e  b e e n  fra m e d  w ith
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th e  o b je c t  o f  e x e r c is in g  a  la rg e  m e a s u r e  o f  c o n 

tro l o n  th e  c o n d u c t  o f  in s u ra n c e  b u s in e s s  a n d , to  

th a t  e x te n t , I h a v e  n o  d o u b t  th a t  th e  B ill  w ill 

s e r v e  th e  p u rp o s e  w e ll.  It is ,  h o w e v e r , n o t  le ss  

im p o r ta n t  th a t  th e  B ill , i f  it s h o u ld  b e  a  re a lly  

b e n e f ic ia l  m e a s u r e ,  s h o u ld  p o s it iv e ly  h e lp  to 

d e v e lo p  a n d  n o t  re ta rd  th e  g r o w th  o f  in s u ra n c e  

b u s in e s s  in  In d ia . L o o k in g  a t  th e  p r o v is io n s  o f 

th e  B ill  f ro m  th is  p o in t  o f  v ie w , o n e  c a n  o n ly  

w a it  a n d  s e e  w h a t  th e  r e s u lts  w ill b e .

" S i r ,  I  s u p p o r t  th e  m o tio n  fo r  th e  c o n s id e r a t io n  
o f  th e  B i l l ."

On November 24, 1940, MCt introduced a bill for the 
first time, "A Bill to amend the Indian Limitation Act, IX 
of 1908." A few days later, he moved "that the Bill to 
amend the Indian Limitation Act, IX of 1908, be circulated 
for the purpose of eliciting opinion thereon." He went 
on to point out, "Sir, this is an important Bill affecting 
many people in the country. The Statement of Objects 
and Reasons clearly indicates the need for this amending 
Bill. I therefore request that it be circulated for eliciting 
public opinion." It was agreed to do so.

On Thursday November 20, 1941, the Honourable Mr. 
Chidambaram Chettyar rose to move the Indian 
Limitation (Amendment) Bill after it had been considered 
by the Committee. He stated,

" S i r ,  th e  d e c is io n  o f  th e  Ju d ic ia l  C o m m itte e  o f  th e  P r iv y  

C o u n c il  in  R a m a  S h a h  v. L a i C h a n d , w h ic h  p la c e s  a 
s t r ic t  in te r p r e ta t io n  o n  th e  w o rd s  o f  s e c t io n  2 0  o f  th e  

In d ia n  L im ita t io n  A c t , h a s  c re a te d  c o n s id e r a b le  h a rd sh ip . 

E n d o r s e m e n ts  o f  p a y m e n ts  m a d e  b y  d e b to r s  to w a r d s  a 
d e b t  d o  n o t  in  a ll  c a s e s  s p e c ify  w h e th e r  th e  p a y m e n t  is  

m a d e  to w a r d s  in te r e s t  a s  s u c h  o r  p a r t  o r  th e  p r in c ip a l.

In  p r a c t ic e ,  d e b to r s  a ls o  d o  n o t  s p e c ify  a t  th e  t im e  o f
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m a k in g  p a y m e n t  w h e th e r  th e  p a y m e n t  is  m a d e  to w a rd s  
in te r e s t  o r  p r in c ip a l. In  m a n y  c a s e s , th e  p a y m e n ts  a re  

m a d e  to w a r d s  th e  d e b t  o r  le g a c y  d u e , a n d  th e  m o d e  o f  

a p p r o p r ia tio n  is  le f t  e ith e r  to  th e  c r e d ito r  o r  is  r e g u la te d  

in  a c c o r d a n c e  w ith  th e  c o u rs e  o f  b u s in e s s  b e tw e e n  th e  

p a r tie s . I f  th e  d e c is io n  o f  th e  P r iv y  C o u n c il  is  a l lo w e d  to 

s ta n d , s e v e ra l  p ro m is s o r y  n o te s  a n d  b o n d s  o n  w h ic h  

e n d o r s e m e n ts  a r e  m a d e  w ith o u t  s p e c i f y in g  th a t  th e  

p a y m e n t  is  m a d e  to w a r d s  in te r e s t  a s  s u c h  o r  p r in c ip a l 

w o u ld  b e  h e ld  b y  c o u r ts  to  h a v e  b e c o m e  tim e -b a rre d . It 

is , th e re fo re , n e c e s s a ry  to  a m e n d  s e c t io n  2 0  o f  th e  In d ia n  

L im ita t io n  A c t  in  s u c h  a  w a y  a s  to  g iv e  e f fe c t  to  th e  

in te n tio n  o f  th e  L e g is la tu re  th a t a  p a y m e n t m a d e  to w a rd s  
a  d e b t  w ill  h a v e  th e  e f fe c t  o f  s a v in g  l im ita tio n , fo r  a ll 

p a y m e n ts  a re  in te n d e d  to  g o  e ith e r  to w a rd s  p r in c ip a l o r  

in te r e s t  o r  p a r t ly  to w a rd s  th e  o n e  a n d  p a r t ly  to w a rd s  

th e  o th e r , w h e th e r  th e  e n d o rs e m e n ts  s o  s p e c ify  o r  n o t, 

p ro v id e d  th e  a c k n o w le d g e m e n t  o f  p a y m e n t  a p p e a rs  in 

th e  h a n d -w r it in g  o f , o r  in  a  w r it in g  s ig n e d  b y , th e  p e rso n  
m a k in g  th e  p a y m e n t.

" T h e  o r ig in a l B ill a s  in tro d u c e d  b y  m e  h a s  b e e n  re d ra fte d  

b y  th e  S e le c t  C o m m itte e  fo r  it w a s  fo u n d  th a t  th e  m e re  

o m is s io n  o f  th e  w o rd s  'a s  s u c h ' fr o m  s e c t io n  2 0  o f  th e  

I n d ia n  L im ita t io n  A c t  o f  1 9 0 8  w o u ld  n o t  a b o lis h  th e  

d is t in c t io n  o f  p a y m e n t  o f  in te r e s t  fro m  th e  p a r t  p a y m e n t  

o f  p r in c ip a l. I t  w a s  a ls o  fo u n d  n e c e s s a r y  to  d is t in g u is h  
p a r t  p a y m e n t  o f  le g a c ie s  fr o m  th e  p a r t  p a y m e n t  o f  o th e r  
d e b ts .

" T h e  S e le c t  C o m m itte e  a ls o  d e c id e d  th a t  i t  w a s  n o t  

p o s s ib le  to  g iv e  r e tr o s p e c t iv e  e f fe c t ,  a s  w a s  g iv e n  b y  

C la u s e  3  o f  th e  B ill a s  o r ig in a lly  in tro d u c e d , d u e  to  th e  
c o m p lic a t io n s  th a t  m ig h t fu r th e r  s e t  in ."

Accepting the amendments recommended by the Select
Committee, the Honourable Chidambaram Chettyar
moved the Bill. The Honourable Mr. Shavax A. Lal
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(Nominated Official) stated the Government accepted the 
bill as amended by the Select Committee. And the 
President "put the question" and the motion was 
adopted.

MCt's speech on this occasion was as much a reflection 
to his attention to detail as it was to Nagarathar prac
tices. It certainly was a reflection of the fact that, for all 
his interest in the practices of a changing bank world, he 
still saw great merit in the traditions in which he grew 
up in.

Despite his low key presence in the Council, MCt was 
constantly in demand to serve on its various commit
tees, particularly during the last years of the Council. In 
1940-41, he was for the first time nominated to a stand
ing committee, on this occasion for the Department of 
Commerce. In 1943-44, he was a member of the Standing 
Committee for Roads and again of the Standing 
Committee for the Department of Commerce. In 1944-45, 
he was a member of the Standing Committee on Petitions, 
the Standing Committee for the Department of Posts and 
Telegraphs and the Standing Committee for the Civil 
Defence Branch of the Defence Department. In 1945-46, 
he was again dealing with Petitions, was on the Central 
Advisory Council for Railways and on the Standing 
Committees for the War Transport Department and the 
Supply Department. And then, in the months leading up 
to Independence, he was once more dealing with Petitions 
besides serving on the Standing Committee for the Food 
Department. Amongst those serving with him on these 
committees and councils were Pandit Hirday Nath 
Kunzru, Sir Ramunni Menon, Khurshid Ali Khan, Sir 
Sobha Singh, Sir David Devadoss, Sir Rahimtoola Chinoy 
and Raja Charanjit Singh.
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With this background, he had every opportunity to make 
his mark in the political circles of Independent India, his 
election in Madras or its southern districts certain and a 
ministerial post only a step away. But having seen at 
close quarters the manoeuvring in political circles in Delhi 
and the wheeling and dealing in the days leading up to 
Independence, it is no surprise that he said enough was 
enough. Not for him the trappings of power or the titles 
that went with it. He was seldom comfortable with even 
being addressed as the Honourable Chidambaram 
Chettyar outside the portals of legislature. As S. 
Narayanaswamy wrote of MCt after his death, "He was 
familiar with the currents and cross-currents that afflict 
our society and was heartily sick of it all. Many love the 
limelight. Decidedly he was not one. He had friends 
everywhere, but he preferred a quiet life of his own. 
And, so with Independence, he bowed out of the halls of 
legislature and committed himself totally to business and 
industry — which, he saw, was another, perhaps, even 
better, way to build a new India."



Chapter 11

Living well, building tall

M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar was a person who 
believed that people should always look their best. 

He believed in everything being neat and clean, tidy and 
orderly, everything in its place and everyone dressed 
just right for the occasion. Flamboyance had no place in 
his vocabulary. He himself was always immaculately 
dressed in what appeared the simplest of attire for the 
times, cream or white suits, of the best China silk, or 
starched white jibba-s and Bombay veshti-s worn in the 
panchakacham style. Clothes make the man — and an 
impression, is something he appeared to strongly believe 
in.

When his elder son Muthiah was a boy and once said he 
was uncomfortable wearing a veshti and wanted to go to 
a family function wearing 'shorts', MCt was horrified. 
Muthiah would just have to get used to wearing a veshti 
for occasions where tradition required it. On other 
occasions, 'longs' were in order, but never 'shorts'.

