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difices of concrete everywhere, some 
even kitschy, of float glasses and plastic 
magnolias; no sight of Premier 
Padminis, Contessas or even the tubby 

Ambassadors anywhere, roads are now speckled 
with Beamers, Audis and what have you? This city, 
proudly called the Detroit of India is where 
automobile and manufacturing bigwigs first set up 
their shops, but what most of us fail to realise is 
the fact that Chennai has always been the hub of 
automobile, even back when it was Madras – 
after all this is the place that nurtured the likes of 
TVS group and Ashok Leyland, a place where 
many a manufacturing company bagged the 
prestigious Deming Prize. 

Ech�s �om a Melody that was
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Clockwise from top left: 
A view of the flyover coming 
up over Gemini Circle in July 
1972; Horse-drawn jutkas 
were still part of the public 
transport scene in Madras in 
1979 especially opposite 
Central Station; A traffic jam 
on the Mount Road- 
Blacker’s Road crossing; The 
Senate House; Premier Padmini

Roads are wider, cat’s eye glint in the dark, the twists 
and turns of the flyovers have multiplied, greenery is 
endangered, the colours of the sea and sands have 
changed, lesser kids on the street play cricket, more 
crowds besiege gargantuan shopping malls, long 
winding queues in front of movie theatres are almost 
absent. IT corridors have sprung up, gated communities 
are commonplace and now the groundwork for Metro 
Rail and ‘storm drains’ is encroaching the pavements. 
These certainly are worthy initiatives for future 
convenience as are all the other developmental 
measures – which is in fact what the recently signed, 
ambitious Vision 2023 document is all about, to have 
Chennai as the foremost city, economically and in terms 
of infrastructural progress, in the next eleven years.

The old-world charm of a city fades with its 
evolution, it is one that is inevitable and questioning it 
leaves us with nothing but an insolvable conundrum. 
The profundity of Madras fizzled away and it would 
intermittently come back in flashes in the form of a Fiat 
sweeping across the Mount Road in an 80s movie, the 
thundering of a Royal Enfield, the strains of a violin in 
an Ilayaraja song, the feeble sound of Kungumma 
Poove Konjum Purave in tea kadais and of course the 
enduring clichés but those which cannot be discounted, 
malli poo and filter kaapi. It was not fair how we got to 
experience Madras only as flickers of what little is left 
of it or as mirages in our minds of what it was back 
then and so Madras Day was born to be celebrated on 
the 22nd of August, every year, a day when this city of 
cultural vestiges and veritable heritages was founded 
back in 1639.



Above: The streets in 1961 in 
and around Kothawal 
Chavadi, the city's wholesale 
vegetable and food produce 
market founded in 1803 in 
Black Town

After the East India Company began trading in Surat, which essentially 
was its preliminary mainstay, it needed a patch of land on the Coromondal 
Coast, conducive for its spice trade, a spot with amicable natives, where a 
port nearer to the Malaccan Straits could be built. Hence a portion of the 
coastal land was lucratively gained, formerly known as Channapatnam, 
where the construction of a harbour and a fort began. The finishing of the 
fort on 23rd April 1644 coincided with St George’s Day that observed the 
nobility of the patron saint of England. The fort was thus fittingly baptized 
Fort St George, which soon became the epicentre of trading activities, paving 
the way for the formation of Black Town which was much later renamed 
George Town, a realm that outgrew itself into the city of Madras.

The fort was aesthetically so superior compared to its contemporary 
structures like the Golconda Fort and the Red Fort that some of the 
Governors were summoned by the Company to justify the charges incurred 
to build a fort so extravagantly when the budget was so limited. Though 
defence was of main concern to the Company in building the fort to evade 
the European rivals, it housed some of the most sophisticated buildings in its 
premises. The Fort’s church, St. Mary’s Church, is one of the first Anglican 
churches in the country with some of the oldest English tombstones in India 
in its graveyard. The church has witnessed and sanctified the marriages of 
Robert Clive and Governor Elihu Yale and is regarded as the Westminster 
Abbey of the East. The Fort Museum held the office of the Madras Bank and 
the hall upstairs, the Public Exchange hall, was a space for meetings, lottery 
draws and entertainment. 

