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Evitor’'s L etter

Dear Readers,

As we welcome yet another Onam, our hearts turn to home, to
heritage, and to the quiet hope this festival always brings. Onam is
more than a harvest celebration - it is a celebration of harmony:
between people, across generations, and within ourselves.

This year, | keep returning to a haunting Malayalam song from 1973,
with lyrics by Vayalar Ramavarma. The song, which won the National
Film Award for Best Lyrics, remains as searingly relevant today as it
was then:
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Man created religions.

Religions created gods.

Together, man and religions and gods
Divided the earth —and the mind.
Man created religions...

The poet’s words are a sobering mirror. They remind us that many of
today’s divisions - of identity, of ideology - are of our own making.
And yet, Onam offers us a different truth: that unity is also
something we can choose to create.

Over the past sixty years, Malayalees have contributed quietly and
deeply to Singapore’s journey - as teachers, nurses, civil servants,
artists, entrepreneurs, and more. This year, we are proud to include
Major Rajan’s reflections on his decades of service in uniform,
charting Singapore’s transformation from fragility to strength in The
View from Above. We also honour the quiet determination of earlier
generations in Resounding Reverberations, where a grandson traces
his grandfather’s migrant dreams through Keppel Shipyard and union
halls.




Language, too, anchors us. The feature Is the “Mother Tongue™ Really the Mother’s
Language? reminds us how Malayalam isn’t just a heritage marker - it’s a neurological,
emotional, and cultural bridge across generations. In Becoming Malayalee, we glimpse
how this identity can be lovingly embraced, even if not inherited by birth - a tribute to
our community’s openness and the quiet strength of dual identity.

Our heritage institutions have played a vital role in shaping this journey. A Place for the
People recounts SMA’s history through one woman’s decades of service, while SMA: 108
Years of Commitment to Singapore reflects on the evolution of a community that has
long “punched above its weight”, and the responsibility that comes with that privilege.

This edition of Onopaharam is a tribute to those legacies. As we celebrate both Onam
and Singapore’s 60th year of independence, we reflect on what it means to belong - to a
culture, to a nation, and to one another.

Within these pages, you’ll find voices of resilience, reinvention, and remembrance. And
perhaps, like the poet, we may ask:

mojeaniles? mameeanilas?
MPOMM]e20Il6S MAOS
RBMMMIMLBBRASNI6OS?

MMM EMaNBROSNIIHS?

B Wl WIN@Rs|00 66l 00
N1RINIONBBIRNIMICHEROSBNIlOS?

Where is truth? Where is beauty?

Where is freedom — and where are our blood ties?
Our eternal loves?

Where are the incarnations

That come once in a thousand ages?

But we can answer differently. Through community, compassion, and shared stories, we
can still choose one another. In the face of those questions, we remember that
belonging is something we build together.

Wishing you and your loved ones a joyful, peaceful, and purposeful Onam.

Warmly,
Shraddha Patil
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Wishing all Malayalees a very happy Onam!

Onam, Kerala's cherished harvest festival, is one of the most meaningful celebrations for Malayalees
in Singapore. This year, our Onam festivities carry special significance as we also mark 60 years since
Singapore became an independent nation. It is a moment to celebrate unity, prosperity, and the
timeless values of inclusion and equality that both Onam and Singapore’s journey reflect.

Over the decades, Malayalees in Singapore have contributed immensely to nation-building - from
pioneering educators and civil servants to the professionals, entrepreneurs, artists, and community
leaders of today. Our story is one of dedication, resilience, and a deep-rooted sense of identity.

Institutions like the Singapore Malayalee Association (SMA) have been at the heart of this journey. For
generations, SMA has served as a home away from home - a place where Malayalees come together to
celebrate traditions, support one another, and nurture a strong sense of belonging.

It is truly an honour to serve as the first woman President of the Singapore Malayalee Association. This
milestone is not mine alone but belongs to the many women who walked before me - often quietly,
without recognition - laying the foundations that allow us to step forward today. | carry their legacy
with humility, pride, and a deep commitment to serve.

As we look to the future, our vision for SMA is one of openness, inclusivity, and innovation. | warmly
encourage the younger generation to step forward, raise their voices, and shape what comes next.
Whether you join an existing group or create something entirely new, SMA is here to support you -
with resources, mentorship, and a community that believes in your potential.

One of SMA’s greatest strengths lies in the diversity of our interest groups - from arts and music to
language, sports, charity, and professional networks. These platforms offer meaningful opportunities
for members to engage, connect, and contribute.

As we celebrate Onam this year, let us reflect on the legacy we inherit and the future we are building
together. Let us honour our traditions while embracing change with courage, optimism, and unity.

On behalf of the Singapore Malayalee Association, | wish all Malayalees in Singapore a joyous,
prosperous, and meaningful Onam. May the spirit of this Festival fill every home with peace,
abundance, and renewed hope.

63966M9alaNIPo 2025 B
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Heartfelt Onam Wishes to all my dear Malayalee friends in Singapore!

As we come together to celebrate this joyous festival of harvest, may Onam bring prosperity, harmony,
and renewed bonds of friendship within our vibrant community.

This golden year carries double significance — as Singapore proudly marks 60 years of nationhood, our
Association makes history by electing its first woman President. These parallel milestones remind us how
Far we have journeyed together as a community in this nation we are proud to call home.

| extend my heartfelt congratulations to our trailblazing new President and the Management Committee.
Your leadership marks the beginning of an exciting new chapter for our Association. | am confident you
will lead our community to greater heights while honouring and preserving our rich Malayalee heritage.

A special word of gratitude goes to our immediate past President, Mr Ullas Kumar, and his dedicated team
for their outstanding service. Among their many contributions, the establishment of Singapore's only
Malayalam library stands as a landmark achievement. With over 3,000 books and a dedicated library
management system, this remarkable initiative is a lasting gift to our community — one that will nurture a
love for Malayalam language and literature for generations to come.

As we celebrate these achievements, let us come together to support our new leaders in their vision to
unite Malayalees from all walks of life. Together, we can build an even stronger, more inclusive, and
dynamic Association.

Wishing everyone a joyful and blessed Onam, and continued success in the years ahead.

! ! Rajan Krishnan

Chairman
Hindu Endowments Board
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Onam and the events organised by the Singapore Malayalee Association have been part of my life since
childhood. For most Malayalees, it remains one of the key occasions on the calendar.

In Singapore, the festivities are a celebration of tradition, culture, music, dance, and of course, the
Onasadya. While the scale may not match the extensive shopping and celebrations in Kerala, Onam here is
just as cherished, as it honours the language and the spirit of togetherness in the community.

Onopaharam, the Association’s annual Onam publication, has itself become a valued tradition. |
congratulate the editorial team and the many contributors of articles, essays, and poems who continue to
keep it alive year after year despite their busy schedules.

Onam Ashamsakal!

630G6MInlaNI@o 2025
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Onam has always been a time for both celebration and reflection. Malayalees around the world
celebrate this festival with joyful gatherings, delicious food, and the company of their loved ones.

Onam honours the symbolic return of King Mahabali - a beloved ruler remembered for his kindness
and justice. According to legend, Lord Vishnu granted him a boon to visit his people once a year, and
during Onam, we welcome him back to witness the harmony and prosperity of his land.

In @ world often divided, we are truly Fortunate to celebrate Onam in Singapore - a place where people
of all communities live together in peace, safety, and mutual respect. Over the years, many others
beyond our community have also come to appreciate the joy of Onam and share in the experience of
the Sadya.

| would like to thank the Singapore Malayalee Association for preserving and promoting the rich
Malayalee culture for over 100 years, and | wish you many more years of success and community spirit!

Happy Onam, everyone!

! ! Jayakumar N.

Advisor & Past President,
Singapore Malayalee Association
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Viswa Sadasivan , ,

Advisor & Past President
Singapore Malayalee Association

MESSAGES

As the nation celebrates SG60 — 60 years since independence — the Singapore Malayalee Association
(SMA) celebrates our 108th anniversary. Not many local organisations have the honour of being older
than the nation that they're a part of.

With this honour comes the duty to serve the Singapore Malayalee community and the greater
Singapore community. It's a privilege to serve from the heart and not out of obligation. It's very much
how migrant worker (site supervisor) Pitchai Subbiah and his fellow workers didn’t pause as they saved
the life of the Singaporean woman driver in the sinkhole incident in late July. It was spontaneous and
primordial because in Pitchai’'s heart this is home. It's a visceral feeling. You will know it when you have
it. This is regardless of whether you are a citizen or PR, or a transient worker.

To me, the SMA is primarily For the residents of this land for whom the emotions are real and
significant. It need not be patriotism, yet. It must, at the least, be a vicarious set of emotions that
comes with attachment - pride, grief, joy, gratitude, care and camaraderie.

It is precisely because the Singapore Malayalee community punched above our weight in caring for
and serving the larger society that we gained the respect of our national leaders, starting with
founding PM Lee Kuan Yew. Even though in size we have been and are small — between 12,000 and
32,000 — we have consistently had prominent leaders attend our events. It meant a lot that then-PM
Lee Hsien Loong was the guest-of-honour for SMA’s 100th anniversary gala dinner.

| feel that milestone occasions such as this are great opportunities for gratitude and humility. We are
the loser if we fail to acknowledge the leaders who brought us here, driven by grit, wisdom and
selflessness. These were giants on whose shoulders we rode. We had the privilege to follow them, in
trust. Many of them are not with us today. These leaders whose names belong in the hallowed halls of
SMA would include VR Menon (inaugural President in 1917), Surendranath, Cyril Peter, Dr VP Nair, Dr
G Raman, SM Haneefa, MG John, Aravindakshan Nair, KO George, Michael Fernandez, MM Dollah, PK
Koshy, Jayakumar, Parameswaran Prem and Ullas Kumar. And we now have our first woman President
— Sunu Sivadasan-Ghani. What an important landmark this is in the journey of our community in
Singapore. It would be remiss of me if | fail to pay tribute to Gopinath Pillai for his guidance and
dedication. We should also acknowledge MK Bhasi for being a literary beacon for the community.

Perhaps the SMA should consider having a “Singapore Malayalee Hall of Fame"”. We have certainly
come Far enough and achieved much to do this. It would have greater credibility and standing if SMA
does this in collaboration with other Malayalee organisations in Singapore.

We as Singapore Malayalees and as members of SMA must demonstrate our commitment to continue
to engage other communities and serve the Singapore society. We must be plugged in. SG60 is a
timely reminder of who were are and where our loyalties should lie.

| would like to wish all Malayalees in Singapore a Happy Onam — Onam Aashamsaghal!

o 630@6MInlaNI@o 2025
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As the vibrant festival of Onam graces our lives once again, | extend my heartfelt greetings to
Malayalees across the globe on behalf of LISHA.

Onam is a celebration of harmony, prosperity, and unity — a time when our hearts resonate with
memories of a glorious past and the enduring values of kindness and togetherness. It is a season that
transcends boundaries and brings us together, reminding us of the strength of our culture and the
richness of our traditions.

May this Onam fill your homes with joy, your hearts with gratitude, and your lives with peace. Let us
embrace the spirit of inclusiveness and community that Onam so beautifully symbolises. Whether near
or far, may every Malayalee feel the warmth of home during this festive time.

Wishing you and your loved ones a Happy, Peaceful, and Prosperous Onam!
Thiruvonashamsakal!

(K

Smita Wargantiwar
President
The Kamala Club, Singapore
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On behalf of The Kamala Club, Singapore, | extend our warmest greetings and heartfelt wishes as you
celebrate the auspicious festival of Onam.

Onam, with its vibrant traditions, rich cultural heritage, and spirit of unity, truly embodies the essence
of prosperity, joy, and community. We deeply admire the Malayalee Association's dedication to
preserving and promoting these beautiful customs, which significantly enrich Singapore's multicultural
tapestry.

As we cherish the values of togetherness and cultural diversity, The Kamala Club stands in solidarity
with your celebrations. We are pleased to contribute to the spirit of Onam through our own initiatives,
reflecting our shared appreciation for cultural fFestivities within the community.

We wish you a truly blessed and joyous Onam filled with happiness, peace, and abundance. May this
festival bring renewed hope and prosperity to all.

P 6966MIalaNIPo 2025
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Chairman
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On behalf of the Board of Directors and Members of the Singapore Indian Chamber of Commerce and
Industry, | extend my warmest greetings to the Singapore Malayalee Association and the entire
Malayalee community on the joyous occasion of Onam. This festival, one of the most significant and
cherished in our community, is a time of great joy and celebration. It is a season that marks the bounty
of the harvest and reminds us of the enduring values of unity, harmony, and togetherness.

When | think of Onam, two vibrant images come to mind. First, the colourful Pookkalam, the intricate
floral rangolis that adorn the entrances of homes, welcoming joy and prosperity. And second, the
Onasadya, a mouthwatering feast that brings families and friends together to celebrate abundance
and gratitude.

It is celebrations like these — the Pookkalam and Onasadya, and the rich traditions they represent —
that reflect the unique cultural expressions of each Indian community in Singapore. Together, they
play a vital role in strengthening our nation's unity, fostering harmony, and promoting cultural
understanding and community bonds.

Onam is not only a celebration of prosperity and heritage, but also a tribute to the spirit of King
Mahabali and the timeless values he represents. As we celebrate this Festival, let us also take pride in
the vibrant diversity of Singapore’s Indian community, where each tradition contributes to our shared
identity.

May this Onam bring happiness, good health, and success to you and your Families, and may it further
strengthen the bonds of unity and goodwill within our community.

! ! Vidya Dasgupta
President
Indian Women'’s Association,

Singapore

S3DVSSIAW

On behalf of all of us at the Indian Women's Association,
| extend our heartfelt wishes to you and your loved ones for a joyous and prosperous Onam.

May this festive season fill your days with abundance, unity, and happiness. As we celebrate the spirit
of Onam - a time of togetherness, harmony, and gratitude - we also take this opportunity to cherish
the meaningful partnerships that enrich our shared journey.

Wishing you a colourful, vibrant, and truly memorable Onam with those closest to your heart.

Onam Ashamsakal!

o 639686MInlaNIBo 2025 3
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K. V. Rao

President

Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society
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On behalf of the Singapore Indian Fine Arts Society, its members, and their Families—who recently
celebrated our Diamond Jubilee of 75 years—it gives me immense pleasure to extend our heartfelt
greetings and best wishes to the Malayalee Association of Singapore on the joyful occasion of Onam.

To celebrate Onam in the 108th year of your cherished legacy in Singapore is truly a remarkable
milestone. It reflects not only the longevity of your institution, but the deep intergenerational impact
you have had in nurturing community spirit, cultural richness, and mutual understanding in our nation.