Being smartly attired and always well turned-out was a 
practice he inspired others to follow. One of them was 
G. Lakshminarayanan, the son of a Devakottai purohit
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known to most of the leading Chettiar families, who 
through that connection was recruited as an unpaid 
apprentice in the Karaikudi branch of the Indian Overseas 
Bank, its most important branch outside Madras at the 
time. Impressed with 'GL's' work, MCt became a men
tor to him and GL progressed upwards through the 
important Bombay and Singapore branches to become 
General Manager of the Bank. And L. Vasudev, his son, 
remembers him as being always "smartly turned out". 
As much recognition of this as MCt's friendship and 
regard for him was an occasion that Vasudev recalls in 
which a suit figured. MCt, on that occasion, returned 
from Singapore with an expensive suiting length for GL. 
With it came a note from MCt along these lines, "I wished 
to present you with a suit and asked the tailor if he 
could make one with this material for an eminent banker 
and a fine gentleman. The tailor, unfortunately, regret
ted that he could not make a suit to such measurements, 
no matter how outstanding the person was!" My father 
time and again used to say, Vasudev adds, that MCt 
always had a nice touch when complimenting a person; 
he always said just the right thing in the fewest possible 
words.

It was this unostentatious elegance, this understated 
graciousness that was reflected in MCt's lifestyle, in his 
home and the office blocks that he built and which were 
landmarks in their time. Buildings, gardens, townships 
should all reflect the image of the people or institutions 
that raised them, he firmly believed.

His homes, Bedford House in Vepery, Bedford Villa which 
the San Thome beach abutted, and Sidmount in 
Ootacamund were furnished with the solid furniture and 
heavy furnishings of a world moving away from the 
ornateness of the Victorian era. Wood polished to a
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gleam, glass shined every day, marble flooring glossed 
daily and thick carpeting seemed a natural part of each 
of his homes, not add-ons for effect. The only embellish
ments were his collection of knick-knacks gathered dur
ing his travels in India and abroad and the Italian marble 
statuary he himself discreetly positioned. He himself was 
the interior decorator both at home and in the office 
blocks he raised, just as much as he was the garden 
supervisor and landscaper in his prizewinning gardens. 
Everything had to be just right, every flowerbed and 
plant in the right place, every shrub pruned exactly so, 
and on this he would gladly spend time, as much time 
as he spent on details in every one of his businesses.

Bedford House was the family house and the first prop
erty the family bought in Madras; it abutted on its east 
K.V.Al.Rm.M. Ramanathan Chettiar's Palm Grove. M.Ct. 
Muthiah Chettiar bought this garden house from the Mer
cantile Bank in April 1915 and added to the building. In 
1919, he extended the property to Lauder's Gate Road 
on the north by buying Lady Napier Villa from C.S. 
Venkatachari. In 1934, he added more land bought from 
C.S. Venkatachari to the west and just north of the Wesley 
Church. He built a house in a part of the latter property 
and bequeathed it to his sister Valliammai Achi in 1940.

A single-storeyed, Classical style house with a long col
onnaded verandah fronting its expanse, Bedford House 
was further added to by MCt; a matching portico and a 
second storey were built and the drawing room and 
dining room with its polished rosewood table were made 
the focus of visitors' attention. But it was the garden that 
he lavished his greatest attention on; not just the front 
gardens with their immaculate lawns and flowerbeds, 
but also the vegetable plots and the orchard at the rear 
midst which he built separate shaded villas for his mother
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and his wife, a large guesthouse and comfortable quar
ters for the domestic staff. On these lawns he encour
aged his children and their friends to play cricket, and 
to the rear he built a set of tennis courts, though he 
himself preferred the courts at Bedford Villa, his week
end retreat and where he spent a few hours every evening 
when he could.

MCt's weekend retreat was the northeast corner of a 
historic site. The whole area here, between the beach 
and San Thome High Road and between a point just 
north of Leith Castle North Street and what is now called 
Foreshore Estate, an area better known by its former 
centrepiece, Leith Castle, was the site of the San Thome 
Redoubt of the East India Company, built for its 
Mylapore garrison after the French had ceded San Thome 
to the British in 1749. Military Engineer Benjamin Rob
ins developed the mini-fort around what was called 
Moore's Bungalow, fortifying it with walls 15 feet high 
and 3 feet thick and a moat of great width. With the 
Carnatic settled by the 1780s, the redoubt fell into disuse 
and permission was given in 1794 to Col. John 
Braithwaite, the victor of the third siege of Pondicherry, 
to build a house on the ruins of the fort. Thomas Parry, 
founder of Parry & Co which still survives as the second 
oldest business house in India and one of the oldest in 
the world, bought the 14V2 acre property in 1796, two 
years after he was married, and rebuilt it. He renamed 
it Parry Castle — a name that survived till 1827 — and 
in its grounds, besides creating an extensive garden, he 
established perhaps the first modern industrial estab
lishment in India, a 'factory' employing 300 men to make 
boots and Army leather accoutrements for the U.S and 
the outposts of the British round the world.

Parry and his family, however, fled Parry Castle for
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Wallace Gardens, Nungambakkam, by 1800, the stench of 
leather no doubt getting to them. Parry died in 1824 
and, not long afterwards, Major General James Leith 
bought the property, the name Leith Castle appearing in 
the records from 1827. Two years later the General died 
and the property changed hands. And one has never 
followed up what happened to it after that, but a couple 
of years ago, a J.P. Arokiyaswami wrote about his ances
tors acquiring and occupying Leith Castle. And tracing 
the records of MCt's purchase of the land on which he 
built Bedford Villa, it was found that the ten grounds first 
purchased in 1930 were from a S.C. Arokiyaswami 
Mudaliar. From then, until 1944, eight other plots were 
added to the property. It was here that MCt got his friend 
Kaval Lai Mehta to design for him in the early 1930s the 
kind of 'country retreat' he wanted, echoing in many 
ways — but in art deco style and on a smaller scale — 
the main features of Bedford House, particularly its portico 
and verandahs. And right through the construction, by 
Rawal Krishna Iyer, MCt spent considerable time at the 
site, supervising every step of the building operation, 
then laying out the ornamental gardens around it with 
their immaculate lawns.

Even while he was acquiring parcels of land to provide 
Bedford Villa the space he wanted for an old-style garden 
house, he began acquiring another portion of what was 
once Leith Castle grounds and which at the time appeared 
to be owned by several Indian Catholics. They seem to 
have acquired the land here as members of the Madras 
Catholic Cooperative Society, indicative of the possibil
ity that after General Leith the whole Leith Castle area 
might have passed into the custody of the Roman Catho
lic church and from it to some of its parishioners who 
might have formed the society. On this acquisition in



The M.Ct. ancestral house in Kanadukathan and its striking 'drawing room' 
featuring a colonnade o f  polished black granite.



The fu ll extent o f  the house in Kanadukathan that wakes it the longest in 
the village... and, below, the fresh  waterpoint at the rear o f  the house that's 
always accessible to the public.



The memorial arch to M Ct erected by the Kanadukathan Panchayat near the 
rear o f  his house.



The main gale o f  Bedford H ouse in MCt's day and, below, the driveway 
leading to the house as it was.



Two views o f  Bedford H ouse today... changed little from  MCt's day.



A garden pond and the fron t verandah at Bedford H ouse, both featuring  
the Italian statuary that MCt embellished his homes with.



The Bedford H ouse drawing room in MCt's day and the Bedford H ouse 
dining room today.



B e d fo r d  V i l la  w ith  its im m aculate garden s and its draw ing room in 
MCt's day.



Bedford Villa seen from  the sea.



Two views o f  S idm ount in 
O oty, the f ir s t  fla t-roo fed  
house in the hill station, and, 
in it, MCt's favourite Halli- 
cra fter  rad io  (above) that 
he'd spend hours with.



The Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar Boys' H.S. School zvitli the MCt statue in 
fron t o f  it and the Lady M.Ct. Muthiah Girls' H. S. School, both next to 
each other in Vepery-Purasawalkam.



Two views o f  the 
restored Rama 
Vilas building that 
now houses the 
offices o f  the 
M.Ct.M. Chidam
baram Chettyar 
Memorial 
Matriculation 
School in
Alwarpet, Chennai.



The United Indin Building, Madras, opened in the early 1940s on Esplanade 
Road (on left) and the United India Building in Karaikudi (on right). The 
1947 advertisement (below) announcing the start o f  work on the United 
India Building in Bellary.



T he 1947 advertisem en t an n ou n cing  the start o f  work  on  
United India Life Assurance's building in Trichinopoly (Tiruchirappalli) 
and, below, the building all lit up at its inauguration.



The all-time memorial to M Ct —  the LIC's regional headquarters and the 
tallest and the first skyscraper o f  Madras which he had planned, and seen 
work started on, as the M CT Group's headquarters.



The statue o f  M Ct in fron t o f  the headquarters o f  the Indian Overseas Bank 
-  a  building raised, after his death, in the sam e image-building spirit he 
favoured.
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1937, Mehta built four art deco style houses for MCt — 
Villa View, Villa Side, Villa Approach and Minerva. One of 
these houses, Villa Approach, was for his sister Umayal.

MCt's third home — and one which in some ways he 
enjoyed the most, because it allowed him to get away 
from it all, in the early days with the boys and their 
Anglo-Indian nannies and, later, by himself — was 
Sidmount in Ootacamund. Sidmount was bought by M.Ct. 
Muthiah Chettiar in 1921 from Agnes Eleanor Louisa 
Tomlinson. At the time MCt's father bought it, Sidmount 
was a typical Ooty cottage built and lived in by those 
who sought to make it as much like an English cottage 
as possible. In 1945, MCt decided he wanted a new 
Sidmount and, to a design he had found in a magazine, 
he and his favourite builder, Kaval Lai Mehta, built the 
two-storey building the family occupy today, the first 
terraced and flat roofed building in Ooty. And here, as 
elsewhere, he spent much time in landscaping the gar
den, embellishing it with ponds, fountains and statuary. 
Sidmount's gardens were regular prize-winners during 
the Ooty Season and, in the days when Madras had an 
active Horticultural Society, MCt's Madras gardens were 
regular prize-winners too.

MCt had a shared passion for gardens with Swaminatha 
Iyer of Soundarya Nursery, an institution, alas, no more. 
Pethachi recalls once watching the two of them super
vise the unloading and positioning of a big rock brought 
in a lorry to Bedford Villa. The close watch to see that the 
rock was unloaded without any damage at all and posi
tioned EXACTLY as they wanted it were typical of the 
meticulousness and care MCt took in business as well.