The museum has 
artefacts like weapons, 
coins, medals, uniforms 
from England, France 
and India dating back to 
the Colonial era and hand 
written letters by Clive 
and Cornwallis make for 
an interesting read. The 
first floor, commonly 
known as the Wesley 
House has the Banquet 
whose walls now are 
adorned with the 
paintings of the 
Governors of the fort and 
other higher officials 
during the British regime. 

In 1746, as a result of 
war between the British 
and the French, a large 
part of the Black Town 
(George Town) suffered 
damages but when the 
British convalesced from 
the internment of Fort St 
George by de Rally’s 
French forces, a decision 
was made to build an 
open esplanade, 

Fort St George soon became the epicentre of trading 
activities, paving the way for the formation of 
George Town, a realm that outgrew itself into the 
city of Madras

FORTRESS
A City that Emerged from a

George Town, 1957



From top: Plan of Fort 
St.George and the City of 
Madras, 1726; Netaji Subhas 
Chandra Bose Road, formerly 
Esplanade Road, 1961
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extending 400 yards northwards from the fort 
entrance and Indian homes with courtyards 
occupied the northern half of the esplanade. The 
southern boundary was christened Esplanade Road, 
and Rattan Bazaar, Evening Bazaar and China 
Bazaar occupied lengthy parts of its northern area. 
The homes of the European subordinate officials, as 
well as the Portuguese, Jews and Armenians, 
occupied a part of the esplanade. 

From the Hindu temples built by the merchants, 
the festivals of Ganesh Puja and Holi observed by 
the inhabitants of the central part of Black Town 
who descended from Rajasthan and Saurashtra 
which is today called Sowcarpet, the Moor Street 
which defined the livelihood of Muslim 
communities to today’s Pazhavakaara Theru (Coral 
Merchant Street) which was once a synagogue 
where the Portuguese Jews worshipped in the 
Armenian Church, the Black Town was a 
conglomeration of different faiths which was a 
reflection of religious harmony.

The place that music, 
dance and performing 
arts hold in Chennai is 
one that has been revered 
by people from all over 
the world and its history 
would perhaps run into 
several volumes. The 
‘saba’ culture is 
quintessential to Madras, 
of connoisseurs of music 
and dance filling the 
auditoria to be amidst the 
indefatigable 
performances of their 
favourite artistes. 

From the picture of the 
Trinity of Carnatic music 
watching over the pulse 
of the hall from above, 
the silky strum of the 
thamboora, the leaps and 
throws of the unrelenting 
voice of the performer, to 
the air suffused with the 
sweet smell of jasmine 
that so naturally whirls 
off the kondais of the 
pattu sari clad women, 
diamonds glinting on 
their noses, and the pitter 
patter of the audiences’ 



Left: MS Subbulakshmi; MS  
with Accompanists Radha 
Viswanathan, Kandadevi 
Alagiriswamy and 
Guruvayur Dorai
Below: Music Academy 

feet and the agreeing thalams on their thighs in sheer 
rapture of the sound of music, this is where the epitome 
of Madras’ culture was felt. 

The birth of the Madras Music Festival can 
be traced back to the 1920s, when the Indian 
bureaucrats of the High Court and Railways 
tipped off the concept of a short music 
festival between the 25th and 1st of 
December for lack of a vacation during the 
winter. Even before stalwarts of Carnatic 
music began performing in some of the most 
prestigious sabhas, Harikathas, recital of 
mythological fables with intermittent singing 
coupled with instruments, was more popular 
among lawyers, landlords and officials under 
high ranking and it was based on the Harikatha 
custom that a few of the first sabhas came into 
existence. Soon in 1927, S. Sathyamurthy, one of the 
members of the All India Congress spawned the idea of 
holding an All India Music Conference which paved 
way to the initiation of the famed Music Academy. The 
festivals held at the Academy would extend to a week 
and were predominantly dominated by Brahmin 
musicians much to the disappointment of the 
performers from the neighbouring states. Hence, the 
Indian Fine Arts Society was formed to be Music 
Academy’s contemporary, where music festivals of 
similar credo and magnitude were held. 