SIFAS and the Malayalee Association stand united in our shared commitment to the Indian artistic and
cultural heritage—institutions that have both evolved with the times while continuing to honour
timeless traditions. Our relationship, forged through decades, has grown even closer in recent years,
and it is heartening to witness the warmth and vibrancy of this bond.

Onam is a season of gratitude, abundance, and unity—a time to renew our shared expressions of joy,
prosperity, and good health. We look forward to partaking in your celebrations and rejoicing in the
vibrance and generosity your members bring to the larger Singapore community.

“&306mOOIeD MBMaNNIZe Baf)®:j0iFo M6 B36JAHOHIM]."
“The love and unity of Onam bring us together as one.”

Wishing you all a blessed and bountiful Onam.

! ! Anil Sarasijakshan

President
Sree Narayana Mission
(Singapore)
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On behalf of Sree Narayana Mission, | extend warm Onam greetings to the Singapore Malayalee
Association and the entire Malayalee community. Onam is a time of joy and unity, a celebration of our
rich heritage and timeless traditions. The Singapore Malayalee Association has played - and will
continue to play - an integral role in ensuring that these traditions are cherished, shared, and
preserved for Future generations.

Sree Narayana Mission is proud to be part of the Malayalee heritage in Singapore. Both SNM and SMA
complement each other in the growth of our community, and the strong relationship between our two
organisations has flourished over many decades. Onam is a perfect occasion to celebrate this enduring
partnership and renew the bonds of friendship.

May this Onam bring happiness, prosperity, and renewed strength to our community ties. Wishing you

®

all a joyful and meaningful celebration!
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Mayilpeeli Children’s Club

(led by Dr. Sathian Pookkuttath)

1 Sep 2024 Science Exhibition:
Scienspire 2024

23 Nov 2024 Debate:

Sparks 2024

28 Jun 2025 Quiz:

SMArtest 2025

S

T

Scienspire, Mayilpeeli’s signature science exhibition,
was held on 1 September 2024 during the SMA Onam
Village event. Five finalist teams presented
innovative prototypes, which were judged by Dr
Rajesh and Dr Madan.

Mayilpeeli held Sparks 2024 on 23 November at SMA
Hall. Finalists debated mandatory mental health
education in schools, moderated by Mr Suijith
Sivaram and judged by Mr Bimel Ram and Mrs Deepa
Madan. The proposition team (Aiza, Laya, Stuthi) won
first prize, while the opposition team (Aditi, Diya,
Janani) took second. Stuthi was named Best Speaker.
Winners received certificates and cash prizes.

Mayilpeeli held its 7th quiz competition on 28 June
2025 at SMA Hall. Young participants aged 7-12
competed and Nevaan Baiju Max emerged as the
winner, followed by Dharsh Manoj and Shreyas
Kishore in second and third place respectively.
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Community Collaborations

(led by Ms Sunu, Ms Sindhu Krishna, and Ms Indu)

7 Jul 2024

13 Jul 2024

14 Jul 2024

20 July 2024

25 Aug 2024

30 & 31 Aug 2024

Aug 2024

7 Sep 2024

8 Sep 2024

5 & 6 Oct 2024

6 Oct 2024
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Blood Donation Drive

Indian Arts Fiesta 2024

Narpani Community Carnival

Art Unites

Marine Parade Indian
Cultural Family Fair

Ananda Kondattam

ZAK Indian Cultural Award
2024

Arts Festival, 2024

“Ente Veedu” Malayalees in
Singapore

Deepavali Carnival Open
House

Namaste Bharat

O O

SMA organized this in collaboration with the
Singapore Sindhi Association at Sindhu House.

Our Chenda Melam team, along with other
percussionists, set a new Singapore Book of Records
“The Largest Medley of Indian Traditional Folk
Percussion”, organised by ATAM.

SMA participated in this carnival by hosting a cultural
booth and putting up adance performance.

Our Varnam team members participated in an Art
Exhibition celebrating Racial Harmony, and a Kalam
Workshop at Katong CC.

SMA contributed a Mohiniyattam performance and
the Youth Wing helped in setting up a booth at this
fair organised by Marine Parade CCIAEC, at GIIS.

SMA contributed a Kaikottikali item to live music
accompanied by Edakka and Chenda at the Esplanade
Outdoor Theatre. This event was organised by ATAM.

SMA received the ZAK Indian Cultural Award 2024 for
its long association with the ZAK Salaam India Expo.

SMA contributed a Mohiniyattam performance at
Keat Hong CCIAEC.

On the closing day of the “Ente Veedu” exhibition at
IHC, SMA presented a mesmerizing Mohiniyattam
and an energetic Kaikotti Kali.

SMA contributed a Bharatanatyam, Kuchipudi, and
Semi Classical dance performance at IHC.

SMA contributed a Mohiniyattam, Kaikottikali, and
Vanjipattu at Suntec Convention Centre.




12 Jan 2025

14 Mar 2025

22 Mar 2025

23 Mar 2025

30 Mar 2025

5 Apr 2025

6 Apr 2025

13 Apr 2025

T
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Christmas Celebrations

Cultural Exchange with
RWTH Aachen University,
Germany

Kathakali: The Poetry of
Malayalam, Gestures &
Emotions

Largest Mass Jikkattam
Dance

Indian New Year Celebration
2025

Sangamam Journey to 60

Indian New Year Celebration
2025

Lisha Indian New Year 2025

Christmas and New Year were celebrated at Sree
Narayana Mission with a panel discussion on “What
can we do to better support Religious Harmony in
Singapore based on our experience of Malayalees
living as a community.” The panellists included Mr
Bimal Ram, Dr Mathew Mathews, Dr Roy Joseph, and
Mr Mohamed Nasim, and the discussion was
moderated by former NMP Mr Viswa Sadasivan. Rev.
Father Eldho Sunny delivered an inspiring speech,
followed by audience interaction with residents over
dinner. The evening was accompanied by hymns from
the St. Mary’s Jacobite Syrian Cathedral choir.

SMA welcomed Prof. Sakura Yamamura and 18
students from RWTH Aachen University, Germany.
The group engaged in a rich dialogue on Malayalee
roots, cultural preservation, and Singapore’s
diversity.

SMA, Bhaskar’s Arts Academy, and MLES hosted a
special Kathakali workshop led by Kalamandalam
Biju, for children aged 5—-15. Young learners explored
mudras, expressions, and Malayalam poetry behind
Kerala’siconicdance-drama.

SMA etched its name in history by setting a NEW
SINGAPORE RECORD for the Largest Mass Jikkattam
Dance! This electrifying event, organised by AK
Theatre Ltd, took place at Serangoon Community
Centre.

SMA set up a cultural booth at Boon Lay CC.

Mohiniyattam, Kaikottikali and Vanjippattu were
performed at Katong CC. This was organised by
Mountbatten CCIAEC, as part of the Indian New Year
Celebration.

Kaikottikali was performed at Buangkok CC IAEC.

SMA contributed a Mohiniyattam and Kaikottikali
performance at PGP hall as part of the Indian New
Year Celebration.
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19 Apr 2025 Indian New Year Food Fest SMA contributed a Mohiniyattam and Kaikottikali
2025 performance, and set up a cultural booth at Kebun
Baru CCMPH organised by Kebun Baru IAEC.

27 Apr 2025 Eid Celebration 2025 SMA held its first Eid celebration at Nagore Dargah

Indian Muslim Heritage Centre, marking ‘Eid Ul Fitr’.
Attendees explored the historic venue, built new
friendships, and shared traditional Eid snacks.

27 Apr 2025 Thiranottam SMA and Bhaskar’s Arts Academy held an
‘Introductory Kathakali Workshop’ by Kalamandalam
Biju Vanamali at Stamford Arts Centre. Participants
explored the stories of Sathyavathi Parinayam and
Dakshayagam.

3 & 4 May 2025 Kathakali Festival 2025 SMA partnered with Bhaskar’s Arts Academy for the

Kathakali Festival 2025 during the Singapore Heritage
Fest.

18 May 2025 Kidney Care Carnival 2025 SMA proudly partnered with NKF Singapore to share

joy and culture through dance. Led by Aathira
Unnithan, a Thiruvathira Kali was taught to nurses
and patients, celebrating the spirit of community
togetherness.

Publications Committee

(led by Mr Sujith Sivaram / Ms Krishna Priya)

Activity

Aug 2024 Onopaharam SMA'’s annual publication, Onopaharam was released
in digital format on the Onam Nite. Hard copies were
released during Onam Village.

Aug 2024 Newsletter SMA’s mid-year bulletin reporting on the activities
during Jan- June 2024 was released on the 12th
August 2024.

639G6MIalaNI@o 2025
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Ladies Wing / Pioneer Wing

(led by Ms Indu Jayadev)

N O

14 Jul 2024 Narpani Community Carnival SMA Ladies Wing set up a booth featuring elements
of the Malayalee Culture at Narpani Community
Carnival held at Sentosa Palawan Green.

10 Aug 2024 Traditional Saree Tying at IHC | SMA Ladies Wing organised a Kerala saree-tying

workshop at the Indian Heritage Centre as part of the
Ente Veedu Exhibition workshops.

26 Oct 2024 Pookkalam Workshop for SMA Ladies Wing organised a hands-on Pookkalam

SINDA Project Workshop workshop at the Indian Heritage Centre as part of
SINDA’s Project Give Initiative.

9 Nov 2024 Deepavali Celebration at SMA Ladies Wing set up a booth featuring elements

Bukit Panjang CC of the Malayalee Culture at Bukit Panjang CC as part
of their Deepavali Celebration.

27 Jan 2025 Movie Night for Ladies by Singapore Coliseum provided discounted tickets for

Singapore Coliseum Ladies from SMA to catch the screening of the
amazing thriller ‘Dominic & the Lady’s Purse’.

8 Mar 2025 Chaaya Session with SNM A ‘Chaaya and Chat’ session,was organised by SNM

and SMA Women’s Wing and SMA. Three inspiring Malayalee women shared
their areas of expertise.
1. Ranjeeta Henry- A certified fitness and nutrition
coach with heronline start-up
2. Vijitha Sanjeev, a home baker with her own baking
business, Creamin’Glace
3.Seena Pereira, an ICF-certified mindset coach

Cultural
(led by Mr Vasudevan Thottekkatt, Mr Sabari Thekkath)

17 Aug 2024 Onam Nite 2024 The Singapore Malayalee Association, in partnership
with Esplanade, hosted a spectacular Onam
celebration on Chingam 1, marking the start of the
Malayalam calendar. Renowned singers Rimi Tomy,
Vidhu Pratap, Reshma Raghavendra, Kaushik Vinodh,
and Sreenath S headlined the event, joined by top
musicians. Dazzling performances by Singapore’s
leading dance schools completed this historic
celebration.
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Onam Village

(led by Youth Wing - Mr Anand and Mr Vipin M)

10 Sep 2024 Onam Village 2024 Record-Breaking Celebration

Onam Village 2024 saw record community turnout
and vibrant youth participation. Highlights included a
grand Onam Sadya, vibrant cultural performances,
and a dynamic Chenda Melam. Pioneer members
received complimentary Sadya tickets, while a
successful student outreach drive welcomed many
new members.

Varnam 2024

(led by Mr Anil Kariseril)

Towe [ Ay owawier

4-6 Oct 2024 Varnam 2024 SMA held its11th Varnam art exhibition, showcasing
works by 24 artists aged 22 to 63. Supported by the
National Arts Council since 2013, the event drew art
lovers and the public alike.
Guest of Honour Mrs Vignesvari Vadivalagan graced
the occasion. A children’s drawing and colouring
competition with 23 participants added to the
community spirit.

Malayalam Library

(led by Mr Ratheesh Viswanatha Kurup)

D

28 Jul 2024 SMA Library Inauguration SMA Malayalam Library - A New Milestone

SMA launched a unique Malayalam library with over
3,000 books, including works by Singaporean writers.
The open library offers members easy access and
seamless self-service via a mobile app powered by
the Librarika platform. Minister Alvin Tan
inaugurated the library, celebrating a new chapter for
Malayalam literature enthusiasts in Singapore.
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Singapore Malayalee Literary Forum (SMLF)

(led by Mr Sreekumar, Mr Suresh Kumar T)

o O

12 Oct 2024 66NIMJIACMINSISo Shri Benyamin, popular Malayalam novelist, narrated
behind-the-scenes stories of novel writing.  Sri
Sreekanth Menon enacted one of his famous

characters looking back to the scenes in the story -
@Rsilnilmomlmsijno.

19 Oct 2024 ME1920IW36S @9l In this session, Ms Divya Arun reviewed the book

“Thapomayiude Achan”, Novel by E Santhosh Kumar.

11 Nov 2024 Booker Prize Shortlist Review Booker prize shortlists were reviewed and presented

by SMLF members

(T Sureshkumar, K Ashok Kumar, Dr Madan
Pushpakath, Ratheesh V Kurup and Ullas Kumar.)

15 Feb 2025 af)o S| BRMIM2E6Mo Memorial to Sri M.T. Vasudevan Nair, famous
Malayalam writer was organized by SMLF. Guest
Speaker Sri Alankode Leelakrishnan gave a respectful
tribute to MT. Dr Thara Raveendran reviewed some of
the female charactersin MT’s novels.

Mr T. Vijayakrishnan led an interactive session on
MT’s literary life with good participation from the
audience and Sri Alankode.

2 May 2025 M2 HS6I0] The Singapore Malayalee Literary Forum discussed

(M3EOOMIM6MBIGM! two different topics on 2 May in SMA Hall. Sri Ashok

o Kumar spoke on the original Basheerian style. Sri

(Rj02 29Xdo Vijayakrishnan discussed poet Prabha Varma’s
acclaimed and debated epic Shyama Madhavam. The
session included critiques, notes by ONV and Sanu
Mash, comparisons to Gandhari Vilapam, and
reflections on dharma.

11 May 2025 aff)o S| O 6390H6JEMIID Esteemed Sri Surya Krishnamoorthy shared

& 950-9060MISOmI6(D memories of MT and analysed MT’s scripts, novels,
a10)IVIMo and other works from an artist’s and director’s
perspective. The evening also featured an
independent stage performance by Sreekanth
Menon: 8S0-9060MISOMIAND olRJAINIM.
Written by Anil Rohit, inspired by MT’s short story
Pallival and Kalchilambu.

N EE
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Welfare Wing

Volunteers @ SNM CareLight Senior Care Centre
(led by Mr Balaji GS)

Multiple Days Carelight Outreach As part of the regular outreach activities, the
volunteers visited around 1500 units across 20
Blocks in the neighbourhood to identify and support
the potential beneficiaries.