Another Madras property, also a property with a his
tory, which was acquired in 1929 from members of the
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O.A.O.K. family into which MCt had married is on Luz 
Church Road, Mylapore. It was sometime in the late 19th 
Century named Rama Vilas and around its ancient house, 
now renovated, has been developed in the 1980s the 
M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar Memorial Matriculation 
School where Pethachi and his son Chidambaram are 
trying to make come true that dream of MCt to found an 
institution of excellence in the South, which would re
flect some of the Doon School's educational ethos. Rama 
Vilas, which has had several previous names, dates to 
sometime before 1867 when Arthur Macdonald Ritchie 
acquired — or built — a house midst a bit over 200 
grounds of gardens. From Ritchie, a Registrar of the 
Madras High Court, the property passed on to Robert 
Blair Swinton and then, in 1874, to its first Indian owner, 
Sir Tanjore Madhava Rao, who had been Dewan of 
Travancore (1859-72) and was later Dewan of Indore and 
Baroda. Sir Madhava Rao died in 1891 in the Mylapore 
house he had named Madhava Bhavan. The house passed 
on to another owner, then in 1901 to Sir V.C. 
Desikachariar, after whom the road adjoining the prop
erty is named. Sir Desikachariar, a Vedanta scholar, was 
a well-known lawyer, a magistrate and, most important 
of all, one of the founders of the cooperative movement 
in Madras around 1906 for which he was knighted. He 
was a founder-director of the Madras City Cooperative 
Bank with which MCt was later to be associated. In 1917, 
Sir V.C. Desikachariar sold the bungalow and grounds 
to a member of the O.A.O.K. family from whom MCt 
acquired the property in 1929. Happy with Bedford House 
and anxious to build a villa by the sea, MCt paid little 
attention to Rama Vilas and it had to await his daughter- 
in-law Sivagami's interest to sow the seeds for the well- 
equipped school it is today.
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One property that MCt could not develop because of his 
untimely death but which he had great plans for — 
developing a part of it as a camping site, his first prior
ity — was a substantial acreage of scrubland in St. 
Thomas' Mount, by the railway station. This undevel
oped land passed into the M.Ct.M. firm in 1943, acquired 
from another member of the O.A.O.K. family. The land, 
where some horticulture was attempted in MCt's time, 
is now with one of the Trusts set up by the family.

The centrepiece of the S.Rm.M.Ct.M. properties, how
ever, is the splendid ancestral house in the family's 
'home' village, Kanadukathan. Believed to be the long
est house in Chettinad and certainly the longest one in 
Kanadukathan, it is a mansion dating to the 1890s. Its 
most striking feature is its 'drawing room' with its gleam
ing black granite pillars. Its first valavu (courtyard sur
rounded by a pillared verandah) and the two adjoining 
'dining halls' are amongst the longest in Chettinad. It is 
a house that MCt maintained in splendid condition — 
only adding a few 'mod cons' — even though he was an 
infrequent visitor to Chettinad. That maintenance con
tinues to this day, though the house is as rarely occu
pied as in MCt's time. Several other ancestral properties 
are down the road from the family mansion and around 
Kanadukathan. These properties and others in Chettinad, 
Thanjavur, and Tiruchirappalli — the last mentioned 
since donated to National College and NGOs — were all 
probably acquired by S.Rm.M. Chidambaram Chettiar 
who started the family's fortunes.

The same attention he paid to his homes in Madras and 
Ooty were paid by MCt to the art deco style clubhouse 
and houses he had Mehta build for the senior staff at
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Travancore Rayons. Here too the gardens were eye-catch
ing, though the only ones to regularly appreciate their 
beauty were the residents and employees in a factory far 
removed from urban habitation. But here MCt was not 
content with creating the gardens alone; he spent time 
landscaping the entire wooded campus and enriching it 
with coconut palms and banana and mango trees. See
ing MCt standing in the sun, for long hours with or 
without an umbrella, supervising construction work or 
the laying of a flower bed was a common sight round 
the year. And wherever he lived, he brought to his homes 
and guesthouses a gracious style of living that was en
tirely elegant and not the least bit ostentatious. The fur
niture had to generate homely warmth, the decorative 
pieces and other embellishments had to be soothing on 
the eye, all the amenities to ensure comfort had to be in 
place, and food and drink had to be not only of the best 
quality but also served impeccably by white-clad do
mestic staff.

Govindan, the Western food cook at Bedford House, 
Kumaran, the cook at Bedford Villa, and Kumaran, the 
major domo at Bedford House who supervised everything
— laying out MCt's clothes, keeping the house spic and 
span, ordering the menu, seeing that the table was im
maculately set and the food impeccably served — Vasu 
his valet and Dorai his head driver to whom he gifted a 
motorcycle, an unheard of status symbol for a chauffeur 
in those days — were domestic staff who were the envy 
of all society in Madras in MCt's day. Major domo 
Kumaran was so loyal to MCt that he did not get mar
ried till he was 60, relates Sathappan.

C. Ramakrishna points out that there was a reason for 
all this attention to living in style surrounded by
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greenness. MCt firmly believed that such an environ
ment was necessary and had to be created and nurtured, 
for work and creativity.

Much as MCt wanted his homes to be little known and 
his life in them far from the public gaze, as much was he 
intent on the three major organisations he was associ
ated with having buildings that, by standing tall, would 
reflect the solidity and success of organisations that them
selves stood tall among their peers. His passion for build
ing, in these instances, was to build buildings that would 
be landmarks with which the organisations they housed 
would be immediately, and forever, associated by the 
public.

When he and Mehta around 1940 built the first of these 
buildings on Esplanade Road, facing Law College, it was 
a landmark construction. Built as the headquarters of 
United India Life, United India Fire & General, New 
Guardian and Indian Overseas Bank, the United India 
Building was in the art deco style he favoured, but the 
vaguely pyramidal format of its tall central facade, which 
he was to have adapted in the United India buildings 
that followed, did have overtones of the traditional 
gopuram style of the Tamils. He followed this up with 
similar styled regional office buildings that all the com
panies in the Group used, thus earning United India 
Life a handsome income, in Trichinopoly, Coimbatore, 
Bellary, Bangalore, Bombay, Calcutta and on Parliament 
Street, New Delhi. There were advertisements in a 1946 
newspaper that spoke of plans being drawn up for United 
India buildings in Trichinopoly and Bellary, which clearly 
stated the rationale of such big buildings for the times. 
The Trichinopoly advertisement stated, "Enquiries from
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prospective tenants welcomed", while the Bellary adver
tisement said, "Interior will be built to suit tenants' 
convenience". Tenancy, MCt obviously planned, would 
make every United India building pay for itself. Whether 
this Bellary building was built or not, everyone who 
remembers people speaking of that era talks of how MCt 
personally supervised the construction of each building, 
visiting the sites regularly. Tarapore and Loganathan, 
his favourite builders in the 1940s, were probably 
responsible for this spate of buildings.

The same kind of image-building exercise was what MCt 
planned for Travancore Rayons, where the main factory 
building was unique for the time. This and the other 
buildings, staff quarters and amenities were all indica
tors of his plans to develop Rayonpuram as a model 
company town like Jamshedpur. Certainly all the work 
he completed on the Trayons campus in the time left to 
him made Rayonpuram the first company township in 
the South, even be it at the time an incomplete one.

With Rayonpuram's buildings well underway, he turned 
his attention to what he planned as post-Independence's 
most striking landmark, not merely in Madras and the 
South but also all-India. The then new United Nations 
building in New York, with its global vision, was what 
inspired him to plan a similar tower block as the MCt 
Group's headquarters. The land for this landmark was 
acquired in 1951 from the Rajah of Bobbili who had been 
running the Madras Publishing House, an old Madras 
printing and publishing business, on the site from 1943. 
The architects were Brown and Moulin, an English firm 
in which Brown the engineer looked after costs and 
Moulin dreamed design, but as work got underway in 
1953, MCt, on the spot as much as possible, appeared to 
many to be both architect and engineer. Sadly, MCt did
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not live to finish the work, but he did see the piling 
work and construction get underway — and with both 
sentimentality as well as shrewdness, he promised space 
in it to his friends for what he suggested should be the 
most modern showrooms in Madras: Perumal Chetty's, 
Binny's, Vummidiar's and Harrison's. The nationalisation 
of insurance in 1956 brought work to a stop, but then, 
after much debate over the necessity of such a big build
ing, the Life Insurance Corporation decided to go ahead 
with the work — and honoured MCt's word to his pro
posed tenants and the worried contractors, Coromandel 
Engineering. One of the leading building contractors of 
the day, Coromandel was a firm promoted by MCt's 
friends, the AMM family, but was managed by two go- 
getting engineers, the impatient Eric Coe and the gentle 
M.M. Nawaz. The two were known for ensuring the 
highest standards of construction — and those standards 
were seen not only when the LIC building towered over 
Madras, but more importantly when it was examined 
after the fire of 1975 and found to be structurally as 
sound as ever.

Finance Minister C.D. Deshmukh inaugurated the LIC 
building, the South's first skyscraper, in 1959. It was to 
remain Madras's tallest building till the dawn of the 21st 
Century. Today, it may be the LIC's regional headquar
ters, but it was built according to the plans of a man 
who dreamed big and built tall. Still a landmark build
ing in Chennai, it is a more fitting memorial to the man 
who ever had the big vision than any statue raised in his 
memory.



Chapter 12

The man... & his views

No recluse, but a reserved man who preferred to 
listen to the counsel of others and make up his 

mind, rather than offer his when not asked, that was 
M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar, who shunned the 
limelight and the big occasions, preferring the company 
of a few close friends. His considerable and eclectic 
reading — though he always felt he had never enough 
time to read more or in greater detail — had shaped 
his thinking. And it was a thinking which envisaged 
America as the country of the future and the model to 
follow.

Encouraging the young to study — particularly techno
logy — and giving them advice was something MCt 
always enjoyed doing. S. Muthiah too remembers how 
disappointed MCt was that he planned to move away 
from his engineering and business backgrounds, particu
larly in a country like Ceylon where his family were 
settled at the time and development was necessary if the 
Island was to prosper with Independence. MCt was very 
clear in his mind about industry; as he once said, 
"Industry is the backbone of modern civilisation, and 
industrial prosperity contributes greatly to national
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prosperity." He saw industry as what was most needed 
if "Independent India (which) has raised great hopes 
inside and outside the country... is to resurrect herself as 
a truly great nation."

It was this shared interest in industry, finance and 
education that brought A.M.M. Murugappa Chettiar and 
Dr. K.V.Al.Rm. Alagappa Chettiar close to MCt. 
Alagappa Chettiar will always be remembered for the 
Alagappa educational institutions he founded in the heart 
of the then-impoverished Chettinad with an engineering 
college as its nucleus. With other Chettiars MCt main
tained a cordial relationship -  which ensured that he 
never was a part of the numerous feuds and litigations 
that were part of the Chettiar world in the first half of 
the 20th Century — but he was never as close to any of 
them. In fact, the general perception was he kept the 
community at a distance, not making it a point to attend 
every function in Chettinad or offering every Nagarathar 
who wanted work employment. Yet, even keeping his 
distance, he earned the respect of the community be
cause, as Sathappan says, he was seen as someone who 
never got involved in the murkier dealings, the feuds, 
the competitiveness and the ostentatious one-upmanship 
that were part of the community in his lifetime.