The Music Academy saw the debut performances of 
some of the legendary Carnatic musicians like M. S. 
Subbulakshmi, known for incorporating bhakti in her 
style of singing, her rendition of C. Rajagopalachari’s 
Kurai Ondrum Illai still dawdles the corridors of the 

The Music Academy which was 
originally part of George Town 
shifted to TTK Road and was 
inaugurated in the presence of 
Jawaharlal Nehru.



Academy. The Music Academy which was originally 
part of George Town shifted to TTK Road and was 
inaugurated in the presence of Jawaharlal Nehru. The 
Academy was a precursor to many other renowned 
sabhas like the Krishna Gana Sabha and Mylapore Fine 
Arts club which still continue to define the contour of 
the December Music Festival today. Since Madras was 
a patch of cultural extravaganza, Kalakshetra, an 
institution that dedicated itself to Bharathnatyam and 
theatre also found its home in the city in the 1960s, 
acquiring 40 acres of land in Beasant Nagar. 

Witnessing a surfeit of kutcheris through the day and 
popping into a nearby restaurant for a cup of filter 
coffee at breaks, collectively critiquing the 
performances of the artists and reading the exhaustive 
reviews of concerts in The Hindu are all practices 
intrinsic to Madrasvaasis. The template of the music 
festival might have changed over the years in terms of 
its credibility, with commercialization and the 
televising of concerts, but the love for arts per se has 
not changed colour through time considering music 
pervades the very depth of this city. 

What outlines a city the most is its contrast in 
cultures, fostering a sense of character to it, and if on 
the one hand Madras witnessed appreciators of 
Carnatic music, on the other, the fandom for Rock in 
this city is also not something new. As a matter of fact, 
the rock scene was a lot more active in the 60s and the 
70s with international bands setting their preliminary 
concert dates in Madras. From the mad rush in front of 
theatres when The Beatles’ A Hard Day’s Night 
released to the performances of a number of home 
grown bands like Frustration Amalgamated, Silencers, 
Voodoos and an all-girls band 
called Peachy Peaches, 
the city was a place 
of rock buffs back 
in the day.

Be it clusters of young guns tossing the bat and 
diving to catch the ball on the shores of Marina or 
the good old mottaimadi cricket, as a sport, 
cricket has always found a special place in the 
city. The matches played in the local grounds 
were regarded as significant as the real ones, 
sometimes drawing crowds in thousands to the 
grounds, with some watching the matches from 
their precarious perches on treetops. The city has 
produced some of the best players like Laxmana 
Sivaramakrishnan, S. Venkataraghavan and Kris 
Srikkanth who have managed to bring laurels to 
the Indian team with their deft playing. The ever 
prestigious Madras Cricket Club was founded 
back in 1846 by Sir Alexander Arbuthnot as a 
means to playing the sport that reminded the 
English folks of home. The vigour and passion for 
cricket has not changed in the last 150 years since 
its inception. The club was initially 
Europeans-only but it eventually opened its doors 
to Indian members and was responsible for 
promoting cricket as a sport in the city and also 
spawning off great players who played at not just 
national, but state and district levels. 

The

CRICKET
Connection

Be it clusters of young guns tossing 
the bat and diving to catch the 
ball on the shores of Marina or the 
good old mottaimadi cricket, as a 
sport, cricket has always found a 
special place in the city. The 
matches played in the local 
grounds were regarded as 
significant as the real ones

Madras Cricket Club, Chepauk

The Beatles



Left: Chepauk Stadium
Below: Crowds outside 
The Hindu’s office in 1949 
follow the scores of a cricket 
test match

Sportsmanship and being 
forgiving on the fields 
were something very 
common in the city. 
When televisions were 
nonexistent, people would 
walk around listening to 
running commentaries 
through transistors or 
families would huddle up 
together to listen to live 
updates on radios.  The 
interest in cricket began 
when at school for most 
boys – they would play 
tennis ball cricket in 
small quadrangles for the 
lack of a bigger ground. 
The practice of players 
playing for companies 
began in the late 50s and 
Philips India, Parry & Co, 
TVS, State Bank of 
India and STANVAC 
were some of the 
preliminary companies 
that encouraged 
promising talent. 