19 Apr 2025 Empowering with Love: Jointly organized by SMA, other Malayalee
Magic Beyond Limits associations, and the Different Art Centre, the special
needs performers from Singapore and India delivered

an amazing and heartfelt performance.

Sakhi-Welfare of Migrant Domestic Workers
(led by Dr Asha Rani)

28 Jul 2024 Tailoring classes

Tailoring classes for Sakhis began on 28 July to build
professional stitching skills. These classes continue to
be held once a month.

18 Aug 2024 About 30 Sakhis attended a training session on make-

up techniques for Indian dance forms, gaining skills to
enhance their performances with traditional styles.

Dance makeup training

22 Sep 2024 Onam celebration for Sakhis

The Sakhi group celebrated Onam on 22 September
at SIFAS Auditorium, in collaboration with SIFAS.
Deputy High Commissioner Ms Pooja Tillu and
celebrity guest Ms Vidya Unni inaugurated the event,

attended by around 180 people.

27 Oct 2024 SMA, CDE, and the Red Cross jointly organized a

Deepavali event for around 230 MDWs from diverse
backgrounds.

Deepavali programme with
CDE and Red Cross

24 Nov 2024 The Sakhis met with the Indian Embassy to discuss

bringing passport services directly to MDWs and
shared their ongoing concerns.

Meet up with the Indian
Embassy

19 Jan 2025

SMA hosted the first passport service session for
Sakhis, collecting applications and documents.

Passport services for Sakhis
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23 Mar 2025 Karaoke Session Members of Sakhi gathered for a joyful karaoke
afternoon filled with music, dance, and laughter.

30 Mar 2025 Afunfilled day for the Sakhis.

11 May 2025 Vishu, Easter and Eid Sakhis celebrated Vishu, Onam, and Eid at SINDA
Celebrations Auditorium. The vibrant event featured song, dance,
and cultural exchange. Special thanks to Anasfa
Dance School for their heartfelt performance
dedicated to the Sakhis.

Kerala Vaadhyam
(led by Mr Vijayakrishnan T)

13 Jul 2024 Indian Heritage Arts Fiesta SMA Chenda players took part in the Indian Heritage

Arts Fiesta at Our Tampines Hub, setting the
Singapore Book of Records for the largest medley of
Indian traditional percussion.

Tech Forum

(led by Mr Anoop Dharmaseelan)

7 Jul 2024 Aviation Insights with Anoop This engaging session covered automation in landing,
fuel choices, sustainable alternatives, and in-flight

experiences. It was hosted by Krishna Priya, with
Anoop Dharmaseelan from Airbus sharing expert
insights.

SMA Pro
(led by Mr Sujith Sivaram)

21 Jul 2024 SG Insights SG Insights: ‘An Insider’s Perspective & Policy
Analysis’. Our ex-NMP and Past President of SMA, Mr
Viswa Sadasivan, curated and conducted the session.
It was attended by a wide cross-section of people
fromvarious communities.
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31 Aug 2024 Mastering Financial Mr Vasu Menon, a renowned financial and
Discipline investment strategist in Singapore, enlightened the
audience on aspects of financial discipline and gave

them tips on best practices for building Wealth.

28 Sep 2024 Leadership Interactions Mr Ravi Velloor, veteran journalist & author of the
series “In Good Company”, with The Straits Times,
shared valuable insights on Leadership that he had
gained through his interviews with CEOs.

27 Oct 2024 Culture of Innovation Talking on the theme of ‘Engage, Enable, Empower’,
Mr Santosh Nair, Regional Head of Innovation at an
MNC, enlightened the audience with his experience
driving a culture of innovation and change at various
stagesin his career.

26 Apr 2025 Your Roadmap to Will SMA Dollars & Sense held a free talk on Will planning.
Planning Wisdom Participants learned how to secure their wishes and
provide peace of mind for their loved ones.

SMA PoP (Paadaam Orumichu Paadaam)

(led by Mr Muraleedharan)

28 Jul 2024 Paadam Orumichu Paadam The SMA (PoP) sessions featured singers aged 11-70,
15 Dec 2024 who presented Malayalam, Hindi, Tamil film
8 Feb 2025 melodies and classical Kirthanams and Varnames.

Youth Wing

(led by Mr Vinayak Jayachandran)

25 Aug 2024 Indian Cultural Family Fair A cultural booth was set up at GlIS Punggol on 25
August 2024, Visitors learnt about Onam, Kerala’s
attire, and the essence of being a Malayalee.

30 Mar 2025 “Our Culture, Our Identity” On 30 March 2025, the team set up a booth that
reflected our roots.

I $966MIalaNIPo 2025
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13 Apr 2025 Indian Cultural Fiesta A booth was set up at PGP Hall on 13 April 2025,
showcasing stories and our heritage.

Constitution Review Committee

(led by Mr Chandra Mohan Nair)

2024 -2025 Constitution Review | In November 2023, SMA MC formed a Constitution Review Committee (CRC)
to streamline and modernize the SMA constitution. Led by legal advisor Mr
Chandra Mohan Nair, the CRC included Dr Vidhya Dharshini Pillay, Ms
Sangeeta Kumar, and Ms Shalina Deepa Sudheeran, with Mr Viswa Sadasivan
as advisor. Despite their busy schedules, the CRC held 12 formal meetings in
2024, thoroughly reviewing and deliberating on the constitution. Special
thanks to Dr Vidhya, Sangeeta, and Shalina for their offline efforts in shaping
key recommendations. Exco members also attended to support and clarify
queries. SMA sincerely appreciates the CRC’s dedication. An EOGM will be
convened to present the MC-approved recommendations.

Marketing, New Media & Publicity
SMA Website Update

(led by Ms Krishna Priya)

2024-2025 Website Revamp The SMA website was upgraded with improved
navigation, dynamic features, and interactive menus.

Membership Benefits Initiatives

(led by Mr Arun Muraleedharan)

2024-2025 Membership benefits | SMA launched a Membership Benefits Scheme offering members
exclusive discounts on dining, groceries, and more.
Current Membership Numbers:

Type of Member March 2025

Life Members
Honorary Members
Ordinary Members
Associate Members
Associate Life Members
Junior Members
Student Members

Total Members

63966MJalaNIP0 2025 N
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Mr Rajeev Variyar

Most of the photographs in this publication, including all those in this
section, are courtesy of the talented Rajeev Variyar, who has been a
steadfast pillar of SMA for many years. With an expert eye and a deep
commitment to our community, he has documented through
photographs, almost every one of our events, capturing moments both
grand and intimate. We are profoundly grateful for the dedication, skill,
and countless hours he contributes to preserving our memories, day
after day.
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An Interview with

~KAMALADEVI |

ARAVINDAN;

Mrs Kamaladevi Aravindan (Kamaladevi KuttiKrishnan
Nair) was inducted into the Singapore Women’s Hall of
Fame in 2025. Regarded as one of the highest national
accolades in Singapore, this honour is bestowed upon
women who have made significant contributions to the
nation’s development, who serve as role models for
current and future generations, and who have left
lasting legacies in fields as diverse as education, social

service, the arts, and advocacy.

Kamaladevi is an award-winning bilingual writer and
playwright in Tamil and Malayalam, whose literary
footprint extends across India, Malaysia, and Singapore.
Over her prolific career, she has published several books,
more than 162 short stories, 18 stage plays, and 300
radio dramas, earning numerous accolades and the
admiration of established writers since her teenage
years. Her journey is a testament to her unwavering
dedication to storytelling, community voices, and the
literary arts. Her induction is a celebration of a life
committed to creativity, cultural heritage, and the

empowerment of women.

What does your induction into the Singapore Women'’s
Hall of FAme mean toyou?

Kamaladevi: It is a profound honour, one that motivates
me to continue writing even at the age of 74. This

- 639686M9alaNIG0 2025

Inductee into the
Singapore Women's
Hall of Fame, 2025

recognition is not just about me. It acknowledges the
voices | have carried in my stories and the communities |
represent. It encourages me to keep telling stories that
matter and to inspire others, especially women, to

believe that their voices deserve to be heard.

Can you share a bit about your early life and family
background?

Kamaladevi: My maternal grandparents from
Kuruppatha Veedu (Devi Nivas) in Palakkad migrated to

Malaya in 1923. | was born and raised in Labis, a small

<
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This recognition is not
just about me. It
acknowledges the
voices | have carried in
my stories and the
communities |
represent. It encourages
me to keep telling
stories that matter and
to inspire others,
especially women, to
believe that their voices
deserve to be heard.

town in Malaya, where my parents instilled a strong
sense of allegiance to Kerala. We spoke Malayalam at
home. | studied English, Malay, and Tamil in school and
learned to read and write Malayalam from my father. |
wrote Malay poems for school magazines and fell in love
with Tamil from my first day at school, despite having
little family support to pursue it. A Tamil teacher, Mr
Muthu Veerasaamy Naicker from Tamil Nadu, noticed
my writing talent and began sending my essays to the
Tamil Nesan newspaper, which launched my writing
career.

How did your writing career begin?

Kamaladevi: At fifteen, | was awarded ‘Best Writer’ in
Johor state by Thamizhavel Govindasamy Sarangapany,
the founder of Tamil Murasu and Indian Daily Mail in
Singapore. | later won the Tamil Nesan Short Story
Competition three times. | went on to study postmodern
literature and experimental theatre under the late N.
Muthuswamy in Tamil Nadu and Professor Ramanujam
from Thanjai Tamil University in Thanjavur, India. While

“-/
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Kamaladevi at the Singapore

Women’s Hall of Fame Induction
Ceremony (2025)

still in school, | won prizes for my Tamil essays, which led
to my short stories being published internationally in
journals like Kanaiyazhi, Uyirmmai, and Yukamayini. My
stories are now studied in universities. One of my
anthologies, Nuval, was awarded in India and Singapore,
adapted into a short film, and recognised by the Theory
of Modern Short Stories.

What awards and recognitions have you received over

your career?

Kamaladevi: | have received numerous awards,
including the Tamil Language and Cultural Society’s
Bharathiyar-Bharathidasan Award (2013),

Thamizhavel Award from the Association of Singapore
Tamil Writers during Muthamizh Vizha (2016), the
Singapore Indian Artistes’ Association’s Best Playwright
Award, the Indian Muslim Association’s Societal
Literature Contributor Award (2000), the Research
Award for Malaysian Tamil Female Writers (2013), and
the Malaysia Scholars Award, Kedah State (2017). These
honours are meaningful to me as they reflect both

630@6MJalaNI@o 2025




literary and societal contributions that | have aspired to
make through my work.

Was it easy for your family to accept your writing
pursuits?

Kamaladevi: Initially, there was resistance from my
conservative family, especially my father and later my
mother-in-law, as it was taboo for women to appear on
public platforms. My family did not buy the newspapers
where my essays were published, but Mr Naicker
continued sending my essays to Tamil Nesan. It was only
after my first short story, Vilasini, was published that my
mother became my biggest supporter.

Could you share a memorable early incident in your

writing journey?

Kamaladevi: At a Tamil literary competition, | won first
prize, ahead of a prominent poet who publicly
expressed his displeasure at losing to a "child" and
refused his prize. He demanded proof that | had written
the essay myself. During the award ceremony, he
approached me and asked me to recite classical Tamil
verses that were not in my essay. | tearfully recited them,
and to my surprise, he applauded and placed the
garland meant for him around my neck, calling me the
pride of Tamils. Only later did | learn that he was Mr
Sarangapany, the renowned Tamil writer.

Did you have a support network among writers?

Kamaladevi: Yes, | received many letters of
encouragement from established Malaysian Tamil
writers and female authors after they read my work in
Tamil Nesan. When | began writing plays for Kuala
Lumpur’s Tamil radio and later for Singapore’s Tamil
radio, producers and experts guided me to improve my
craft. They became a valuable support system.

Tell us about your experience writing for radio and
television.

Kamaladevi: Writing for radio and newspapers during
the 1970s in Malaysia and Singapore was a vibrant
period. | married Mr Aravindakshan Pillai in the 1970s
and moved to Singapore, where | continued writing. |

63066MInlaNIPo 2025

Kamaladevi as a teenager

was deeply influenced by Na Govindasamy’s radio
dramas and learned the nuances of radio drama writing
from Rama lyer at Malaysia’s Tamil radio station. My
plays were broadcast twice a week in Singapore and
every Sunday in Malaysia. In the 1980s, | was invited to
write Tamil screenplays for television. That experience
taught me how television drama differed from radio and

helped further shape my storytelling.
How did you begin writing in Malayalam?

Kamaladevi: In the 1980s, | was approached to write
Malayalam stage plays. They were well received for their
humour and reflection of community issues. That led to
more requests from Malayalee associations in
Singapore. | later challenged myself with longer plays
like Silanthivalai (Spider Web), which brought me
recognition in the Malayalam literary scene. | received
Best Playwright, Best Director, and Best Author awards

at the inaugural TV Sukumar Drama Competition by

<

Kairalee Kala Nilayam in 1992.




What guides the themes in your stories?

Kamaladevi: | believe stories should reflect societal
concerns, as my mentors from Malaysian Tamil radio
often emphasised. My stories are rooted in real-life
issues and fieldwork. | have visited places like red-light
districts for stories such as Soorya Grahana Theru and
written on topics like menstrual pain in Thaagam. This
commitment to reflecting society has set my work apart
from the love-centred narratives common during my
time.

Can you share your experience while writing

Sembawang?

Kamaladevi: Writing Sembawang was a challenge. It
took over two years and | had to undergo two surgeries
during that time. The research took me across Malaysia
and Chennai, often under difficult conditions. | travelled
with high fever at times and made several fruitless trips,
but | persisted because | believed in capturing my
community’s stories. My daughter, Dr Anitha Devi Pillai,
translated the novel into English. The translation was
shortlisted for the Best Literary Book Award by the
Singapore Book Publishers and for the international
Singapore History Prize by the National University of
Singapore. That recognition affirmed the effort invested
by both of us.

Who supported you throughout your writing journey
inthe early years?

Kamaladevi: My mother was my first fan, but my
husband, Mr Aravindakshan Pillai, became my greatest
support. He adjusted his work and household
commitments so | could write. He even accompanied
me to Malaysia with our infant daughter for my radio
work. He meticulously collected all my published
articles, stories, and awards, keeping organised records
of my career, which allowed me to focus on writing.

~

! !Singaporean women are
never truly defeated,
and your stories matter.

\- ))

~
! !I believe stories should

reflect societal concerns.
My stories are rooted in

real-life issues and
fieldwork.
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What are you currently working on?