This is not to say that he did not employ Chettiars in his 
businesses. His agents in his house and the M.Ct. family 
businesses abroad were always Chettiars. In these 
'agents', the term used by Nagarathar to describe their 
managers because they truly represented them and had 
considerable powers, including signing for the family 
vilasam, he had complete trust, for they had over genera
tions helped build the family fortunes and had tended 
them carefully. In fact, in Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar's 
time, they had virtually a free hand, compared to the
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later MCt era, recall some who know something of both 
eras. But when it came to modern enterprise, MCt wanted 
only the best -  and despite his having no university 
qualifications, he certainly thought the best should be 
properly qualified academically as well. He also had, as 
person after person interviewed narrates, the uncanny 
knack of instinctively judging a person and picking the 
right man -  on merit, not on grounds of cronyism, caste 
or community. United India, Indian Overseas Bank and 
Travancore Rayons in the early days had several quali
fied Chettiars he had handpicked on merit and each 
proved himself as the organisations grew, many reach
ing, particularly at Trayons, positions in the top man
agement.

The kind of independence he expected from those in his 
big organisations, the kind of willingness and ability to 
shoulder responsibility and make decisions he expected 
of them, the kind of attitude to a difficult regime of train
ing were all qualities he thought that he would find only 
in a person who had put in the effort needed in those 
days to acquire academic or technical qualifications. His 
style of functioning, it has been stated, was aimed at 
"giving people free rein to develop to their highest po
tential. He achieved this through minimal interference, 
maximum autonomy and effective delegation of respon
sibility. Decision making itself was structured around an 
eschewal of external influence and an avowal of fair and 
rational choices. This attitude spawned a generation of 
independent-thinking, self-assured and successful man
agers."

Muthiah, his son, whom he personally trained in the last 
couple of years of his life to take over the business, re
calls MCt putting him through his paces in two ways.
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He was expected to sit by his father during business 
discussions, in the office, at home and at United India, 
and learn by observing and listening closely to him. Any 
questions he had, could be asked when they were alone 
— and every explanation helped him learn something. 
The second route was getting Muthiah to gain experi
ence hands-on. And so, at the Indian Overseas Bank, he 
started in the despatch section and moved from depart
ment to department and up the management ladder. 
During this learning period, he even had to knock on 
MCt's office door, like anyone else, if he wanted to meet 
him.

In office and out, MCt is remembered by all as "a well- 
organised man" who was a stickler for punctuality. He 
believed in meticulously planning everything before hand 
so that it would run smoothly and exactly on schedule. 
Even his dinners, remembers Muthiah, and the effort he 
put into them with Kumaran and the cooks and servers, 
were something few today would relate to. It was the 
same in office, at building sites and at the meetings he 
attended. He would always have done his homework. 
Muthiah recalls his father's day: He would be up early 
every morning, read the papers and other reading mate
rial, then, after breakfast, settle down for the morning in 
his office at home, which had its own staff. There, he'd 
read the almost daily mail received from Rangoon and 
Singapore and respond to it before busying himself with 
insurance and banking matters and, in later years, the 
progress with Trayons. Exactly at 3 p.m., he'd have Dorai 
drive him to the United India Building on Esplanade 
Road where he'd meet with the senior executives of 
United India and IOB, which had its head office on the 
ground floor. Sharp at 5 he'd have Dorai drive him along 
the Marina to San Thome. But more often than not, he'd
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get himself dropped at the Iron (Napier) Bridge where 
the Marina began, and jog on the sands all the way to 
Bedford Villa. At Bedford Villa, there'd be tennis or chats 
with friends, and then he'd leave for Bedford House where 
dinner would be sharp at 9. He'd then catch up with 
music and reading before calling it a day. Weekends 
were spent as much as possible at Bedford Villa, where 
his close friends used to call on him. They, in an un
stated way, understood that Bedford House was only for 
business.

This passion for physical exercise — which also helped 
to keep his diabetes in check -  MCt appears to have 
passed on to his son Pethachi and, particularly, Pethachi's 
son Muthu. But MCt was interested in other ways of 
keeping fit too. He was into weightlifting, body-building 
and swimming too. He was a frequent user of the gym 
which kept him slim and trim. This, combined with his 
keen dress sense, contributed to MCt's personal magne
tism and charm. It was his interest in keeping fit that 
helped MCt forge two close friendships -  with Minoo K. 
Belgamvala and Savak Rabadina, who was with H.M.V. 
A muscular and strong man, Rabadina was a quiet and 
unassuming person. Belgamwala, who used to visit 
Madras on business in the 1930s, finally moved there 
from Bombay in 1939 and entered the insurance field. 
MCt might have had something to do with that. But by 
1941, Belgamwala moved into other lines of business, 
including sound systems. With both of them interested 
in music, Belgamwala helped MCt get the best of sound 
systems — and MCt, Belgamwala's son Darius recalls 
his father telling him, would study every word of the 
service manuals and never be at a loss discussing the 
equipment. A Hallicrafter radio that Belgamwala intro
duced MCt to is still at Sidmount, in Ooty, but what
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happened to the Thorens turntable, top-of-the-line in 
those days, and his large collection of 78 rpm records — 
which he would, together with his curio collection, add 
to during every visit abroad -  no one knows. That, sadly, 
is the story of many of the paper records of the family 
too, as in the case of most Indian families.

MCt liked W estern Classical, particularly Chopin, 
Beethoven and Tchaikovsky, as well as Hindustani and 
Carnatic. It was Carnatic music as much as Tirupati that 
made Emberumanar another close friend. They would 
often go to music recitals together and were regulars at 
concerts during the December Music Festival. In fact, in 
time, MCt became a sought after speaker at music festi
val inaugurals. An example of his views on music in 
Madras is to be found in the report of his speech inau
gurating the 12th Annual South Indian Music Confer
ence, organised by the Indian Fine Arts Society. Having 
welcomed him, Dewan Bahadur K.S. Ramaswami Sastri 
went on to describe as "undesirable" what was happen
ing "in each linguistic area, (where) the cultured public 
would prefer to hear songs only in the regional lan
guage". The Society was praying for an all-India unity 
and sought to present songs in whatever language they 
were originally composed. MCt's inaugural speech did 
not shy away from this controversy or others. He said:

" In d ia n  m u s ic  h a d  h a d  a  c o n t in u o u s  d e v e lo p m e n t  fro m  

e a r ly  t im e s .  A t  e a c h  s ta g e  o f  th e  s t e a d y  s t r e a m  o f  

p ro g re s s , v a r io u s  re fo r m s  a n d  s y s te m s  h a v e  f lo w n  an d  

m in g le d  in to  o n e  m a je s t ic  r iv e r  a n d  w h a t  is  to d a y  In 

d ia n  m u s ic  is  th e  s i lv e r y  s y n th e s is  o f  a ll  s u c h  sy s te m s.

" T h e  la n g u a g e  q u e s t io n  w a s  a  s ig n  o f  g r o w th  in  th e  

h is to r ic a l  d e v e lo p m e n t  o f  o u r  m u s ic . I t  is  a g r e e d  o n  a ll 

h a n d s  th a t  m u s ic  tra n s c e n d s  la n g u a g e . I f  i t  w e re  s o , it



2 5 0 The Unfinished Journey

d o e s  n o t  m a tte r  in  w h a t  la n g u a g e  i t  is  s e t . T h e  la n g u a g e  

q u e s t io n  n e e d  n o t  b e  u n d u ly  m a g n if ie d  in  its  im p o rta n c e  

n o r  s h o u ld  it b e  c h e a p ly  m in im is e d  in  its  in te r e s t .  T h is  

i s  ju s t  o n e  p h a s e  o f  t h e  g e n e r a l  m u s ic a l  r e v iv a l is t ic  

m o v e m e n t . I th e re fo re  a p p e a l to  a ll  lo v e rs  o f  m u s ic  to 

m a in ta in  a  ju d ic ia l  a t t itu d e  to w a rd s  th is  q u e s t io n  an d  

n o t  s t ir  u p  a n  a c r im o n io u s  c o n tr o v e r s y ."

Referring to other matters stirring the music scene, he
advised:

" M u s ic  m u s t  b e  in tr o d u c e d  in  th e  s c h o o l s y lla b u s . 

T h e r e  is  v a s t  s c o p e  fo r  th e  y o u th  o f  th e  c o u n tr y  to  ta k e  

to  m u s ic  a s  a  c a re e r . In  th is  m a tte r , th e y  m u s t  b e  

g r a te fu l  to  th e  U n iv e r s it ie s  fo r  h a v in g  in s titu te d  d e g re e  

a n d  d ip lo m a  c o u r s e s  in  m u s ic . T h e  s c r e e n  h a s  a 

te n d e n c y  to  lo w e r  th e  s u b lim ity  o f  m u s ic  a n d  e v e r y  

e f fo r t  s h o u ld  b e  m a d e  to  e v o lv e  a  p u r ita n ic a l  s c h o o l  o f  

m u s ic .. .

" . . .  t h e  d u r a t io n  o f  m u s ic a l  p e r fo r m a n c e s  s h o u ld  b e  
c u r t a i l e d .  A  t w o - h o u r  p e r f o r m a n c e  w o u ld  f u l ly  f i ll  

l is te n e r s  e a r s  a n d  fe a s t  th e ir  h e a r ts . M u s ic ia n s  w o u ld  

a ls o  b e  a b le  to  g iv e  o f  th e ir  v e ry  b e s t  w ith in  a  s h o r te r  

t im e . ... T h e  o th e r  f in e  a r ts , s u c h  a s  d a n c e , p a in t in g  a n d  
s c u lp tu r e , s h o u ld  a ls o  b e  d e v e lo p e d ...  R e a l m u s ic  c o v e rs  

a l l  th e s e  a s p e c ts .  M u s ic  is  th e  s e a r c h  o f  th e  h u m a n  so u l 

o u t  o f  th e  m u n d a n e  m o o r in g s  th ro u g h  th e  r e a lm s  o f  

b e a u ty  in to  th e  te m p le  o f  tru th . F o r  th is  p i lg r im a g e  o f  

th e  h u m a n  s o u l, th e  f in e  a r ts  a re  g o o d  c o m p a n io n s  an d  

p a r t ic u la r ly  m u s ic . W e  c a n  s in g  o u r  w a y  to  s a lv a tio n .