When it came to entertainment options, the choices 
in Madras were limited – people would either pack a 
picnic basket and go to the beach or frequent the 
theatres to catch a movie. The pomp and the 
enormousness in which the movie promotions happen 
is a tradition that dates back to as early as the 1940s in 
Madras – this was after all a city of 100 ft banners 
towering at the entrances of theatres, bearing important 
scenes of the movies, back in the day; the love people 
had for films was unquestionable. Movies like 
Chandralekha and Vanjikottai Vaaliban ran close to 
three years and at the end of one year, theatres were 
decked up. T. Nagar was the Maya Bazaar of Madras 
where actors like Sivaji Ganesan, Savithri and S.V. 
Ranga Rao lived and fans would occasionally swarm in 
front of their houses to get a glimpse of their favourite 
film stars.  

The golden period of Tamil cinema saw the 
legendary duo of M.G. Ramachandran and Sivaji 
Ganesan, whose films created a cult-like craze amidst 
the masses. Actors were considered gods and 

The golden period of Tamil cinema 
saw the legendary duo of M.G. 
Ramachandran and Sivaji Ganesan, 
whose films created a cult-like craze 
amidst the masses

A Love Affair with the

CELLULOID

Sivaji Ganesan and MGR



worshipping them for their personal and onscreen 
charisma has always been a trend exclusive to this city. 
Prior booking was a concept unheard of and endless 
queues would overwhelm the ticket counters of 
erstwhile popular theatres like Wellingdon, Odeon and 
Rajkumari. Films were always shot in classic locations 
of Old Madras and shooting at international locations 
was a rarity. Madras was a security blanket for a lonely 
young girl in the film Kanne Papa (1969) where she 
finds purpose in life and becomes successful in the city 
and the Marina or the Elliot’s beach is where love 
budded and blossomed into songs in several films. In 
the M.G.R starrer En Annan (1970), the song Nenjam 
Undu Nermai Undu was shot in characteristic spots of 
Madras like the Rippon Building, Central Station, LIC 
Building and Anna Statue. In the late 60s, several 
couples discovered a new getaway at Anna Nagar 
Tower after it had been shot in the famous Engal 
Kalyanam song from the movie Galatta Kalyanam 
(1968). Madras as an entity always had a special 
relationship with Tamil cinema, in that it has been 
showcased in different frames and put in different lights 
over the years. 

From Above: Two stills from Galatta Kalyanam, 1968

In Madras, filter coffee is synonymous with 
hospitality – guests are always greeted with 
steaming, frothy tumblers of coffee whose 
creation mechanism is a tale all by itself. The 
coffee is brewed in a metal device, popularly 
known as the coffee filter down south, which has 
two cylindrical vessels, one of which has a porous 
surface beneath, to drain the brewed coffee 
underneath. The city is known for coffee grinding 
shops that have also been around for several years 
now and bespoke coffee powders are freshly 
grounded with the desired amount of chicory.

There has always been a dispute over the origin 
of the filter coffee tradition considering Tamil 
Nadu is not relatively prone to coffee plantations 
as compared to Karnataka. However, the credit of 
propagating the art of both making and drinking 
filter coffee is definitely exclusive to Madras. 
People here still follow the quaint style in which 
the coffee is adeptly poured back and forth from 
the dabarah to the tumbler forming a thick, 
tempting layer of froth. The manner in which the 
coffee is brewed is effortless and drinking, freshly 
brewed coffee is all the more effortless. 

Finishing with 
FILTER COFFEE

he Buckingham Canal which had boats 
drifting by with sacks of salt and stacks of 
firewood once upon a time, the M.S blue 
pattu pudavai (named after the legendary 

singer, M.S. Subbulakshmi) adorned by women and the 
ripe vermilion stain on their foreheads, the confetti of 
colours radiated by the vegetables strewn across in the 
mada veedhis of Mylapore, the full grown pearl of a 
moon which would create a thousand diamonds across 
the sea, the Parthasarathy temple towering over a 
labyrinth called Triplicane and ever so many 
picturesque components define the city.
Madras can be seen through the eyes 
of our fathers and grandfathers and 
through the events rounded up to 
celebrate this city of rich tapestry of 
culture and heritage.
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