Kamaladevi: | am working on two half-written
manuscripts. The first is a magical realism novel set in
Singapore, where the ordinary and extraordinary
elements of nature intertwine. The second is a multi-
generational novel centred on women, exploring their
struggles, triumphs, and interconnected lives across
different eras in Singapore. Both projects are deeply

meaningful to me and offer fresh creative challenges.

Kamaladevi at the inaugural TV
Sukumar Drama Competition

What is your advice to young women aspiring to break
barriersin theirfields?

Kamaladevi: Writing, like any journey, is built on
continuous learning. Read widely, observe deeply, and
draw strength from the resilience of the people around
you. Singaporean women are never truly defeated, and
your stories matter. Let your passion guide you. Let your
resilience carry you through challenges. Believe that
your voice matters. Writing became my way of capturing
that strength and persistence. It could be yours too.
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Mr Dinesh Vasu Dash

%z Sujith Sivaram

Minister of State for Culture, Community and Youth,
Minister of State for Manpower, and Mayor of South East District

Sujith Sivaram: Thank you so much, Sir, for consenting to
be featured in Onopaharam 2025, the Singapore
Malayalee Association's annual publication. We are
truly honoured, and it is my pleasure to be interviewing
you today. First of all, congratulations on your recent
election victory and appointment as Minister of State for
Culture, Community and Youth. We are all so proud of
you. How are you feeling, and did you see this coming for
sometime?

Dinesh Vasu Dash: Thank you very much. To me, being
elected is simply another way to serve the community,
just as | did when volunteering with the Singapore
Malayalee Association and other organisations,
including the Sree Narayana Mission. | am deeply
grateful to the people of East Coast for placing their trust
and confidence in me.

Sujith: Your illustrious career in public service is a
testimony to your sincerity and commitment to serving
people. How did this sense of service begin for you?

Dinesh: The sense of service and love for country were
values instilled in me from a very young age by my
parents. My father, in particular, who served in the
Singapore Police Force for over 30 years, was a key
influence.

- 63966IMIalaNIP0 2025

About Dinesh

Dinesh is a third-generation Singaporean with
ancestral roots in Varkala, Kerala.

Prior to entering politics, he served as the chief
executive of the Agency for Integrated Care,
Senior Director in the Ministry of Health
(Singapore). He oversaw national vaccination
operations during the COVID-19 pandemic and
the rollout of Healthier SG, a preventive health
programme. He served as a Brigadier General
commanding 2nd People's Defence Force in the
Singapore Armed Forces. During his time in the
military, he was deployed to Afghanistan in 2009
for eight months. He was the ground commander
during the Trump-Kim summit in Singapore in
2018. He also served as the lead coffin bearer, the
only Indian, in the state funeral of former Prime
Minister Lee Kuan Yew in 2015.

He served as a member of the Advisory Council on
Community Relations in Defence (ACCORD). He
was also an EXCO member of SINDA and a Board
member of the Hindu Advisory Board.

Dinesh is married to Rathiga Velaithan, a former
cancer researcher in the public sector, and they
have three children. He is a fan of heavy metal

music and rock music, and plays golf.




Sujith: That's so interesting. Let's take a step back to
your childhood. Could you share some of your fondest
memories of growing up in Singapore as a Malayalee?

Dinesh: Many of my childhood memories as a Malayalee
are tied to community activities. | especially remember
sports days at the Sree Narayana Mission, speaking
Malayalam with my parents and grandmother, and, of
course, enjoying the wonderful food during Onam.

“Today, many prominent civil servants,
professionals, and entrepreneurs are
proud Malayalees, which is significant

for a community that makes up less
than 0.05% of the population. We can
be proud of our achievements.”

Sujith: Thank you so much for sharing that. How have
you seen the Malayalee community in Singapore evolve
overtheyears?

Dinesh: | think the Malayalee community has grown
from strength to strength. Today, many prominent civil
servants, professionals, and entrepreneurs are proud
Malayalees, which is significant for a community that
makes up less than 0.05% of the population. We can be

proud of our achievements.
However, more can be done to ensure we continue to

thrive in the future. For example, we need to focus on
better integration between Malayalees born in
Singapore and those who are newer citizens. | know of
organisations like the Naval Base Kerala Library that use
music and art to bridge these gaps. These efforts are
valuable and should be encouraged.

Sujith: In everyone's life, there are often one or two
people who serve as a major inspiration. Has that been
true foryou?

Dinesh: Absolutely. My father has always been my role
model, confidant, and hero. He played a central role in
our family and continues to inspire me. More broadly, |
have always admired our founding Prime Minister, Mr
Lee Kuan Yew. His dedication to Singapore and his vision
shaped the country we live in today.

Sujith: As you know, the Singapore Malayalee

©

Association and other Malayalee organisations are run
by passionate volunteers. What advice would you give
us on how best to serve the community?

Dinesh: The Singapore Malayalee Association and other
groups have done commendable work over the years. |
would encourage you to continue these efforts while
also thinking about how you can contribute to building
the Singapore of tomorrow. Focus on initiatives that
integrate both long-standing and newer members of the
community. Use the arts, sports, and storytelling to
preserve our culture and share it with the younger
generation and with other communities.

Sujith: Thank you, Sir. We will surely take that to heart.
Since it's the season of Onam, could you share your
favourite Onam memory?

Dinesh: My favourite memory is enjoying my
grandmother's cooking during Onam. She was an
exceptional cook and would insist we eat more than we
could manage. Though she is no longer with us, | still
enjoy the specially prepared Onam food during
community celebrations or at my parents' and in-laws'
homes.

“Today, many prominent civil servants,
professionals, and entrepreneurs are
proud Malayalees, which is significant

for a community that makes up less
than 0.05% of the population. We can
be proud of our achievements.”

Sujith: Finally, a bit of fun. What is your favourite
Malayalam dish, and what do you cherish most about
your Malayalee identity?

Dinesh: My favourite dish is Kerala-style fish curry. What
| cherish most about being Malayalee is our rich and
unique culture, especially our art and dance forms. I'm
also always impressed by the creativity and adaptability
of Malayalees.

Sujith: Thank you so much, Sir. It has been a pleasure
speaking with you and learning more about your
journey. We are grateful for your time and insights.
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Dr. Ganesh lyer

oy Dhanush Anilkumaragillal

Dr. Ganesh Neelakanta lyer balances a distinguished
dual career - as a computer science lecturer at the
National University of Singapore and as a passionate
Kathakali artist. Drawing on extensive industry
experience and academic expertise, he teaches
subjects such as agile software engineering, cloud
computing, artificial intelligence, and data
engineering. In parallel, Dr. lyer has remained deeply
rooted in the classical Indian art form of Kathakali,
composing original works and promoting the
tradition globally. His ability to integrate modern
technology with cultural heritage defines his unique

and impactful journey.

When you moved to Singapore, you feared you
might have to give up Kathakali. What were your

initial fears?
Ganesh: When | first moved to Singapore, my

greatest fear was that | would have to let go of
Kathakali - the art form that had defined so much of




who | was. Everything | knew about it was deeply
rooted in Kerala, and | wasn’t sure if | could find the
same grounding in a new environment. | even
questioned whether moving was the right decision.
| had brought a few Kathakali tapes with me - just to

hold onto asense of home.

What changed your mind?
Ganesh: That fear began to ease when | met the

Kalamandalam Biju Vanamali at an event at the
Indian Embassy. He recognised my passion and
introduced me to late KP Bhaskar, founder of
Bhaskar’s Arts Academy in Singapore. Under
Kalamandalam Biju Vanamali’s mentorship, | was
able to continue training, and to this day, | remain

his student.

Tradition and Transformation

How has your artistic journey evolved in

Singapore?
Ganesh: Rather than fading, my cultural identity

deepened. Singapore's multicultural environment
inspired my guru Biju Vanamali and Late KP Bhaskar
to explore narratives beyond Kerala. Productions
like Badang, based on Malay folklore, and Journey

to the East, which featured Chinese lyrics while

maintaining traditional Kathakali ragas, showed me
how the art form could evolve while staying rooted.
These experiences helped me see that tradition
doesn’t have to mean rigidity. | was fortunate to be
part of these productions and to perform them on

stages across different countries.

What role has the Malayalee community played in

this journey?
Ganesh: The Malayalee cultural community has

been instrumental. Their commitment to

preserving our heritage created a space for artists

like me to grow. Figures like KP and Santha Bhaskar

laid the foundation for classical Indian arts to
flourish in Singapore, and their vision continues to
inspire new generations. Personally, they were the
people who gave me the opportunity to explore

new horizons and better myself as a Kathakali artist.

Kathakali.Al

What inspired the creation of Kathakal.Al ?
Ganesh: | created KathakalAl.com to bring

Kathakali into the digital age. The idea began as an
experiment: could we use technology to help
people understand the grammar of Kathakali? The
gestures, expressions, and postures are incredibly
rich but often inaccessible to the untrained eye.
Drawing on my background in deep learning, |
wanted to create a platform where users could
interactively explore these aspects of Kathakali

through my past and current research outputs.

What makes the Kathakal.Al project unique?
Ganesh: The most meaningful aspect is the team

behind it - my students, none of whom had no prior
exposure to Kathakali. They came from computer
science and engineering backgrounds, yet they
trained deep learning models to recognise mudras
and expressions using machine vision and built an
MLOPs platform to make it accessible to people.
Together, we created a tool that is both educational

and respectful of tradition.

How does the website work?
Ganesh: Users can explore different character

types and facial expressions they encounter. In
future, they will be able to better comprehend
annotated mudras, view video demonstrations,
and capture Kathakali costumes or mudras as well.
The platform helps identify them and provides
cultural context. This understanding can serve as a

foundation for users to further their research and




appreciation of Kathakali.

Passing the Torch

What advice would you offer to young Malayalees

living abroad?
Ganesh: Start with small, tangible steps - a

workshop, a performance, a music session. These
moments build a connection that feels personal.
Culture is best passed down through experience.
Reading or watching Kathakali performances online
can be informative, but may leave gaps - especially
where abstract concepts are involved. A hands-on
experience and interaction with experts offers a

much more holisticunderstanding.

What is needed globally to help artforms like

Kathakali thrive?
Ganesh: Two things: access and imagination.

Access comes from community and institutional

support. Imagination means being open to new

ways of expression - modern themes, new
languages, or digital platforms - without losing
authenticity. Coincidentally, it was these two things
that allowed me, as a Kathakali performer, to thrive

In Singapore.

Bringing Art into the Classroom

How has Kathakali shaped your teaching at NUS?
Ganesh: Kathakali has made me a more expressive

educator. The art of storytelling, tone modulation,
and physical expression naturally carries into my
lectures. It helps make complex concepts more
engaging and helps hold the attention of my

students.

Have you noticed any personal growth from

balancing these two worlds?
Ganesh: Definitely. The discipline and focus I've

gained from years of performance help me manage

academic pressures. The physical stamina and




breath control | developed through Kathakali have

translated into calm and presence in the classroom.

Reimagining Tradition

You also did contribute to the Tusitala exhibition

"Katha & Kali—Story Play." What was that like?
Ganesh: It was a fascinating experience. The team

had done extensive research, but | brought in
practical insights - how mudras flow, how
expressions build, how veshams should be styled. It
was a chance to ensure authenticity while exploring

new mediumes.

What role do digital projects like this play in

cultural preservation?
Ganesh: They are essential. They provide entry
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points for new audiences, especially youth, who
might not engage with traditional formats. Thisisn’t
a dilution of culture, but a continuation through

adaptation.

Has your child shown interest in Kathakali?

Ganesh: Yes, my son has shown a growing interest. |
expose him to performances and traditions, much
like my father did with me. When we travel to India,
he asks to visit Thiruvalla to watch Kathakali. He
now learns the art formally from Kalamandalam
Biju Vanamali and has even performed on stage in
the recent Kathakali Festival. He also studies
mridangam, which complements his appreciation

of rhythm and performance.
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by Shu-addba Putil

Kavita Thulasidas is the designer and entrepreneur
behind Stylemart, one of Singapore’s most enduring

names in luxury fashion. With a career spanning

decades, she is renowned for her commitment to
preserving Asian textile traditions and reinterpreting
them through innovative, contemporary design. Her
work reflects a deep respect for heritage and a
passion for storytelling through fashion.

What does being a Singapore Malayalee mean to

you, personally and creatively?
| come from a mixed heritage—my father is Malayalee

and my mother is Sindhi. While | was exposed to both
cultures growing up, | was certainly immersed more
deeply in Malayalee culture. My father was very
active inthe community; he served as President of the
Singapore Kairalee Kala Nilayam, so our lives revolved
around cultural productions and dramas.

My childhood was filled with Bharatanatyam
performances and singing—often singing Malayalam

A 3966ma1a09G0 2025

songs, even if | couldn’t speak the language. In many
ways, | was raised more as a Malayalee than a Sindhi,
and that cultural grounding shaped who | am today.
Festivals, food, dressing—these were everyday
expressions of our heritage, and they left a lasting
Imprinton me.

Creatively, my artistic sensibilities are very much
rooted in my Malayalee heritage, while my business
acumen comes from my Sindhi side. | feel fortunate to
have inherited the best of both worlds—art and
business coming togetherin harmony.

How has your cultural heritage influenced your
journey as a fashion designer and entrepreneur?

My mother has been a huge influence in shaping my
aesthetic. From a young age, | would accompany her
on her merchandising trips to India. While her work
focused on the glamorous world of high-end fashion,
what fascinated me was the world of indigenous
crafts—the block printing, bandhini, and various




traditional techniques unique to each region we
visited.

| still remember how exciting it was to meet artisans
and pick up handcrafted pieces directly from their
workshops. For me, those trips weren’t just about
business; they were a creative adventure and a
privilege. Even as a teenager, | found myself drawn to
the beauty of craftsmanship and the stories behind
each technique.

Those early experiences nurtured a deep respect for
heritage art forms and taught me how to blend luxury
with craft—something that has become central to my
design philosophy today.

No one should be put in a box.
Passion, hard work, and the

desire to explore—that’'s what

really counts. "

Stylemart has become synonymous with elegance
and tradition. How do you balance preserving
heritage while staying relevant in the modern
fashion world?

One rule about fashionis that it is constantly evolving.
I've never looked at it as striking a balance between
old and new; instead, it’s about allowing tradition and
modernity to complement and enhance each other.
Tradition, through textiles and crafts, enhances my
aesthetic. It turns a simple garment into something
meaningful.

In our culture, we take pride in how we present
ourselves. Whether it’s a bride on her wedding day or
simply a woman riding pillion on a scooter with
jasmine flowers in her hair, there’s this sense of
shringara—a Sanskrit word that beautifully captures
love, romance, adornment, and aesthetic joy.