MCt's closest friendships were with those he had shared 
interests. And so another friendship was with S.A.A. 
Annamalai Chettiar, the first of the Chettiar residents in 
San Thome. S.A., as he was known, the first Indian
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Chairman of the Madras Race Club, was followed in 
1950/51 by MCt, the two best dressed men on the Guindy 
turf, but total opposites in their approach to the sport. 
MCt was not interested in owning horses, though he 
helped import Irish horses for S.A. He was also not in
terested in betting and was never seen in the betting 
ring — "Five Rupees on the tote was big for him," laughs 
his son Muthiah. And though he probably joined the 
Race Club because it was "the done thing, socially" at 
the time, he never used to spend more time than he 
needed at the races, chatting and socialising not being 
his style. Yet his well-recognised integrity and reputa
tion for fairness and compassion had him elected a Com
mittee Member, Steward, Chief Steward, and Chairman 
of the Club, with which he appears to have been actively 
connected from about the late 1930s till his death. Offi
cials of the Club today know of him only by reputation 
— and that reputation was of "a great administrator and 
the fairest Steward".

MCt resigned as a Steward in 1952 — a resignation ac
cepted with genuine regret. He was finding less and less 
of time for racing. In fact, one day, when he was a Stew
ard and came late for a race meet and someone had 
jokingly pointed out that MCt the punctual was late, 
MCt immediately offered to resign. His first responsibil
ity, he had said, was to his shareholders and it was for 
them that he worked; if anyone among the Stewards or 
the Committee felt that he was not putting in enough 
time on the racecourse and was not pulling his weight 
there, they could have his resignation there and then. 
There were immediate apologies, but over the years the 
thought must have weighed on him and when he felt he 
couldn't spend more time on serving as a Steward, he
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did not hesitate to call it a day.

Time and again MCt would repeat the same theme; 
particularly after he started Travancore Rayons. With 
the Company slow to get off the ground, mainly due 
to the prevailing conditions in the country, he did 
express his concern on this account; "I have started a 
company with the help of shareholders, and my time 
is therefore their time," he would point out when he 
couldn't attend a function in Chettinad, a meeting or 
a party elsewhere. And people who knew him appre
ciated what he was saying and never took offence over 
his absences. In fact, few ever took offence over any
thing MCt did, because he was so patently transparent 
and proper in everything he did with friends, acquain
tances and the public.

As Vasudev recalls, his father Lakshminarayan often used 
to wonder what made MCt so successful, yet liked by 
everybody and envied by none. Given his background, 
with no examples to build on, how did MCt break out of 
the conservative Chettiar mould, acquire the skills he 
did and take the bold decisions he became known for? 
His business instincts he might have got from his family 
background, but with no role models to follow, how did 
he gain the man-management skills he had, and unerr
ingly pick those right men for the right jobs?

MCt's man management skills were clearly seen on two 
levels. Where he personally interacted with employees, 
he also took a humane, almost compassionate path. On 
the broader industrial and commercial fronts, he believed 
that not only did confrontation not do anyone any good, 
but it also affected productivity — which was the one 
thing he most wanted in all his enterprises.
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Many remember instances of the humane way he per
sonally dealt with those who worked with him. There 
was the way he reacted to a defalcation of about 
Rs. 10,000 at the Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar High School. 
The two clerks were paid their salaries and asked to leave, 
the Headmaster's and Accountant's offers to make good 
the money were refused, and MCt personally made good 
the entire loss. On another occasion, when it was found 
that a member of his domestic staff was guilty of steal
ing jewellery worth about Rs. 30,000 from the house, MCt 
did not hand the youth over to the police. That would 
ruin his and his family's life, he pointed out to those who 
remonstrated with him that stern punitive action was nec
essary. Instead, he dismissed the young man, giving him 
two months' salary, a train ticket to his village and ad
vice that he should not to do it again wherever he joined 
next. V. Subramaniam, who became what might be de
scribed today as his personal assistant and later became 
Company Secretary, Trayons, remembers the day he came 
to Bedford House as an 18-year-old with a letter of intro
duction. "I'll never forget him coming out to the veran
dah in person and taking me back with him to his office 
room where, after a few questions, he asked me to re
port for work the next day," recalls Subramaniam. A few 
years later, when Subramaniam requested for a revision 
in salary, MCt, he remembers, told him that though he 
deserved it, he did not want to upset the salary structure 
in the office at home. Instead, he paid him something 
out of his own pocket every month for years.

L. Kannappan, who went on to become General Man
ager at Trayons, one of the Chettiars to make it to the 
top level of the company, also remembers his visit to 
Bedford House with a letter of recommendation for a job 
in United India. MCt, after perusing his resume, told
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him that there'd be no future for him in a long-estab
lished organisation like United India and suggested that 
he join Travancore Rayons at the factory site. When 
Kannappan, in the typical traditional Nagarathar fash
ion, hemmed and hawed and said he'd have to discuss 
it with his father, MCt chuckled and said, "I see you are 
21 years old. Isn't it time you took some decisions on 
your own?" Kannappan then recalls saying that he was 
only a Chemistry graduate and not a Chemical Engineer 
and hearing MCt advising him that degrees are just 
passports to employment; growth in an organisation 
would depend on how well a person learnt the work 
and performed on the job. Kannappan decided to join — 
and had a fine innings at Rayonpuram.

Another who had a good innings in an MCt organisation, 
the Indian Overseas Bank, was 'Saucy' Sathappan, a kins
man, the son of a family friend of MCt and someone whom 
MCt took a liking to and guided through his school years. 
"In later years," Sathappan narrates, "my father and MCt 
fell out, but that never affected my progress in the bank, 
or the way he treated me when we met outside." In a com
munity where family feuds and litigation became com
monplace in the 20th Century, often leading to families 
and close relations not only not speaking to each other 
but expecting their descendants to continue the divide, 
MCt was one who not only did not spend time on debat
ing differences but did not believe differences with fathers 
should be visited on the sons.

On the other hand, whenever someone did well, MCt 
did not delay in showing his appreciation. The story of 
Lakshminarayan's suitlength has already been narrated. 
In the case of his brother-in-law Ramanathan, whom he 
set up businesses for, then moved from the Bank of



2 5 5The man... &  his views

Hindustan to Indian Overseas Bank and then to 
Travancore Rayons, where he found his niche, MCt was 
only too happy to recognise his contribution in getting 
Trayons on stream. His letter of appreciation is featured 
overleaf; those last lines, "... the success of the Rayons 
Ltd. is as much to you as it is to me", were the kind of 
generous recognition that ensured staff totally loyal to 
him. Another factor that earned such loyalty was the 
autonomy he gave those he empowered, never looking 
over their shoulders, as already mentioned. Delegation 
of authority, he felt, was essential to run an efficient 
operation; interference only led to errors and chaos. 
Ramanathan, in particular, imbibed this lesson well.

Such recognition would be shown in many ways even to 
whoever enjoyed a good business relationship with him 
or his institutions. T.G. Vidyasagar, for instance, was a 
smalltime businessman in Perumbavoor who supplied 
the factory with furniture and packing case shooks. He'd 
meet MCt whenever he came to the factory and, on one 
occasion, when seeing Vidyasagar off, MCt noticed the 
transport he was using. "An important supplier to 
Travancore Rayons should be using a car," he advised 
Vidyasagar -  "and I'll arrange it for you.'' Kaval Lal 
Mehta was at the time planning to get a new car to 
replace his Austin 8 and MCt got him to offer the old car 
to Vidyasagar on easy instalments.

In dealing with the bigger picture too, MCt believed in 
the soft touch and not the big stick. He had once said in 
public that tension between capital and labour did no 
one any good, that confrontation was non-productive. 
Differences between them should be settled through 
negotiation and decisions fair to both arrived at through 
dialogue. The year the first trade union was formed at
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A letter from MCt reflecting his views on AR. Ramanathan
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Travancore Rayons and was recognised, MCt, in what 
sounded like virtually a direct address to the Union had 
said, "Cooperation, as you all know, is the very life of 
concerted action. We need it most at the present, in In
dustry, as in other spheres... Everyone has to give of his 
or her best... whether they be Shareholders, Labour or 
Management..." That a plethora of trade unions and their 
intractable demands would one day play some part in 
laying Travancore Rayons low is something he never 
dreamed of during those days of great hope as the 1950s 
began.

While in the broader scenario MCt felt much was nego
tiable, in his own exclusive world he was very clear that 
everything had its un-negotiable place and had to be 
done exactly as he wanted it. Starting with his daily 
routine, his dress code and his rimless, small-lensed 
glasses, MCt imposed on himself a certain distinctive
ness that he conveyed to others in small ways: a crisp, 
new hundred rupee note — in the days when the Ma- 
dras-Cochin Dakota flight cost Rs.75 — neatly folded, 
was always visible in his shirt pocket. He used a distinc
tive violet ink in his fountain pen that made it impos
sible to lose his signature midst a sheaf of others. He'd
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always initial documents in simple letters — met — and 
not as MCt. And his personal letterheads and tableware 
carried the distinctive MCt monogram. Yet, Sethuram 
echoes his brother Emberumanar's view that MCt was 
unassuming, a man with no ego at all. And Sathappan 
emphasises, "He was no show-off."

But as Sethuram perceptively adds about a man who he 
sees through his brother's eyes, "He knew what he 
wanted out of life, and how to achieve it, not only in 
terms of wealth and business success, but in the art of 
daily living as well. He enjoyed life and living it as he 
wished. He appreciated the finer things of life and was 
not hesitant or self-conscious or apologetic about mak
ing them an integral part of his life. He did not suffer 
from a false sense of frugality."

Indeed, he was very clear in his mind that after safe
guarding the interests of his shareholders and his fam
ily, while being as fair as possible to those who worked 
in his institutions to make those returns possible, he was 
entitled to enjoy the things he liked best in life.

And if they were the finest monogrammed tableware 
and napery, the occasional glass of wine — which he 
urged senior managers who were teetotallers like 
Lakshminarayan, to at least hold throughout an evening 
if at a party, so as not to embarrass guests and hosts — 
extravagantly tended gardens, the finest Italian marble 
statuary and other objets d'art from abroad that reflected 
the taste of a connoisseur, superb music systems, 'domi
ciled European' nannies for the children, holidays in Ooty 
and Bangalore and abroad, driving through the English 
countryside, being captivated by its beauty — SO BE IT, 
particularly as none of what he enjoyed was something 
he could not afford with the family wealth that had been
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left him and which did not need anything from the 
multiplication of that legacy. That he multiplied it many 
fold was because he saw clearly that what had been left 
to him had been left in trust to benefit others and 
multiplication of it would help many more.



Chapter 13

Three fateful inches

The good, it has often been repeated, die young. The 
tragedy in the case of M.Ct.M. Chidambaram 

Chettyar is that, when he died at 46, it was long before 
his dreams of establishing a conglomerate of all-India 
businesses could really take off in an Independent India 
that offered so many more opportunities than in the re
strictive and discriminatory days of British rule. That he 
died less than seven years after the dawn of Indepen
dence gave him hardly any time to establish his three 
major enterprises not only as all-India businesses but 
also as institutions to reckon with in South and South
east Asian commercial circles. But saddest of all is per
haps the fact that he did not live long enough to face the 
unanticipated challenges posed by labour and 
Government to the M.Ct. Group's core businesses. He 
might not have been able to overcome either, but his 
dynamism would not have allowed himself to be brought 
to a stop by the circumstances of the times; instead, it 
would have spurred him on to tread new paths, estab
lish new enterprises and even, in the view of many, find 
ways to work in partnership with Government on the 
old. What he might have done if he had lived twenty 
more years and seen the business scenario changed in
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the country by Government and what he might have 
done in that changed scenario, those who knew his busi
ness acumen can only speculate on today. But that he 
would have made a difference all agree. And that is the 
saddest consequence of his dying young, his journey un
finished.

It was a casual conversation that led MCt to extend his 
original programme to include in his Southeast Asian 
journey, Djakarta, from where he was returning when 
he met his sad end in an aircrash in 1954. It was at a 
consulate party, or some such occasion to which M.Ct. 
Muthiah had accompanied his father in Madras, that 
someone wondered why the Indian Overseas Bank did 
not have a branch in Indonesia. And so it was that MCt 
decided to scout out Djakarta during what had become 
an annual tour of the Southeast Asian branches.

The day he drew up his itinerary to include Djakarta 
was one of those rare days when MCt was not in the 
best of moods. His first caller that morning was from 
Imperial Bank and MCt appeared out of sorts after their 
discussions, something he rarely was. Then came 
Doraikkannu from the Indian Overseas Bank and an
other long discussion followed. When Muthiah met him 
shortly afterwards, his father appeared to be brooding. 
"I'll never forget our conversation. It's still vivid in my 
memory," says Muthiah as he recalls his father saying 
he feared the future was "uncertain". He remembers his 
father adding, "I've enjoyed my life, but I'm not certain 
the family will enjoy all that I've worked for. Everything 
may go... You may not have the bank, you may not have 
anything," he gloomily predicted and then warned, "So 
be prepared for years of hard work." Was he foreseeing 
nationalisation or was it a premonition of impending 
tragedy, Muthiah still wonders.
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At the same time, it must be recalled that MCt himself 
always had his reservations about flying; he once told 
C.V. Mahalingam of Suri & Co., the M.Ct. Group's char
tered accountants, that he should "not risk air travel". 
Mahalingam, who had been associated with the family 
as their legal adviser from 1944, had been planning to 
fly to attend to some M.Ct. family matters when he was 
given MCt's views on air travel during their daily jour
ney into town, a journey that had begun when MCt once 
found him waiting at a bus stop, offered him a lift and 
suggested, when he found that Mahalingam lived on the 
route, they travel together whenever he was in town.

Was MCt's tenseness a few days before that last flight a 
consequence of his views on air travel, or premonition? 
Mahalingam recalls this manifestation of tenseness when, 
a few days before that ill-fated journey, he had failed to 
get registered the deed for a charitable trust MCt had 
wanted created. When he had explained to MCt the 
uncooperativeness of the Registrar, MCt took the deed 
himself and went to the Registrar's office, brushed past 
the peon and, uncharacteristically loudly, demanded the 
document be registered immediately if the Registrar did 
not want to answer to higher authority.

There was, however, at least one person who felt that 
there was another reason for MCt's tenseness, his un
characteristic behaviour, even what might be called the 
signs of premonition that others recalled after his death. 
C.C. Thambi, an old friend of the family, stated after the 
tragedy that in the year MCt lived after his mother's 
death, he "became more and more pessimistic". Thambi 
pointed out that, after Lady Muthiah's death, although 
MCt attended to his duties punctiliously, he appeared 
detached from them. He did not take an interest in the 
results and let the results take care of themselves. "One
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morning, about 8 or 9 months before his death, while he 
was entering his office, he stopped and asked me how I 
had enjoyed the race meeting held the previous day, to 
which I had gone with his son at his wish. I said 'Worldly 
pleasures have no attraction for me.' He replied, 'I am 
also approaching that stage!' He was anxious to hand 
over the burden of his responsibility to his son, Muthiah, 
and was planning that transfer during what were to 
prove his last months," Thambi later recorded. Others 
too had noticed his less than positive attitude after his 
mother, to whom he was devoted, had died. But was it 
also a sign of premonition?

It was on the afternoon of March 13, 1954 that MCt's 
journey came to its tragic end. He had left Madras on 
February 21st, with N.V. Nayudu, General Manager of 
United India Life Insurance, and C.D. Doraikkannu of 
Indian Overseas Bank. They had visited Rangoon and 
Singapore, inspected branches of the two institutions and 
been feted by both staff and clients. MCt then flew alone 
to Indonesia to explore the possibilities of opening 
branches for both organisations in Djakarta. The pros
pects looked good and he had promised to return to 
finalise matters when he, and seven others, caught the 
British Overseas Airways Corporation's Constellation 
flight returning to London via Darwin, Djakarta, 
Singapore and Calcutta. The stop at Singapore would be 
made by neither the aircraft nor its passengers.

Death came to MCt literally out of the blue. A few inches 
more of blue space, in the view of those who saw the 
tragedy, would have given him the chance to build on 
the foundations that had been settling only during the 
previous decade. But fate was not to offer that space. As
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it was, while landing in perfect weather at around three 
in the afternoon, the lowered wheels of the aircraft he 
was travelling in skimmed the wall that separated 
Singapore's Kallang Airport from the harbour waters, 
hit something on the ground, according to first reports, 
its right wing then appeared to dip sharply into the 
runway, swivelling the aircraft as it flipped over and 
grounded on its back, to burst into flames moments later. 
The nose broke away from the main fuselage and the 
seven members of the crew in the forward compartment 
managed to scramble to safety, though one stewardess 
had to be dragged out of the nose by her fiance, the 
Chief Engineer of the flight. She was to die in hospital 
later. All 31 passengers and a steward, representing sev
eral nationalities, died in the flames that enveloped the 
main cabin which broke into three on impacting after its 
somersault, the frantic crew's efforts to hack their way 
in proving as much a failure as those of the airport's 
firemen. The two Indians who died in the crash were 
MCt and, another banker, J.P. Sengupta, Regional Man
ager in Southeast Asia of the United Commercial Bank 
of Calcutta, the only other early Indian exchange bank. 
He too had gone to Djakarta to assess the prospects for 
business. Their bodies, like those of others taken out of 
the smouldering wreckage, were badly charred.

It was G. Lakshminarayanan, in charge of The Indian 
Overseas Bank's branch in Singapore at the time, who 
was at the airport waiting to receive MCt but, instead, 
witnessed his death, and immediately informed A.M.M. 
Murugappa Chettiar in Madras about the tragedy. 
Lakshminarayanan was considerately following the 
Chettiar tradition of not conveying bad news to the im
mediate family but to an elder close to the family. 
Murugappa Chettiar, with typical meticulousness,
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rechecked the news, and then came to Bedford House 
around 3 p.m. to inform Muthiah of the family's loss. 
"The AMM brothers broke the news gently and con
soled me. Soon, the Rajah arrived and the two families 
were a great source of support at a time when I was 
shattered by the news. Pethachi was in America at the 
time and I was alone. The two families took it upon 
themselves to make all the arrangements and that helped 
a lot," recalls Muthiah.

A few hours later, the news reached Travancore Rayons. 
L. Kannappan recalls, "W e were all at the regular 
monthly film show when an urgent call came for Mr. 
Ramanathan. He took it in the Director's bungalow and 
was so shocked that he kept calling for K.L. Mehta, our 
construction engineer and MCt's close friend. When 
Mehta rushed to him and we followed, we found Mr. 
Ramanathan almost incoherent, crying, 'Mehta, Mehta, I 
don't understand what they are saying. What are they 
trying to tell us? Is it really true?'" No sooner Mehta 
confirmed the news, arrangements were made for 
Ramanathan to leave for Madras by road.

The worst-ever aircrash in Malaya's history till then 
occurred in an airport with a fine record for air 
safety. But Singapore, then a part of Malaya, had an 
airport that, in retrospect, was one waiting for a disas
ter, whatever the findings of the Court of Enquiry was 
to say a few months later. Kallang's 6000-ft runway 
may have been the same length as Bombay's, but it 
started just a few yards from the low seawall that 
separated it from the harbour. Normally, planes landed 
on the runway about 100 yards from the seawall. The 
ill-fated BOAC flight, from all eyewitness reports noted
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in the Press immediately after the accident, landed 
"short". Some thought the aircraft suddenly dipped 
and hit the top of the wall and skidded to disaster. 
The British Ministry of Civil Aviation told the Press 
that the Constellation had "dipped too low as it ap
proached the runway and the claw-like landing gear 
protruding beneath the plane clipped the seawall, 
whereupon the plane rose on its nose and crashed". 
No damage to the wall consistent with such 'clipping' 
at some speed was later found.

Others thought that, "landing short", "the double-wheels 
on the starboard (right) undercarriage leg struck the 'butt- 
end' of the runway, where a perforated metal plating 
separates, from the grass leading to the seawall, the 
runway which rises abruptly several inches above the 
grass bank". Certainly a sturdy 8-foot long metal strip 
was found on the grass bank and pieces of broken con
crete and gravel were found in the gap left by the metal 
strip when it was torn out.

One pilot at Kallang, whose flight had landed half an 
hour earlier, later said the Constellation missed making 
a normal landing by just six inches! Another pilot who 
was at Kallang at the time told the Press that "the plane 
touched down just short of the runway and the impact 
tore off the starboard leg", causing the aircraft to veer 
uncontrollably. With long distance air travel still to come 
of age, the crash was the subject of much speculation in 
the days that followed.

In Singapore, it was on the morrow that MCt's body was 
released by the Coroner after due identification. It was 
taken from the hospital to the Mahatma Gandhi Memorial 
Hall, where over 500 persons streamed past the body. 
Though the majority of them were from the Madras
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region, there were mourners from all communities in 
Malaya, reflecting MCt's cosmopolitanism.