When you approach tradition with sensitivity, it can
blend seamlessly with contemporary design. But
fusion should never become confusion. Just like in
music, where different notes come together in

harmony, every element in fashion—whether it’s the
textile, embroidery, silhouette, or cut—needs to work
together seamlessly.

Perhaps my mixed heritage has given me aninstinct to
constantly explore and marry different cultural
influences. When done thoughtfully, it creates
something timeless, where heritage and modernity
aren’tat odds butin conversation with each other.

Can you share an early memory or tradition from
your upbringing that continues to inspire your work
today?

Dance has always been a huge source of inspiration
for me. | also have a deep love for history and art—all
these passions allow your mind to travel beyond the
present, into different places and eras. When you
learn a dance form, especially classical ones, you
don’t just perform steps; you embody a character, you
tell a story. That process of becoming someone else,
of creating an imaginary world, gave me a way to
express myself fully.

In many ways, that’s exactly what | try to do through
my designs. Every garment is like stepping into a
different narrative—it carries its own story, character,
and essence. Growing up, | also loved wandering
through museums and immersing myself in ancient
cultures. Studying history allowed me to imagine
what life was like in a different time. That love for
storytelling continues to shape my creative process
today, reminding me that clothing can be more than
just fashion—it can be a living, breathing piece of art
from another world.

Has the Singapore Malayalee community influenced

or supported you in ways you reflect on today?
Absolutely. The Malayalee community has been one

of our earliest and most loyal supporters. My parents’
business was built on the trust and patronage of this
community—we’ve had the privilege of dressing two,

sometimes even three generations of Malayalee
brides.

That kind of longstanding support goes beyond
business; it speaks of shared traditions, relationships
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built over time, and a community that takes pride in
supporting its own. I’'m deeply grateful for that bond.
It played a big role in helping us grow, both as a family
business and as a brand rooted in culture.

What role can creative Malayalees in Singapore play
in shaping our community’s story and visibility?

| believe it’s vital for us to be inclusive, not exclusive.
Singapore is a melting pot of cultures, and our
children grow up side by side with peers from all walks
of life. If we don’t actively pass down our own
traditions—whether it’s standing up when an elder
enters the room, or enjoying a banana leaf
sadya—these practices will quietly fade away.

| make it a point to celebrate Onam every year with a
full sadya, not because we’re farmers marking the
harvest, but because of the deeper symbolism of
gratitude, abundance, and community. These values
are what we need to preserve and pass on.

But it can’t stop with just our own celebrations. Our
visibility and relevance grow when we also step
outside our circle—when we participate in other
communities’ festivals, when we celebrate shared
values across cultures. As a minority, we build
strength not by isolating ourselves, but by building
bridges. That’s how our story continues to evolve and
thrive in the Singapore mosaic.

LEGACY &LINEAGE

What has been one of the most meaningful
moments in your career where you felt you were

honouring your roots while breaking new ground?
Winning the Singapore Stories 2022 competition was

63966MIalaNI@o 2025

a deeply meaningful milestone. The collection itself
brought together intricate embroidery and centuries-
old silk brocades, reinterpreted through
contemporary silhouettes. It was my way of telling a
story of heritage and migration, and of the
craftsmanship that travels across generations and
borders. Above all, it was a celebration of Asia’s rich
cultural tapestry and a tribute to the artisans and
communities who have shaped our creative

landscape.

Kavita’'s designs on the runway
at Paris Fashion Week, with
Kavita in the centre picture.

What made it truly special was the opportunity to

represent Singapore and showcase our multicultural
narratives on the global stage. When | later debuted at
Paris Fashion Week, it felt like a moment where
heritage and innovation walked side by side - proof
that stories rooted in our part of the world could
resonate internationally.

On a more personal level, the Ente Veedu exhibition at
the Indian Heritage Centre was another defining
moment. | was invited to create a collection, and |
knew immediately that | wanted to focus solely on
kasavu. Despite all the glitzand glamour in the fashion
world, kasavu has always held a special place in my
heart - it’s timeless, elegant, and deeply rooted in our
Malayalee identity.

Traditionally, kasavu tends to stay within a certain
frame - you might pair a saree with a different blouse,

tweak the border, or add some subtle block printing,

g




but it largely remains a saree. | wanted to take it
further, to reimagine kasavu beyond its familiar
boundaries.

Could | design a cheongsam silhouette out of a Kerala
cotton saree? Could | create an avant-garde look that
would make kasavu resonate with someone outside
the Malayalee community? This project gave me the
freedom to explore those questions and present
kasavu in fresh, contemporary forms - garments that
anyone, regardless of culture, could see themselves
wearing.

The beautiful irony was that when the Indian Heritage
Centre first approached me, they didn’t even know |
was Malayalee. Life works in wonderful ways
sometimes. It felt like everything had come full circle,
allowing me to honour my roots while sharing them
with a wider audienceinanew light.

For me, these moments, whether on a community
stage or an international runway, are connected by
the same thread: keeping our heritage alive while
letting it evolve and shine in new spaces.

Do you think fashion can help preserve and express
cultural identity, especially for younger generations?

Most definitely. Fashion is such a powerful form of
identity. Preserving the craft—whether through your
choice of fabrics or how you wear them—shapes your

style and your story.

¢

When you approach
tradition with

sensitivity, it can
blend seamlessly
with contemporary
design. But Fusion
should never become
confusion. ¥¥

Interestingly, the world is now turning to the East for
inspiration. Years ago, Christian Dior began using
Indian embroidery. Today, Hermes plays with the
saree. The East is a treasure trove of artistry and

finesse.
One day, who knows—maybe Louis Vuitton will have a

kasavu line! Fashion is a wonderful medium to carry
our heritage forward in a contemporary way.

In a multicultural city like Singapore, how do you see
Indian, and particularly Malayalee fashion evolving?

| see it evolving beyond its ethnic boundaries. At Ente
Veedu, | didn’t want kasavu to be something only
Malayalees wore as sarees. | wanted to create
silhouettes—dresses, jumpsuits—that anyone could

wear, regardless of ethnicity.
It's about how you showcase the craft so that the

world relatestoit.

What advice would you give to young Malayalees in
Singapore pursuing creative or unconventional

careers?
This applies to all young people, not just Malayalees:

stop mimicking the West. Look inward. We're sitting
on a treasure trove of heritage but often don’t take
the time to explore it. Learn, research, and
understand the nuances of your culture - that will give
your work depth and authenticity.

And don’t box yourself in just because you're

Malayalee, or a minority. Ask yourself: What kind of
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| make it a point to celebrate
Onam every year with a full
sadya, not because we're
fFarmers marking the harvest,

but because of the deeper
symbolism of gratitude,
abundance, and community.
These values are what we need
to preserve and pass on. ¥

creator do | want to be? What legacy do | want to
leave? How do | want the world to see me? You don’t
have to go mainstream to succeed - create your own
playing field.

When | started, people often described me as an
"Indian designer," which of course reflected part of
my identity and roots. But at times, it felt like | was

being placed in a narrow box - defined only by my
ethnicity, rather than by the full range of what |
wanted to express through my work. Over time, as my
collections evolved and reached new platforms, | had
to push past those boundaries and prove - to myself

and to others -that | was capable of that and more.

Recognition is always humbling, but what matters
most is staying true to your creative journey and
letting your work speak for itself.

No one should be put in a box. Passion, hard work,

and the desire to explore -that’s what really counts.
In many ways, my own family reflects that creative

spirit. My dad’s father, Mir. T N Karunan, was a poet,
and my mum’s father was a businessman doing
suitings for British officers. Creativity runs deep on
both sides. And | guess I’'m just continuing that story
In My own way.

With best compliments from

K.G.M. BROTHERS CONTRACTORS PTE LTD

180 Kitchener Road, City Square Mall #06-08, Singapore 208539
Reg. No: 198401827G
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Rajesh Sreenivasan: Legal Visionary Recognised Globally

Rajesh Sreenivasan, a long-standing member of the
Singapore Malayalee Association, has been named one
of the Top 20 Global Practitioners in the Financial Times
Innovative Lawyers 20th Anniversary Report. As Head of
Technology, Media & Telecommunications at Rajah &
Tann Singapore, Rajesh has been a driving force in legal

innovation for nearly two decades.
His pioneering work in LegalTech and transformation has

reshaped legal services both regionally and globally. This
prestigious recognition honours not only his individual
excellence, but also reflects the rising influence of
Singapore's legal sector and the Malayalee community in
global arenas.
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Viswa Sadasivan, Advisor and former President of the
Singapore Malayalee Association, has been inducted into the
Singapore Media Industry Hall of Fame — a milestone
honouring his over 40 years of contribution to media and

public discourse in Singapore.
A household name since his early days at the Singapore

Broadcasting Corporation, Viswa hosted impactful
programmes such as Feedback, Today in Parliament, and

Talking Point. He pushed boundaries in
election coverage, policy development, and
televised political debate. As founder of
Inconvenient Questions, he continues to
champion bold, incisive public dialogue.
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Mr P. K. Koshy

The Singapore Malayalee Association held a deeply moving memorial service on 2 July
at the SMA Hall to honour the life and legacy of Mr P. K. Koshy, longtime community
pillar and former President of the Association. It was a heartfelt gathering, graciously
hosted by Mr Bimel Ram.

The evening began with a warm welcome address by SMA President Mrs Sunu Sivadasan
Ghani, who reflected on Mr Koshy’s steadfast presence and unwavering encouragement
over the years. She fondly recalled how his uplifting text messages after every major
event had become a source of quiet reassurance for many.

Mr. Koshy began his journey with the Singapore Malayalee Association
in the late 1990s

Mr Koshy began his journey with the Singapore Malayalee Association in the late 1990s
and went on to serve in numerous leadership roles, culminating in his presidency from
2009 to 2015. He guided SMA with vision and heart, shaping its growth during a pivotal
period.

Several past Presidents -Mr V. P. Nair, Mr Dollah, Mr Jayakumar, Mr Viswa, Mrs Sarala
Raman (wife of former President G. Raman), and Mr Ullas - shared moving tributes to
Mr Koshy, each highlighting his leadership, kind heart, and ever-present warm smile. Mr
Chandra Mohan, the Association’s legal advisor, remembered his unshakable composure
even in difficult moments. Mrs Sarojini Chandran and Rajamma Aunty also recalled his

steadfast support for the Women’s Wing and their initiatives.

"

Y
At the heart of everything, he was also a devoted A life devoted to community, leadership,
Family man - grounded in love, guided by values. and legacy
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Mr Muralee (MC member) praised Mr Koshy’'s
punctuality and dignified appearance, sharing a
humorous story about trying to coach him through a
tricky Malayalam greeting. Mr Anil (MC member)
spoke of his immense respect for Mr Koshy, crediting
him with the encouragement he received during his
Varnam art exhibitions. Mr Dinesh (MC member)
fondly noted that, in all his years of knowing him, he
never once saw Mr Koshy lose his temper.

Trustee Mr Samuel offered a more personal reflection,

S

v il | |
Mr Koshy guided SMA with vision.

“He was a self-assured man, confident enough to seek,
with great patience, a spectrum of viewpoints. This
quality of active listening is far superior to imposing
our viewpoints, often self-righteously. The former
gives you the benefit of ideas and the quiet time
needed to process them and arrive at a decision. Also,
because you heard them out, those in the audience
are more inclined to go along with you. | have since
tried to emulate this quality. Mr PK Koshy was a

natural leader.”
— Mr. Viswa Sadasivan

“A quiet and unassuming person, Koshy is a fantastic
team player. He is not only hardworking but also
reliable and dependable. A man of few words and
more actions, Koshy’s contributions to the Asia Pacific
Malayalee Conference (APMC)in 2004 and the
production of the first ever Singapore Malayalee

Directory in the same year is commendable.”
— Mr. Dollah
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remembering Mr Koshy as a strict but devoted father,
who ensured his children never missed church on
Sundays.

The evening concluded with a heartfelt note of thanks
from Mr Koshy’s son, Mr Mathew, who expressed his
gratitude to all those present. He closed by saying
that, after hearing the many tributes, it was
abundantly clear why the SMA held such a special

place in his father’s heart.
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Alankar Restaurant

OUR BRANCHES
No. 8 Dunlop Street, Little India, Singapore

4 Norris Road, Little India, Singapore
Alankar Express, Koufu Food Court, Woodlands Health Hospital, Woodlands South MRT

Authentic Kerala, Tamil & North Indian Flavours

Expert Catering & Event Management for Every Occasion

Contact

93395729

+65
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Sinking Roots

At 108 years, the Singapore Malayalee Association
toasts to the nation as we celebrate 60 years of
independence — a distinguished journey that our

community is privileged to have played a part in.

The Singapore Malayalee Association (SMA) — which
used to be called the Singapore Kerala Association
(SKA) — was formed by visionary stalwarts in 1917. It
has served eminently as a self-help organization for
Malayalees for whom Singapore has become home.

My late father, Govindan Sadasivan, would share
with the family how it was when he landed in
Singapore as a stranger in 1938, just before the war.
He couldn’t believe it when he was received at the
harbour by a stranger who spoke Malayalam in a
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of Commitment to Singapore

land of mostly Chinese. How the miniscule
Malayalee community in Singapore got wind of my
father’s arrival remained a mystery till he passed
away in 2010. One thing for sure, it wasn’t the work

of social media!

*Ylam eternally grateful to my father and that
generation of community stalwarts who dug-

in their heels and said “this is home”. It was a
rational decision undergirded by a sense of
gratitude and decency. 7

My father and fellow Malayalees of that era swore
allegiance to the Singapore Kerala Association. 44
Race Course Road was the nerve centre where
members would meet to help each secure jobs, help
out with weddings or funerals, discuss news from




Kerala or about their adoptive home for which they
developed affectionate gratitude. The SKA premises
were also the venue for these men — mostly
bachelors — to revel in their singing or play cards.

There were strong emotional ties with relatives back
in Kerala, India. My parents were insistent that
these bonds remain strong. Almost every year, my
parents would take a trip by ship — The State of
Madras — to Kerala via Madras (today, Chennai). My
5 siblings and | would be on a roster to travel with
our parents. Even though it meant braving the rough
seas for 7 days, as a kid it spelt excitement.