The family decided to have the last rites performed in 
Malaya when they found that a special plane was not 
available to bring the body to Madras. With the family 
also unable to reach Malaya in quick time and not want
ing to keep the body for more than 24 hours, they ad
vised their trusted agent in Malaya, Pattamangalam 
Somasundaram Chettiar, a Nagarathar elder, to perform 
the last rites.

Before the body was taken in procession to the crema
tion grounds, followed by all those present at the Hall, 
there were funeral orations by R. Jummabhoy, Yap Pheng 
Geck and the Representative of the Government of India 
in Malaya, M. Gopala Menon. Jummabhoy, describing 
M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar as "one of the makers 
of modern India", added, he "only wanted to see India 
great" Pointing out that "flaunting his millions was not 
his way", Jummabhoy said that "living simply and work
ing hard was." Yap Pheng Geck, a close friend of the 
family, characterised "Mr. Chettyar (as) one of the most 
international-minded businessmen" he had known. And 
Gopala Menon, another close friend, mourned the fact 
that "India had lost a nation-builder". The bodies of 14 
of the 24 victims of the crash buried that day went to 
their graves unidentified. One of these was to be ex
humed, amid rather unnecessary controversy which, for 
a few days, did not allow a couple of the dead to lie in 
peace.

MCt's ashes, to be sprinkled in the Ganga, were brought 
to Madras by Nayudu, on March 18th, and were received 
by a large crowd waiting at the airport to take them in 
procession to Bedford House. A couple of days later, there
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began a drama that could have been avoided if more 
tact had been exercised by all concerned.

On March 21st, the Singapore Police officially announced 
that the body cremated as M.Ct.M. Chidambaram 
Chettyar's was that of the 77-year-old British shipping 
millionaire Nils Eric A. Moller. The Police statement fol
lowed a legal request by Moller's daughter seeking fur
ther proof of identification of her father's body and for 
which they had exhumed the body on March 20th. Later, 
examining the remains after the cremation of MCt and 
the removal of the ashes, the police stated they had found 
a set of dentures which were identified by a Singapore 
dentist as a set he had made for Moller. The Singapore 
Coroner, after a three-day hearing, ruled on March 26th 
that the body of Moller had been wrongfully cremated, 
being mistaken for that of M.Ct.M. Chidambaram 
Chettyar. But MCt's family and friends continued to re
fute the claims and refused to accept the body. Members 
of Singapore's Indian community, however, took the 
body from the Singapore General Hospital and cremated 
it.

Statements from those close to MCt, and who had iden
tified his body, had, before the hearing, categorically 
stated that their identification — and that made by those 
with them — was correct and there was no chance of a 
mistake. The first statement was made by Nayudu who 
wrote to the Press on March 22nd stating,

" I  a m  a m a z e d  to  s e e  th e  r e p o r t  in  th e  p re s s  th is  m o r n 
in g  th r o w in g  a  d o u b t  o v e r  th e  id e n tity  o f  th e  b o d y  o f  

M r .  M .C t .M .  C h id a m b a r a m  C h e t t y a r  c r e m a t e d  in  

S in g a p o r e  o n  th e  1 4 th  in s ta n t .



MCt being greeted by 
a Committee o f  Hosts 
at a dinner given in 
honour o f  him and 
C.P. Doraikannu at 
the Sea View Hotel, 
Singapore, on March 
2 ,  1954. Greeting 
MCt is Abdul Razzack 
and second from  right 
is Hardial Singh.

The formal 
felicitation  
by the Committee 
o f  Hosts at the 
Sea View Hotel...

... and at the buffet 
dinner that followed.



MCt at the cocktail 
party hosted by 
Manilal & Sons at the 
Capitol Blue Room in 
Singapore 
in March 1954. To 
MCt's right is 
C.P. Doraikannu.
G. Lakshminarayanan 
(bowtie) and 
N.V. Nayudu (white 
suit) are also in the 
picture.

MCt and Doraikannu 
listen to felicitations  
by H ardial Singh at 
the Manilal reception 
in Singapore.

M Ct at the felicitation organised by the Nagarathar Association in Singapore 
shortly before his departure to Indonesia in 1954.



M Ct and his General Managers, C.P. Doraikannu o f  IOB on left and N.V. 
Nayudu o f  United India on right, seen in Singapore shortly before MCt left fo r  
Indonesia.

M Ct, Nayudu, Doraikannu and G. Lakshm inarayanan, M anager, IOB, 
Singapore branch (suited 3rd, 4th, 5th and 6th from  left) at Singapore airport 
shortly before MCt left on his last journey.



A Singapore newspaper photograph of the damaged area shortly after 
the runway had been cleared.

The sea... the sea wall... and the start of the runway... photographed by



Three fateful inches... and it is tragedy.

Singapore new spaper shortly a fter the tragedy.



Scenes at the Mahatma Gandhi Memorial Hall where friends and well-wishers 
paid their last respects to MCt and saw him o ff  on his last journey.



The last journey begins, bringing to an end an unfinished journey o f  great dreams 
and visionary hopes.



MCt remembered —  at Rayonpuram, where his vision fo r  a new India began.
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" I  w a s  a t  th e  a ir p o r t  w h e n  th e  c r a s h  to o k  p la c e  a n d  n e a r  

th e  b u r n in g  p la n e  w h e n  th e  r e s c u e  o p e r a t io n s  w e re  

c a r r ie d  o u t. I  s u b s e q u e n tly  w e n t  to  th e  m o r tu a ry  w h e n  

th e  b o d ie s  o f  th e  v ic t im s  w e re  b ro u g h t th e re  a n d  I  h a d  
n o  d if f ic u lty  in  id e n tify in g  b e y o n d  a n y  s h a d o w  o f  d o u b t 

M r. C h e t t y a r 's  b o d y  f r o m  a m o n g  th e  o th e r s ,  tw o  o f  

w h o m  w e r e  In d ia n s . H o w e v e r , n o  c lo th e s  o r  a n y  p e r 

s o n a l e f fe c ts  w e r e  fo u n d  o n  o r  n e a r  th e  b o d y . T h e  b o d y  
w a s  a ls o  s e e n  w ith  p ro fo u n d  s o r ro w  b y  o th e r  fr ie n d s  o f  

M r. C h e tty a r , a m o n g  w h o m  m a y  b e  m e n tio n e d  M e ssrs . 
S o m a s u n d a r a m  C h e tt ia r ,  L a k s h m in a r a y a n a n , H a r d ia l  

S in g h , B a la k r is h n a n  N a ir , S u b ra m a n ia m  a n d  C lo u s to n . 

N o  d o u b t  a s  to  th e  id e n tity  o f  M r. C h e tty a r  c ro s s e d  th e  

m in d s  o f  a n y  o f  u s  w h o  h a d  k n o w n  h im  in t im a te ly  fo r  

s o  m a n y  y e a rs .

" T h e  in q u e s t  o n  th e  b o d y  w a s  h e ld  n e x t  m o r n in g  b y  th e  

c o r o n e r , M r. A le x a n d e r , in  th e  p r e s e n c e  o f  m y s e lf ,  M r. 

Y a p  P h e n g  G e c k , S a r a v a n a m u ttu  a n d  o th e r  w itn e s s e s . 

T h e  b o d y  w a s  re le a s e d  b y  th e  c o r o n e r  in  th e  a f te rn o o n  

w h e n  i t  w a s  ta k e n  to  th e  G a n d h i M e m o r ia l  H a ll a n d  

la te r  to  th e  c e m e te r y  w h e r e  i t  w a s  c r e m a te d .  I  w a s  

p re s e n t  th ro u g h o u t.

" I n  th e  c ir c u m s ta n c e s , a n y  p o s s ib il i ty  o f  m is ta k e n  id e n 

tity  is  u n th in k a b le  a n d  p re p o s te r o u s ."

On the same day, a Singapore firm of lawyers represent
ing friends there of the M.Ct. family issued a statement 
to the Press which stated, "Our clients are completely 
satisfied that the identity of the body of Mr. 
Chidambaram Chettyar, which had been verified by 
numerous persons before cremation, is established be
yond doubt."

The most emphatic statement was made by the Repre
sentative of the Government of India in Malaya,
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M. Gopala Menon who, on his arrival in Madras on 
March 23rd, said he was surprised by the "distressing 
reports in the Press about the identity of the body of the 
late Mr. M.Ct.M. Chidambaram Chettyar". He told the 
Press, "I was present at the Mahatma Gandhi Memorial 
Hall in Singapore along with the Commissioner for 
Ceylon in Malaya, Mr. Saravanamuttu, and the Member 
for Education in Malaya, Dato Thuraisingam, and sev
eral other close friends of Mr. Chettyar. The face was 
uncovered in our presence and we had no doubts at all 
about the identity. We could see only a few burns on it 
and it was therefore very easy for us to recognise Mr. 
Chettyar. All of us went along with the body to the cre
mation ground and witnessed the cremation."

Despite these confident statements, the Coroner ruled 
that a mistake had been made. Both families, however, 
made no more of the issue for what was certain was that 
the heads of the families had been lost by both. Of that 
irreparable loss there was no dispute.

The last act of the tragedy took place a few months later. 
The public inquiry into the causes and circumstances of 
the accident was reported by the Commissioners, chaired 
by a Judge of the Supreme Court of Singapore, on Sep
tember 2 8 , 1954, and the findings did not vary too much 
from the speculation in the newspapers immediately after 
the accident, except to fine tune some of the details. But 
what was of greater significance in the report were the 
conclusions that went beyond the actual tragedy.

The report stated that BOAC's Constellation aircraft G- 
ALAM, answering the call sign Able Mike, crashed at 
3.04 p.m. Singapore time. Coming in to land, it had 
crossed the sea wall by no more than 3 or 4 inches (not
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the six inches the newspapers had stated) and had landed 
short of the runway by 10 feet, just 13 feet from the sea 
wall. Three feet from the runway was a 
7-inch deep tarred ridge that sloped to the grass verge 
that stretched upto the wall. The starboard (right) land
ing gear hit the ridge at speed, "the aircraft became air
borne (again), touching down again some 80 yards fur
ther up the runway when the starboard gear collapsed, 
moving rearwards, the wing went down and the star
board propellers struck the runway...." The tribunal, how
ever, felt that while "the ridge was perhaps undesirable 
from the perfectionist's point of view....it was not the 
cause of the accident." That was due to "an error of the 
pilot" in making an incorrect approach and landing short. 
"The cause of the accident was not the ridge but the fact 
that Captain Hoyle touched down at a place where his 
aircraft had no right to be." The tribunal also ruled out 
any sudden downdraught which might have dropped 
the aircraft during its approach.

Captain Trevor William Hoyle, 45 years old, had flown 
14,000 hours at the time of the accident, nearly 11,000 of 
them in command. A Senior Captain, First Class, he had 
commanded a Constellation for over 4700 hours and had 
landed at Kallang no fewer than 90 times! What caused 
him to make this fatal error of judgement? The inquiry 
committee did not give any categorical reason, but 
pointed out three significant factors that would have 
contributed to the accident. Captain Hoyle had been 21½  

hours on duty at the time he crashed, commanding the 
aircraft from the time it left Sydney at 9.30 p.m. ("at the 
end rather than the beginning of the day.... physiologi
cally not a good thing...."). He was undoubtedly fatigued. 
Compounding this situation was the fact that his First 
Officer, John Barry Perkins, had only a little over 1000
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hours' flying experience on heavy civilian aircraft, when 
he should have had at least 2000-2500 hours. As a con
sequence, "his usefulness in giving the Captain any 
appreciable rest during long duty hours was entirely in
adequate". And the third factor was instructions from 
the tower when Able Mike was 10-15 miles out, on what 
the aircraft should do after its roll down the runway. 
Captain Hoyle stated that he had never received such 
holding instructions before, but he "found nothing 
abnormal in it, nor did it affect his decision as to his 
landing". The tribunal, however, felt that it "might have 
subconsciously influenced his mind" and that influence, 
when he was in a state of fatigue, could have contributed 
to the error of judgement.

While "fatigue as a cause of the accident in itself is ruled 
out", the tribunal was in "little doubt that tiredness 
played a part in the Captain's ability to deal with the 
last fifteen seconds of the approach which, in view of 
the difficult position in which he found himself, called 
for a high degree of judgement". Significantly, the 
tribunal "did not think he would have made this error 
of judgement at the beginning of a day's flying and it is 
at least possible that he would not have done so even 
after 16 hours of duty".

The other significant finding of the inquiry — and it is 
a truly horrifying revelation, in the context that it was 
not highlighted at the time of the tragedy and the imme
diate aftermath — was that the assessors were "fairly 
certain that none (in the passenger cabin) was killed in 
the crash and that many were still alive and conscious 
for at least 6 to 8 minutes (and possibly much longer) 
after the aircraft had come to rest". Overcome by intense 
heat and noxious fumes, the passengers would have 
slowly become unconscious and then died due to shock



2 7 3Three fateful inches

from burns when the main cabin went up in flames. The 
tribunal agreed that "the Kallang firemen lacked leader
ship, tactical training and efficient equipment. Further, 
they did not attack the fire in the proper way."

Throughout the inquiry BOAC contended that "the ridge 
caused the accident and the passengers lost their lives 
through the inefficiency of the Airport Fire Service in 
failing to break into the aircraft and release them". While 
categorically ruling out the former contention, the tribu
nal was more equivocal about the latter. In the end, all 
that can be said was the tragedy and its horrifying con
clusion would never have been if Captain Hoyle had 
given himself just three inches more of space over the 
wall and landed on the very start of the runway as he 
intended to after inexplicably changing his mind about 
landing 50-200 yards into the 6000-yard long tarmacked 
stretch. Of such brief spaces are the most harrowing 
tragedies made and some of the most significant journeys 
left unfinished.



Chapter 14

Through others' eyes

Note: The first of these impressions are of his con
temporaries and colleagues, all of whom have now 

passed away, but who have left behind their memories 
in the tributes they paid to him shortly after his death. 
Others are of those who were in their early 20s when 
MCt so tragically died in his prime.

He dedicated his life to the economic uplift of the coun
try by concentrating his attention and energy in building 
up huge institutions which stand today as monumental 
examples of his great vision, capacity, and hard work...

He always maintained a philosophic attitude and took a 
detached view of worldly affairs. He was able to discern 
the vast and rapid changes that occurred from time to 
time, and never got perturbed over any matter.

- J.V. Somayajulu
Chairman, J.V. Somayajulu & Co.

Stockbrokers, Madras

He was not perturbed by the political events which tend 
to weaken the position of the capitalists. He knew that 
certain things were inevitable and that the only way to
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be happy was to attune ourselves to the changed cir
cumstances. His ideal was to help the community at large 
to the best of his ability, whatever might happen in the 
future.

- V.S. Gopalakrishna Aiyar
Headmaster, Sir M.Ct. Muthiah Chettiar 

Higher Secondary School, Madras

When he gave his word, people knew they could rely on 
it in all circumstances. Whatever be the temptation to 
back out, he never did it. He always kept his word in the 
most honourable manner.

- C.S. Loganathan
Director, Tarapore & Co., Madras

You would rarely find him loquacious... but he certainly 
did not lack fluency or clarity of expression... He was 
never behind-hand on any new development, especially 
essential for his several activities... I have very, very rarely 
caught him in an argument, heated or otherwise. Few of 
us would be equal to his rare capacity of leaving the 
word unsaid and the thought unspoken.

- C. Seshachalam Chettiar
Chairman, Curzon & Co., Madras

His refinement in conversation, forbearance with personal 
oddities and courtesy even to those who came to him 
with wildcat propositions, won for him friends 
everywhere.

- S. Narayanaswamy
Chairman, Chitra & Co. 

Stockbrokers, Madras
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He was very shrewd in understanding people and their 
ability and character.

-  M .R . A p p ad u rai

He was a believer in the policy that the staff should be 
adequately remunerated, even if it should mean a smaller 
dividend to the shareholders.

-  V .S . T y a g a ra ja  M u d aliar
Managing Director, Thiru Arooran Sugars Ltd.,

In personnel management his contribution to the progress 
of the institution was unique. His personal acquaintance 
with the hundreds of members of the staff and thousands 
of fieldmen was something to be felt to be believed.

-  N .V . N ayudu
General Manager, United India Life Assurance Co. Ltd.,

One notable trait of his character was his calmness... he 
was never taken by surprise, i.e., he was never in a hurry 
when he was confronted with obstacles of any kind.

-  R a ja m b a l G o v in d a ra ja n
Headmistress, Lady M.Ct.Muthiah Chettiar 

Girls' High School, Madras

He once complained to me that despite all his love of 
books and reading, and this was real, for it was to him 
an escape from the pressure of his business, he could 
not get the leisure to indulge it. But he was not happy 
with himself about it. This was one reason why he left
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the country for Europe every year for a short spell of 
rest. When alone he could do some reading.

-  A .M .S . R aghavan

He hated large and wasteful public parties, which have 
become a characteristic feature of the business and po
litical life of the city today.

-  A. S u b b ia h
General Manager, Indian Overseas Bank Ltd.

He was that rare gentleman-businessman, a visionary 
who combined the highest level of business acumen and 
entrepreneurial skill with a deep sense of idealism.

He was a judicious combination of being approachable 
and yet distanced himself from those intruding on his 
valuable time. He set clear boundaries for himself, 
amongst which asking for favours was seen as being 
unacceptable.

MCt promoted meritocracy over cronyism. He believed 
that people should get ahead on their own talent rather 
than through outside influence. For him, caste and com
munity were irrelevant. With a keen eye for talent, he 
unerringly picked the right people for the right jobs, 
proceeding then to train them to achieve ever-higher 
standards of excellence. An oft-quoted anecdote in this 
regard goes: a Mr. Reddiar, a close friend of his, 
requested him to use his influence to get his son 
promoted in Parry & Co. But MCt demurred saying that 
if the son was good at his work, promotions would fol
low automatically.
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His style of functioning was aimed at giving people free 
rein to develop to their highest potential. He achieved 
this through minimal interference, maximum automony 
and effective delegation of responsibility. Decision 
making itself was structured around an eschewal of 
external influence and an avowal of fair and rational 
choices. This attitude spawned a generation of 
independent thinking, self-assured and successful 
managers.

MCt firmly believed that education incubated excellence. 
He was very clear that upon the education of its people 
lay the future of India. The best part of a man's education 
lay in the fact that learning was a continuing process 
with school and college being merely a base and initial 
training ground for what was to be a life-long endeavour 
to educate oneself; graduation he believed is the first 
milestone in a life's journey.

-  C .R am ak rish n a
Senior Advocate, Supreme Court o f  India and 

High Court o f  Madras

My father thought he was more like a statesman than a 
businessman; when he travelled, he felt he was repre
senting India.

-  L . V asu d ev
Former Chairman, Indian Airlines

He was a distinguished personality in the resurgence of 
Indian entrepreneurship during the Thirties and 
Forties...His extraordinary vision and driving business 
management capabilities took him beyond formidable 
achievements in the financial world...to entering new 
cutting edge sectors like the synthetic fibre industry... 
India's substantial national economic life today owes a
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considerable debt to his pioneering leadership in finance 
and industry.

- B h a sk a r M en o n
Chairman, I.M.I. Inc., 

California, and 
former Chairman 

E.M.I. Music Worldwide London (U.K.) 
and Hollywood (California, U.S.A.)

He was quick and clear in his understanding of matters, 
however intricate they might be.

-  C .V . M a h alin g am
Senior Advocate, Madras

He believed in ensuring a fairly even distribution of 
wealth and power.

-  M .C t. M u th iah

He had an eye for the best...whether it was furniture, 
business, buildings, whatever. The man had a touch.

-  T .M . S r in iv a sa n
Former Director, Indian Overseas Bank Ltd.,

He had a great gift of assessing and evaluating the 
capacity and capability of each individual.

- L . K an n ap p an
Former General Manager, Travancore Rayons Ltd.

If he found you had made a mistake, he was never harsh 
in judging you. He'd ask you how it had happened or 
mildly warn you not to make the same mistake again.

-  Sp . Sath ap p an
Former President 

Madras Cricket Club
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A quiet, strict, methodical man... He was a very correct 
man, starting with his dress right up to his dealing with 
people...

He was not an extrovert, and he certainly was not the 
sort of person who would seek attention.

-  M .C t. P eth ach i

He was a very amicable person, with a happy disposi
tion and a ready smile. I never saw him frown at any 
time...

He never displayed any flamboyance; he had servants, 
but never an entourage.

-  D .M . B elg am v ala
Audio Electrical Engineer and Consultant 

BEL Refrigeration Co., Madras

He never advertised himself, and did nothing to attract 
attention, was never ostentatious.

-  A l. L ak sh m an an

He was a quiet, unassuming man, with few social ambi
tions, easy to miss in a crowd as he never sought atten
tion. Nobody really knew him or saw much of him, 
except a small circle of friends.

-  C .D . G o p in ath
Chairman, International Services, Madras

He never allowed people to get too close to him.

-  V .S e th u ra m a n
Partner, Hoe & Co., Madras
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