These cultural ties aside, my father was very clear —
this is home. Singapore. My parents led by example.
They became Singapore citizens and were decisive
in renouncing their Indian citizenship. This was to
help ensure that our status in Singapore was secure
and that we will have a smooth, highly subsidized

education. As a tailor, my father would sew the
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national flag with pride. My mother and my siblings
and | would cut-out the crescent and 5 stars which

my father would stitch onto the flag. On the eve of
National Day — the 9th of August — we will have a
mini-ceremony as our father would hoist the
national flag on the pillar of our shophouse at 53
Kampong Bahru Road. | still remember feeling this
surge of pride as | heard the sound of our national
flag fluttering freely to the wind. Independence.

Tumultuous 1960s

This is the Singapore | grew up in the 1960s. It was a
tumultuous era. We were tested on many fronts. It
was the aftermath of the communist insurgency in
Malaya with ripple effects on Singapore. There was
a general sense that the trade unions were
infiltrated by communist elements — the Hock Lee
Bus riots of 1955. The following year, in 1956, over
5,000 Chinese Middle School students rioted in
what is today the grounds of Hwa Chong Institution.

Entrance to Naval Base (1971), which was the
nerve centre for Malayalees.
Photo: The Straits Times
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A dance performance organised by the Naval Base Kerala Library, 1966. Ministry of
Information and theArts Collection, courtesy of NationalArchives of Singapore.

In the early 1960s the extreme leftists of the ruling
People’s Action Party (PAP) defected to form the
Barisan Socialis which became the key opposition
party. Meanwhile, then-President Sukarno of
Indonesia declared war on the newly formed
Federation of Malaysia. It was called
“Confrontation” — from 1963 to 1966. The only 2
army battalions (of about 700 soldiers each) fought
alongside the Malaysian troops in the jungles of
Sabah. Meantime there were over 42 bombing
incidents in Singapore perpetrated by Indonesian
Marines and saboteurs. The worst incident was
when 2 Indonesian Marines detonated bombs in
MacDonald House. 3 civilians were killed.

In 1964 there was Singapore’s worst ever racial riots.
It was essentially a clash between the ethnic
Chinese and Malays. A total of 36 people died and

560 were injured. It not only strained ties between

o

the races in Singapore, it also ignited suspicion
against Kuala Lumpur as the riots are believed to be

instigated by extremist elements in Malaysia.

On the 9th of August 1965, independence was
thrust unto us. There was a mix of elation (mainly
the ethnic Chinese) and trepidation (mainly the

Malay and Indian ethnic minorities).

To add to the tension, in 1967 the British announced
that they were withdrawing all troops and military
installations east of the Suez Canal. The impact on
About 40,000

Singapore was immense.

Singaporeans lost their jobs.

To address the security vacuum, the Singapore
government announced “national service” or
universal conscription. All able bodied 18-year old
Singaporean men were required to serve 2 to 2.5-
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years of full-time military service.

Crisis is Opportunity

So, how did all this affect the Malayalee community
in Singapore? Quite significantly. First, because
many of them were educated or skilled, Malayalees
were disproportionately represented in the British
installations, especially the Naval Base in
Sembawang. In fact, it was nicknamed “Kochu
Keralam” (Little Kerala). Many of them were among
the 40,000 who lost their jobs. As a goodwill
gesture, all employees of these military installations
were offered British passports. Under the
circumstances this was a highly attractive
proposition.

** To stay relevant and recognised, the
Malayalee community must remain on the

government's radar screen as a permanent
brightly shining blip. 77

Second, the Malayalees were concerned about their
safety and security given the Chinese-Malay tension
on both sides of the causeway. The fear was of
becoming pawns in the crossfire. The Indian
community — at merely 7% of the population — was
politically insignificant and at risk of being
marginalised. The Malayalee community was a mere

16% of the Indian community!

Thirdly, and significantly, there was genuine fear for
the safety of their sons who would be conscripted
into the military. There was also the consideration
that national service would disrupt their sons’

education.

| understand that the SKA premises and the
premises of the Sree Narayana Mission (SNM) were
venues for robust, serious debates on the concerns
of the day. | remember attending one such session
with my father. They were speaking in Malayalam
which | was able to follow with some difficulty. |

recall a few uncles arguing that we would be stupid
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not to take up the offer to become British citizens
and move to Britain. They asked why we should
trust the PAP, which, after all, was a Chinese
dominated party. | remember my father joining his
close friends in saying we will be 3rd class citizens
regardless of where we go, except for India. Even
within India there’s discrimination. Also, it’s quite
impossible to get jobs which is why “we came to
Singapore in the first place”. They urged that since
we benefited from a better quality of life we should
support the PAP government. | was very proud of

my father and his friends.

| am eternally grateful to my father and that
generation of community stalwarts who dug-in their
heels and said “this is home”. It was a rational
decision undergirded by a sense of gratitude and

decency.

As they say, the rest is history.
On-boarding

It is possibly in recognition of this commitment and
unwavering support for Singapore and the PAP
government that then-Prime Minister Lee Kuan Yew
chose the Sree Narayana Mission as the venue for
his first policy speech after independence 60 years
ago, in September 1965. What other reasons might
there be to honour a community that made up
merely 1.2% of the total population? It was to
become one of Mr Lee’s signature speeches of all
time: “over 100 years ago, this was a mud-flat,
swamp. Today, this is a modern city. Ten years from
now, this will be a metropolis. Never fear.”

| didn’t always agree with what was espoused by
our founding Prime Minister — his policies and belief
system — and his actions which were quite often
draconian. He ruled with an iron fist and with “fire
in the belly and steel in the nerve”. Yet, he had
foresight. The government had a “social contract”

with the people where we were assured of safety

and security, peace and harmony, universal

<




education based on merit, upskilling and jobs,
affordable homes with modern latrines,
uninterrupted electricity and clean drinking water
even though it was imported from Malaysia. In
return, the people pledged allegiance to the
government even if it meant that democratic
principles would be suspended from time to time.
We accepted the trade-offs because we chose peace

and prosperity.

In 1965, when we became independent, Singapore’s
GDP was about USS975million. (Today, it is
USS547billion.) The GDP per capita in 1965 was just
USS500. (Today, it is estimated at US$90,000.) This is
phenomenal growth by any standards.

These achievements aside, and the government’s
track record in delivering on promises, what | am
most grateful for is our commitment to multiracial
equality. Yes, it isn’t perfect but most certainly we
have had it much better than most countries. |
would like to highlight two policies in particular.
First, even though the ethnic Chinese community
made up 75% of the population, English remained
the lingua franca. The government dug-in its heels
even with formidable pressure from the Chinese
ground. Whether it was to better plug Singapore
into the Western world, or it was politically
motivated to emaciate Chinese activism, the result
was that the minority communities felt more

secure. This cannot be taken for granted.

This assurance of security was very important for
the Indian community in the 1960s because it
constituted just 7% of the total population. (The
Malays made up 14% of the total population.)

The Malayalee community — although consistently
the second largest sub-ethnic Indian community in
Singapore - was only 16 to 18% of the Indian
community in 1965. This translated to about 21,000
in absolute numbers. (In the 1970s, the number of
Malayalees dropped to 17,300 reflecting the reality
and mood of the day with the British military

pullout.)

Riding the Wave

Even though Malayalees were small in numbers, we
have always punched above our weight. Much of
this was because many of the early Malayalee
migrants were educated — mostly in English. The

others were motivated to pick-up technical skills
such as surveying, teaching, and tailoring and
upholstery. A key differentiator was the almost
unwavering commitment to education. This made
the Malayalees one of the most upwardly mobile
communities in the country. Consequently, we
commanded respect not only from the other
communities but also from the political leaders.
(The other Indian community that was over-
represented in the top echelons of the civil service,
medical fraternity and the judiciary was the Ceylon
Tamils or “Ceylonese” as they are referred to, even
today.)

" As a community, we have always
commanded the respect of our political
leaders. This is because we did well as a

community and have come to be known
for supporting the less privileged in
Singapore society.

The Malayalee community in Singapore has
consistently produced highly successful and capable
individuals. The list includes the late former
President CV Devan Nair, the late City Councillor
MPD Nair, former SPH Editor-in-Chief Patrick Daniel,
Chief Justice Sundaresh Menon, former MD of MAS
Ravi Menon, the late Mrs Bhaskar who was a
Cultural Medallion recipient, High Commissioner
Vanu Gopala Menon, former Ambassador-at-Large
Gopinath Pillai, Senior Ministers of State Janil
Puthucheary and Murali Pillai and Minister of State
Dinesh Vasu Dash. There are many more
distinguished and prominent Malayalees in various

professions — doctors, lawyers, accountants, CEOs
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Singapore Malayalee Association

100" Anniversary Gcala pinner

Then-PM Lee at SMA's 100th anniversary celebration

and economists.

The founding Prime Minister and all other
prominent political leaders over the decades
recognised the unique contribution of the
Malayalee community. They saw the quality of the
community — individually and collectively — and that
we chose to be steadfast in our support for the
government in the 1960s and 1970s. This is hard
earned trust, thanks to the foresight and wisdom of
the stalwarts of the community especially in the

early years.

For all the major events of the SMA and other
Malayalee organisations political leaders of all races
would attend as guests-of-honour (GOH). Mr Lee
Kuan Yew himself attended 2 Onam Nite events at
the majestic National Theatre. | remember how
thrilled | was as a kid to see our Prime Minister
being received by an entourage of “chechis” (big
sisters) dressed in Kerala sarees. Almost all the time

the GOHs would stay for most of the show.

As multiculturalism remained a key priority
especially since the 1964 racial riots, we would
make it a point to have performances by Malay and
Chinese groups. These were often beautifully
choreographed and highly vibrant. Onam Nite was

an opportunity for the Malayalee community to
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show our commitment to multiracial Singapore. To
stay relevant and recognised, the Malayalee
community must remain on the government’s radar
screen as a permanent brightly shining blip.

Going Strong at 100 Years

On 29 September 2017, then-Prime Minister Lee
Hsien Loong paid tribute to the Singapore Malayalee
community as we celebrated SMA’s 100th
anniversary. He was the guest-of-honour. It was a
momentous occasion and a huge celebration at the
Grand Ballroom of the Marina Bay Sands
Convention Centre. In their speeches, Ambassador
Gopinath Pillai and the President of SMA at the
time, Mr Jayakumar Narayanan, announced two
grand initiatives. These demonstrated that our
commitment is not limited to the Singapore
Malayalee community. We are committed to
Singapore society at large. The first was a S1million
dollar bursary fund for worthy students at the
National University of Singapore (NUS). The other
initiative was a wellness centre for elderly residents.
Both initiatives would benefit Singaporeans of all
races and backgrounds. What gave Malayalees pride

was that we made this possible even though we are

a small organisation representing a community that

<

is just 1.2% of the total population of Singapore.




New cooperative
aims to put a PC in
every Indian home
S’pore’s Malayalee
community leads
IT initiative

Image: National Library Board

| believe that it is this attitude and commitment to
Singapore society at large that prompted Mr Lee
Hsien Loong to say this: “Your story is an important
strand in our historical and cultural
tapestry...Indeed, Malayalees have long embraced
and celebrated diversity... (and) shown how we can
turn diversity into a strength...| look forward to
many more contributions from the community.
Many more distinguished sons and daughters of
Malayalees making their contributions to

Singapore.”

As a community, we have always commanded the
respect of our political leaders. This is because we
did well as a community and have come to be
known for supporting the less privileged in

Singapore society.
Privilege Comes with Responsibility

20 September 1998 was another special date for
Malayalee organisations in Singapore. We
commemorated the 80th anniversary of the
Singapore Kerala Association. A gala event was held
at the original site of the People’s Association (PA) at

Kallang. 2,000 guests were seated under a grand

marquee.

What better way to celebrate this milestone than to
bring together all Singapore Malayalee
organisations. Ambassador Gopinath Pillai chaired
the organising committee. | was a member. | believe
that former SMA presidents Mr Dollah and the late
Mr PK Koshy were also on the committee. Everyone
agreed that instead of waving the flag of success, we
should do something meaningful. It should benefit
Singaporeans beyond the Malayalee community. We
also believed that since education is so important
for the Malayalees, what we do should be centred

on this. | was tasked to come up with a big idea.

| roped in my childhood buddy, Harish Pillay. We
brainstormed for a week and came up with the
audacious idea of putting a personal computer (PC)
in the home of every family in the Indian community
that couldn’t afford it. We would do this by getting
large organisations to donate their old PCs (as part
of their upgrading process). We will then organise
large numbers of IT professionals as volunteers to
physically upgrade these PCs to Pentium grade. We
will get Microsoft to donate the operating system
free-of-charge. The writing was on the wall — if you
don’t have a PC you will be seriously disadvantaged
whether you’re a student or an employee. We must
be ahead of the curve.

Harish and | were quite sure the idea would be
rejected because it’'s too ambitious and we don’t
have the resources to get it off the ground. We had
a can of beer each and walked into the committee
meeting and gave it our best shot. It was accepted!
This is mainly thanks to chairman Gopinath Pillai
who was an experienced entrepreneur quite used to
taking risks — calculated risks.

It was the big announcement at SMA’s 80th
anniversary event in 1998. As the guest-of-honour,
then-Deputy Prime Minister Lee Hsien Loong
applauded Malayalees for thinking beyond the

community and beyond the present.

I

639@6MIalaNIPo 2025




Without delay or hesitation we proceeded to set up
the “IT Services Cooperative” to operationalise the
big idea. Then-SPH Business Times editor, Patrick
Daniel was appointed chairman of the board. | was
the deputy chairman. As we wanted it to be a
ground-up initiative ‘owned’ primarily by the
community, Malayalees were urged to become
members. They responded generously, | believe,
mainly because it had to do with educational
upliftment. We had hundreds of active IT
volunteers, many of whom were Employment Pass
holders. They worked diligently for hours at the
operations centre at the Mahatma Gandhi Memorial
Hall. As a corporate member of the cooperative, the
Singapore Indian Development Association or Sinda
leased the premises to us free-of-charge. Sinda also
helped us identify households that were most in

need of assistance.

| would say that it was a successful project and a
highly meaningful one. This initiative by the

Singapore Malayalee community helped in the
educational upliftment of a significant number of
needy Indian Singaporeans. In less than 5 years we
successfully emplaced upgraded PCs in the homes
of more than 3,000 households. In every recipient

household one adult and a student were required to
attend a 3-day IT literacy course fully paid for by the
government. With the announcement of the “Neu-
PC” scheme by the government in a few years, we
effectively transferred our mission to the capable
hands of Sinda which worked closely with the
Infocomm Development Authority of Singapore

(IDA) to ensure continuity.

This experience made us realise the power of
working together with likeminded groups and
individuals, leveraging our respective strengths.
Initiatives such as this strengthened the Malayalee
community’s standing with the government. We
also realised how much of trust equity we had with
the government and large private sector

organisations who supported us beyond
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expectations. This is hard earned leverage that we
must continue to use for the betterment of our
community in Singapore. More importantly, we
must ensure we don’t lose the leverage. In fact, we
must strive to continually strengthen it by actively
collaborating with organisations beyond the
Malayalee/Indian community.

We must always remind ourselves of this core
principle — self-help doesn’t mean self-serving.

Embracing Change - Honouring Roots

The truth is we wouldn’t be talking about change, so
enthusiastically, if we hadn’t tasted success. We
must have the humility and decency to acknowledge
the wisdom and wherewithal of our founding
leaders. If not for their foresight — to think beyond
themselves and their lifetime — the seeds of this
legendary organisation wouldn’t have been planted
in 1917. Indeed, we got here by riding on the
shoulders of giants.

The Singapore Kerala Association gave Singapore
Malayalees safe harbour and a sense of security
during the challenging years spanning the 2 world
wars. We had the financial wisdom to procure 44
Race Course Road on prime land. SKA helped
thousands of brethren from Kerala secure jobs and

settle-in with their families.

* * We must always remind ourselves of this

core principle — self-help doesn't mean
self-serving.

Politically, many who came from Kerala were left-
leaning given the communist regime. This did not
mean Malayalees were anti-establishment. We were
pragmatic enough to draw a distinction between
party and government. Since they considered this
home, most Malayalee households threw in their lot

with the government. Many contributed as trades
union leaders. The objective was to ensure the

children had a good, uninterrupted education and




we had the freedom to celebrate Malayalee culture
and tradition. This meant giving unstinting support
to the government so that Singapore succeeds in
the first place.

In return, the political leaders constantly
acknowledged their gratitude and signalled their
support for the Malayalee community for being a
linchpin of Singapore society. A healthy symbiotic

relationship evolved with ease.

| recall that the 1960s to the mid-1990s was a
period of unity, camaraderie and collaboration
among the various sub-groups of the Malayalee
community. We achieved much together. We took
pride in being Malayalees. What’s significant is that
our identity went beyond ethnicity. It was about
being “Singapore Malayalees”. We became
indigenised.

As we entered the 2000s, there was a significant rise
in the influx of Malayalees. | would say that this was
a much needed shot-in-the-arm for Malayalee
culture, language and tradition, which had been
steadily waning. | am seeing the same migrant spirit
and fervour we had in the 1960s that pushed us to
excel through competition, hard work and the
penchant for juggling many balls in the air. The
surge in artistic, cultural and intellectual prowess is
awesome.

" The Malayalee community has been a
formidable force for good when we have
been able to put aside our differences and

support each other's interests. We have
done this before, several times over the past
108 years. We can do it again. / /

This wave of Malayalees also bring a deeper
emotional bond with Kerala, and India, to a lesser
extent. While this is understandable, if not
moderated, it can be problematic.

To put it plainly, | am seeing 3 Malayalee
communities evolving in Singapore. The first would
comprise those who are born and raised here.
Unfortunately, they aren’t adequately conversant in
Malayalee culture or the language. They are proud
of their Singapore Malayalee identity. The second
group comprises those came from Kerala more than
30-years ago and went to mainstream schools here.
Although steeped in Malayalee culture their identity
Is Singaporean. The third category is made up of
Malayalees who came here more recently and who
have a healthy respect for Singapore. However,
emotionally and culturally they relate more to

Kerala and India compared to Singapore.

This type of coexistence is ok if there are no
competing or conflicting demands. For example, if
the programme for Onam Nite constitutes only
singers and dancers from Kerala and the skits are
based on Kerala politics then homegrown
Malayalees will feel alienated. They won’t attend.

On the other hand, if Onam Nite has performances
only by Singapore artistes, it won’t work for the
third category of Malayalees.

| don’t see why it’s got to be a zero-sum scenario.
We can have some shows that have more Kerala
artistes, while other shows feature Singapore-based
artistes.

This clearly requires more effort and planning. Doing
the right thing isn’t usually easy, but it must be

done.

The key is that we must act as one united Singapore
Malayalee community where we strive to cater to
the interests of all groups. 2 considerations are non-
negotiable. First, no one group should dominate and
undermine the genuine interests of the others.
Second, our Singapore identity should be
sacrosanct.

| would like to see this issue being resolved amicably
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before the divides become entrenched.

The SMA members present at the Annual General
Meeting (AGM) on 27th April 2025 made a
statement. We unanimously elected Ms Sunu
Sivadasan-Ghani as President of the Singapore
Malayalee Association. She becomes the first female
leader of the umbrella body for Singapore
Malayalees. Yes, it took us 108-years to get here. As

they say, “better late than never”!

Time and again, the Singapore Malayalee
community has demonstrated that we can be
surprisingly progressive when the occasion calls for
it.

It is my considered view that Ms Sunu is the right
person for the task of finding common ground

among the diverse groups in the community. She is

born and raised in Singapore and therefore
instinctively understands what’s at stake if we don’t
work together to achieve a win-win outcome as
Singapore Malayalees. Having served as Vice
President of SMA for several years she has a good
grasp of the emotions and vicissitudes on the
ground. Being a good listener, Sunu has come to
command the respect of members from the various

groups.

| would urge the President of SMA and the
management committee to give this matter priority.
The Malayalee community has been a formidable
force for good when we have been able to put aside
our differences and support each other’s interests.
We have done this before, several times over the

past 108 years. We can do it again.
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Nayanthara Prathap ﬂ

o "Natare Nartares,

When in doubt, turn to the trees,

To rustling winds and buzzing bees.

She teaches you how to rise and stand—
Each stumble, just a soft command.

For every dusk that dims the skies

Is followed by a sun that’ll rise.

A new dawn whispers, soft and clear:
"Begin again—your path is near."

When in doubt, turn to the rose,

Its tender bloom, its thorn that shows—
Beauty and pain in sweet duet,

A truth we often just forget.

The petals fall, the thorns remain;
We clutch the hurt, replay the pain.
But nature speaks in silent grace:

Let go, move on, find your own pace.

When in doubt, taste earth’s delight—
A mango warm, a pear just right.
No need for pills or costly blends

When nature heals, when nature mends.

Fruits and seeds, from soil they rise,
A gift beneath the open skies.

She feeds us still, though we ignore
The simple joys she keeps in store.

Nartare Nafare

But most of all, when hearts grow numb,
Turn back to where we came from.
Respect the roots, the ancient bark,

The quiet shade, the meadow's spark.

She’s weathered storms we cannot name,
And still she offers just the same—

A place to rest, a breath, a pause,

No judgment passed, no need for cause.

Yet if we strip, if we betray,

If greed consumes and leads the way,
She will cry not, but she will reclaim.
And we will bear the grief and blame.

Your loved ones’ tears may drown your cries,
While forests burn and rivers die.

So act today, before regret

Becomes the song we can't forget.

Guard her soul, restore her grace,

Let wild things grow, reclaim their place.
This is the heart, the poet’s cry—

To heal her wounds before she dies.
And if we do, then we may play

In nature’s arms, like yesterday.




' Shraddha Patil

| wasn’t born Malayalee, but over the past ten years,
I've found myself slowly, almost imperceptibly,
folding into this identity - not by blood or language,
but by rhythm, ritual, and unspoken belonging.

| married into it - into pazhampori and kanji-payar,
spirited debates, lullabies | didn’t grow up with but
now hum instinctively (Omana Thingal Kidavo of
course) and a language | still don’t speak that
fluently (the agglutination is hard for non-native

speakers!) but now understand with my heart. I'm
not Malayalee by birth, but perhaps, in the space
between origins and outcomes, | am something else

entirely.

We often talk about identity as if it were a
destination. A fixed point. A flag we plant. But for

'—. = s )
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many of us - immigrants, spouses, third-culture kids
and parents - it’s more of a terrain we navigate. | am
not from Kerala, and | am not quite from here
either, though Singapore is where | have lived for
most of my life, where we raise our children, and try

to imbue meaning into each day.

“So, here you are

too foreign for home
too foreign for here.
Never enough for both.”

writes ljeoma Umebinyuo in her poem “Diaspora
Blues”.

There is a strange kind of ache in being too foreign
for there, yet not local enough for here. So instead,



we build something new - stitched from memory
and hope, from borrowed words, second-hand
traditions (thank you, Internet!), and rituals we
slowly make our own. It’s a quiet, evolving creation -
familiar to none, but meaningful to us.

4 ¢

| wasn’t Malayalee,

but | was no longer entirely not. ))

Ten years ago, | didn’t know how much this journey
would shape me. In the beginning, everything was
unfamiliar. The food was different, the customs
were layered, the conversations rapid (I’'m sure any
non-native speaker will agree) and dense with
cultural shorthand. But there was also an open-
hearted welcome. No tests to pass. No hoops to
jump through. No one needed me to prove
anything. | was simply included. There was just a
gentle, generous invitation to come closer. And

slowly, | did. That unspoken generosity is something
| will always treasure.

Over time, the rituals became less foreign, the
festivals more personal. | began to understand the

silences between words, the music behind the
movements. | began to enjoy movies, sometimes
even without subtitles. | began to appreciate
Kathakali performances (thank you Bhaskar’s Arts
Academy for the lovely Kathakali Festival 2025),
because even though | understood only perhaps
70% of the poetry, | certainly was able to grasp all of
the emotions. | even participated in Natakamela,
SMA’s annual drama production (thank you Vasu
chettan!), albeit in a small role.

Gradually, the cultural references stopped needing
footnotes. | started to understand not just what was
being said, but what was meant. | learned when to
nod, and when to laugh. | started to feel a shift - not

just in how others saw me, but in how | saw myself.
| don’t know when or where it happened exactly,

but at some point, there was a subtle shift: | wasn’t
just looking in. | was inside. | wasn’t Malayalee, but |

was no longer entirely not.

¢

Shraddha with her family

Today, raising two children (aged 5 and 3) in
Singapore with my Malayalee husband, | often find
myself straddling cultures - mine, his, and the one
we’re building together. Our kids switch among
easily among Malayalam, Kannada, Hindi and
Mandarin without hesitation. They love both tofu
and avial. How do you raise children who are
confident in their identity when their identity is not
a simple inheritance, but a mosaic? How do you
honour both parents’ cultures without reducing
either to tokens?

We try to give them exposure to all of it — bilingual
story books in Malayalam and Hindi, conversations
with both sets of grandparents in Kannada and
Malayalam, holidays with double significance (Ugadi

and Vishu), and of course, loads of love from both
families. We try to show them that identity is not
about exclusion, it’s about layering histories,
blending voices, and holding complexity with grace.
It’s the art of belonging to more than one place,
without needing to abandon another.
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Still, it isn’t easy. | wonder sometimes if | am doing
enough to preserve my side of their heritage, or if
we’re diluting his. | wonder what our children will
call themselves when they are older, if they will feel
rootless or rooted, if they will feel the tension of
being in-between. Is it okay that our version of
“Malayalee” might not look exactly like anyone
else’s? And vyet, in the best moments, | remember:
identity is not a checklist. It's a river - winding,
merging, shaped by the shores it passes. Some of its
waters come from distant mountains, others from
rain that falls close to home. It carries memory,
movement, and possibility, and in its flow, it finds its
own shape.

What |'ve found is that being Malayalee is not just
about where you come from, but about what you
choose to carry with you. My children may not be
living in Kerala, but they carry the rhythms of its
songs. They understand the weight of tradition and
the freedom to reinterpret it. They know their
grandparents’ stories (both sets). They enjoy both
chakka ada and holige.

I’'m not Malayalee by birth. But | am, in every way
that matters, part of this evolving story. A story of
culture that travels across oceans and generations.
A story of connection, curiosity, and quiet
transformation. | am deeply grateful to Achan and
Amma — for welcoming me with love, and Pappa
and Amma, for giving me the confidence to hold

q¢

Being Malayalee is not just about where

you come from, but about what you
choose to carry with you. 77

space for both parts (or perhaps, all three parts —
Kannadiga, Singaporean, Malayalee) of my
newfound identity. | am also deeply grateful to the
Malayalee community in Singapore for letting me

write myself into its pages.

Because sometimes, belonging isn’t something you
inherit. It’s something you build.

About the Author
Shraddha Patil was born into a Kannada-speaking

family and has lived in Singapore since the age of
six. She married into a Malayalee household and has
spent the past decade navigating, embracing, and
shaping a blended cultural identity. Since 2019, she
has been a passionate committee member of the
Singapore Malayalee Association, contributing
actively to its community initiatives. Through
language, food, festivals, and storytelling, she and
her husband are raising their two young children in
a home that honours both their traditions. Shraddha
is especially grateful to the Singapore Malayalee
community for its warmth, openness, and
generosity in letting her be part of its evolving story.
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As the vibrant colours of the pookkalam brighten our
homes, Onam reminds us of our shared heritage - a
vibrant blend of traditions, literature, attire, cuisine,
and childhood memories that connect us across
generations. It is a time of unity, celebration, and a
return to Malayalee roots. At the very heart of this
heritage is our language: Malayalam.

The phrase "mother tongue" itself can be misleading.
It is not always the language of the biological mother;
it can be the language of a caregiver or the dominant
language of the home in a child's earliest years.
However, there is a profound scientific and emotional
truth captured in that term. Our mother tongue is not
just a cultural keepsake, but a science-backed tool for
building stronger minds, deeper identities, and
unbreakable family bonds, especially for the Malayalee
diaspora in a multicultural hub like Singapore.

The First Connection: The Mother's Voice and the

Child's Brain
While a child's "first language" (L1) is technically the

first one they are exposed to, the term "mother
tongue" holds a deeper, more literal meaning than we
might think. Groundbreaking research has revealed
that language learning begins long before a baby's first
cry. In the final trimester of pregnancy, a foetus can
hear and is constantly bathed in the sound of its
mother's voice. The womb acts as a natural filter,
muffling distinct words but perfectly transmitting the
unique rhythm, melody, and intonation of her speech -

¢

~ Isthe
SMother Tongue?

Really fhe
Mother's Language?

| Ullas Kumar

the very music of her language. [1]

A 2023 study in Science Advances [2] provided
compelling evidence of this, showing that at birth, a
newborn's brain activity is already uniquely tuned to
the language they heard in the womb. This prenatal
imprinting means that from the moment they are
born, our children are primed to learn the language
that is physically and biologically their mother's
tongue.

¢¢

Mother tongue is not just a cultural

concept but a neurological head start.??

The Gift of L1: Boosting Brain and Cognitive

Development
Many parents worry that speaking Malayalam at home

might hinder their child's ability to learn English.
However, decades of research show the exact opposite
is true. A strong foundation in the mother tongue (L1)
is one of the greatest assets a child can have for their
cognitive and academic development [4]. Children
proficient in their mother tongue develop stronger
cognitive skills, including critical thinking, problem-
solving, and creativity [3]. Learning concepts in a
familiar language reduces the cognitive load, allowing
them to grasp complex ideas more easily. A well-
developed L1 provides the essential scaffolding for
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learning a second language (L2). Skills like literacy and
understanding grammar are transferable. A child who
has mastered these in Malayalam can apply that
knowledge to learning English, often making them
faster and more effective language learners [3][4].

It is essential to clarify that no scientific evidence
suggests Malayalam is cognitively "superior” to English
or any other language. The advantage comes not from
the specific language, but from the principle of
building a strong foundation in the language of the
home. Every language provides a unique "cognitive
toolkit" for perceiving the world. While German has a
word like Schadenfreude to package a complex
emotion, Malayalam's rich vocabulary and unique
script offer a robust cognitive workout, contributing to
a child's overall development [6].

The Soul of a People: Malayalam, Culture, and

Identity
Language is the lifeblood of culture. It is the vessel

that carries our history, values, folklore, and unique
worldview. For a Malayalee child, Malayalam is the key
that unlocks their heritage. The language of songs,
mythological stories, poetry and literature defines our
culture. The language connects them to the wisdom of
their grandparents and the shared memories of their
community.

This connection is vital for a child's development,
providing a powerful sense of identity, belonging, and
self-worth. Research has shown a profound link
between connection to a heritage language and
positive mental health outcomes. One study found
that Indigenous youth with greater knowledge of their
native language had significantly lower rates of suicidal
ideation [5]. The principle is universal:

Common Myths vs. Reality: Why We MUST Speak

Malayalam at Home
Despite the clear benefits, many well-meaning parents

fall prey to common myths about bilingualism. Let's
address two of the most persistent ones.

Myth #1: "I should only speak English at home to

help my child succeed in school."
Reality: This is one of the most counter productive

things a parent can do. A strong L1 (Malayalam) is the
foundation for learning L2 (English). Suppressing the
home language weakens this foundation, making it
harder for a child to learn both languages well. More
importantly, language is the primary tool for

63066MInlaNI@o 2025

parenting. Parents must express love and discipline,
and share the deepest values most effectively in the
language they are most comfortable with.

¢ Language is a powerful anchor for our identity and

wellbeing. By teaching our children Malayalam, we
give them more than just words; we give them a
deeper understanding of who they are [5][6].”

Myth #2: "My Malayalam isn't perfect, so |
shouldn't speak it to my child. | don't want them to

learn my mistakes."
Reality: The concept of a "perfectly balanced

bilingual” is a myth; most multilingual people have a
dominant language and use their languages for
different purposes. The child will be exposed to
"standard" Malayalam through media and community
classes. What they can only get from parents is the
authentic, loving, everyday use of the language at
home. The connection and cultural transmission that
happens when parents speak Malayalam - even
imperfectly - is far more valuable than any minor

grammatical  errors they might pick up.

Preserving Our Heritage in Singapore: A Practical

Guide for Parents
So, what can we do to ensure Malayalam thrives for

generations to come in Singapore? The journey begins
at home and extends into our vibrant community.

At Home: Make Malayalam the Language of the

Heart
Talk, Talk, Talk: Narrate your day, discuss meals, and

share stories in Malayalam.
Read Together: Find Malayalam children's books and

read them at bedtime.
Sing and Play: Teach them the nursery rhymes and

movie songs you grew up with.

The goal is not to raise a perfect grammarian, but

a connected child. 39

Connect with Family: Schedule regular video calls with
grandparents and relatives, encouraging the child to
speak with them in Malayalam.

In the Community: Tap into Singapore's Resources
Language Classes: Enrol your children in weekend

classes. The Malayalam Language Education Society
(MLES) Singapore offers structured courses for
children to learn reading, writing, and culture in a fun

<




environment.

Cultural Associations: Get involved with community
organisations. The Singapore Malayalee Association
(SMA), founded in 1917, is a hub for cultural
activities and clubs for all ages. SMA recently
established a 3000-book Malayalam-language library
at 44 Race Course Road. Other Malayalee groups like
Naval Base Kerala Library (NBKL), Singapore Kairalee
Kala Nilayam(SKKN), Kerala Art Lovers Association
(KALA), Indian Cultural Association (ICA) and
organisations representing Christian, Muslim and
Hindu communities, also offer platforms to engage
with the arts and traditions.

Cinema and Cultural Experiences: Malayalam movies
are often released in Singapore on the same day.
SMA's Onam Nite and events from other organisations
offer a platform to celebrate and interact in
Malayalam.

Immersive Experiences: Visit exhibitions like "Ente
Veedu, My Home: Malayalees in Singapore" at the
Indian Heritage Centre to show your children how our
community has woven itself into the fabric of
Singapore.

A Gift for Generations
As we celebrate Onam, let us celebrate the language

that binds us. Passing on Malayalam to our children is
one of the most powerful gifts we can give them. It is a
gift of cognitive strength, cultural pride, and a deep
and enduring connection to family and heritage. It is
the voice of our ancestors and the foundation for our
children's future.

Onashamsakal!

(20198 EIHWIOD (o190I16M)ONJNNIIBE B OHHIMISHBIANS
MY&EJIO@MIo DY CRIAMo @Yo E LW OmI M
(oI 16:61e63m3.)

Scientific References

1. Kisilevsky, B. S., Hains, S. M. J,, Lee, K., Xie, X., Huang, H., Ye, H. H., Zhang,
K., & Wang, Z. (2003). Effects of experience on fetal voice recognition.
Psychological Science, 14(3), 220-224.

2. Gervain, J., et al. (2023). Speech perception in the newborn brain is

shaped by prenatal experience. Science Advances, 9(47).
3. Bialystok, E. (2017). The bilingual advantage. Current Directions in

Psychological Science, 26(4), 287-292.
4. Cummins, J. (1986). Empc erit  m ority students: A framework

intervention. Harvard Educational Review, 56(1), 18-36.
5. Hallett, D., et al. (2018). The mental health consequences of Indigenous

language loss and revitalisation: A systematic literature review. Journal of

Indigenous Wellbeing, 3(1), 1-20.
6. Shablack, H., & Lindquist, K. A. (2019). The role of language in emotion:

Predictions from the psychological constructionist account. Social and
Personality Psychology Compass, 13(12).

Care
That Transcends Barriers

o
% KINDER

HOSPITALS
Kindles life

Kinder Hospitals
Cherthala

Kinder Hospitals
Kochi, Kerala

Expanding Our Health Ecosystem,
Nurturing New Communities

Kinder Hospitals
Alappuzha

Kinder Hospitals
Bengaluru

. Kinder Hospitals Kinder Hospitals
_‘_-—.-'-—._--—
Chengannur Kollam

HAPPY OANAM

Wishing you all a very happy & prosperous Onam..

KINDER HOSPITALS

A Project of Kindorama Pte Ltd Singapore

Kinder Hospitals
Edappal

Kinder Hospitals
Kozhikode




Resounding Reverberations of

. _ y 4
- >
] . . J
¥row - N« g
s
- .
Iy . - =
. wy
- s B
o \ - N

L Kb A Ve

| Jayaperakash Jayadevan

As child, | was often regaled with stories of my
grandfather, K.R. Vidhyadharan, a native of Kappil, Edava
in Trivandrum. His voyage to Singapore in the late 1940s
was not merely a personal pursuit of survival, but a
chapter in the larger saga of numerous Malayalees who
dared to cross the seas in search of a brighter future for
their families back in Kerala.

My grandfather found his livelihood at the Keppel

! These journeys were more than
" mere voyages - they were
emotional conduits between home _
and the land of opportunity.

Yesteryears: The Odyssey of
My Grandfather and the
Malayalee Diaspora in Singapore

Shipyard, a bustling epicentre that became his lifeline in
an alien land. He resided in a modest, cramped space
above a shoplot near Telok Blangah - basic yet
economical, and conveniently located within walking
distance of the shipyard. Like many of his compatriots,
he subsisted on a modest diet of white rice with curry or
parrota from the Indian Muslim shop down the road.
These humble meals fueled him through the grueling
hours of physically demanding work.

He was not merely a diligent shipyard worker; he was
also an active participant in the Keppel Shipyard
Workers Union. Through his engagement, he
collaborated with others to enhance working




conditions, champion fair wages, and cultivate a sense
of camaraderie among fellow workers. It was in these
meetings and dialogues that the Malayalee community
in Singapore further strengthened its bonds, standing
united in the face of adversity.

The late 1940s and early 1950s were challenging years in
Singapore. Under British colonial rule and in the pre-
1965 era, life for migrant workers was characterized by
struggle and sacrifice. My grandfather would traverse
between India and Singapore on ships like the Rajula and
other renowned passenger steamers of the era. These
journeys were more than mere voyages - they were
emotional conduits between home and the land of
opportunity.

Upon his return to Kerala, he would bring along gifts and
souvenirs from Singapore - shirts and trousers tailored in
the island’s textile shops, toys for the children, and small
trinkets that narrated tales of a world vastly different
from the coconut groves and backwaters of home.
These tokens, though modest, bore the dreams and
struggles of a man determined to provide a better life for
his family.

Despite the hurdles, the Malayalee community

exhibited remarkable resilience and resourcefulness.

Their stories — of hardship, solidarity,
and leadership - form the bedrock of
the vibrant Malayalee community we
witness in Singapore today.
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They formed a tight-knit network that went beyond
daily survival. Many played pivotal roles in labor unions

and in the broader social and political tapestry of
Singapore. Some emerged as prominent journalists and
editors, wielding the power of the pen to spotlight
community issues and advocate for justice and equity.
Remarkably, some even had the honor of an audience
with the legendary Netaji Subhas Chandra Bose during
his visit to Singapore in the 1940s, drawing inspiration
from his words to fuel their own battles for dignity and
self-determination.

Reflecting on my grandfather’s journey, | perceive not
just the sacrifices he made, but the collective spirit of a
community that planted deep roots in a foreign land.
Their stories - of hardship, solidarity, and leadership -
form the bedrock of the vibrant Malayalee community
we witness in Singapore today. It is a narrative of
perseverance and unity, a tribute to the enduring
strength and contributions of our ancestors, whose
legacy continuesto inspire usall.




Dr Chitra Krishnakumar |

Introduction
The day was as pleasant as the sunshine that streamed through the windows, spreading its warmth indoors.

Outside, the shrubs, hedges, distant trees, and tall grass swayed gently in the breeze, joined by fluttering
butterflies, creating a calm and peaceful scene for anyone looking out.

But for the people inside the house, the atmosphere was far from peaceful.

Their life had turned upside down in a trice. Police were everywhere, questioning them.

The man who had been with them for the last few months sat in the room, unmoving, declared dead.

He had been irritable and secretive in his movements. He had been wary and jumpy most of the time. They had |
sublet their cottage to him for a pricey sum, and the rent he paid unfailingly on the dot every month. So they \
ignored his odd behaviour and never interfered or asked any questions. He never encouraged conversation either.

He kept to his room most of the time.

He had told them he was in town for a project with his company, after which he would leave. He was due to leave

in a week. They hardly knew him.

Espionage

Espionage was no easy job. The life of a spy was perilous. It was neither thrilling nor adventurous as it was made out to
beinJamesBond films. They always had to stay alert, as threats could come from anywhere.

The family he had been staying with on this faraway island in the Pacific had been arranged by his government to
project a sense of normalcy in his life.

He had been assigned to some highly secretive tasks, and now time was running out. He had been working day and
night.

He was part of the state cybercrime team.

Sitting here with a new identity, he and his team spread across the world had hacked into vital systems like airports,
transport, shipping, and essential services such as the electricity and water grids of several countries, causing
mayhem. They were now encroaching further, working to hack and disable more servers to cause as much havoc as
possible.

They had successfully crippled some servers at various locations, resulting in significant data breaches and severe
operational disruptions. And steadily, they were aiming for more. Life had nearly come to a haltin some major cities.
There was no gunfire or bloodshed. This was undeclared cyberwarfare.
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Tracking

The enemy camp had set its own mechanisms in place. With satellite surveillance, spy drones, and Al tools, they could
detect hyperactivity. Through cloud surveillance, monitoring network traffic, checking router statistics, and analysing
application usage, they could identify sudden spikes, unusual traffic patterns, and large-scale data consumption.
Malicious malware consumes vast amounts of data when sending information to remote servers or downloading
harmful software.

They had been constantly monitoring for these spikes.

They had already marked several areas showing heightened activity.

So when they noticed a small cottage on a remote island with activity levels occasionally spiking, they began watching
closely.

Theytoo were not stationed anywhere near the spy. They were monitoring him from a faraway location.

Hacking

They had hacked into his computer and observed his movements through the camera lens using software called
‘Mirror’. They had come to know his routine fairly well.

But it soon seemed he had realised he was being watched, as he acquired another laptop, commonly used in secure
settings, which had no cameralens.

In some countries, their systems were already crippled. In others, they were close to a standstill. It was time to act.

The enemy camp hacked into and gained remote access to the spy’s system. They managed to badly compromise it.
Being a cyber specialist, they knew he would try to recover. L |

They hoped he would revert to his old computer with the camera lens, at least for a short while. And as they waited, he
did.

The Attack

The spy knew he was being watched, but never anticipated how the attack would come.

As he resumed work on the old computer with the camera lens, he received a message: “You look good.” He knew he
should notlook at the camera and needed to move out of its frame immediately.

He scrambled madly out of the chair but inadvertently glanced at the screen. That was exactly what the enemy camp
had been waiting for. They struck.

They used a ‘Death Ray’, a laser with a high-intensity electromagnetic stream. It was sent through the camera lens
aperture and hit him between the eyes. Death was instantaneous.

It left no marks. The police, based on the post-mortem report, recorded the cause as a cerebral haemorrhage.

Conclusion
For the enemy camp, the triumph was short-lived, as they soon detected another hotspot not far from this location, in
a crowded city.
Doeskilling end cybercrime?
Rather, tackling it, setting up safeguards, staying vigilant, monitoring constantly, countering attacks, and using the
right tools and techniques are what help.
Cybercriminals always devise new strategies, so it is essential to stay alert.

Dr. Chitra Krishnakumar is passionate about dance and music. She is the President of Soorya
(Singapore), a non-profit voluntary cultural society promoting fine classical arts.)
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Evils and

Necessary Evils:
A Conceptual Overview
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“The line dividing good and evil cuts through the
heart of every human being. And who is willing to

destroy a piece of his own heart?”
-Aleksandr Solzhenitsyn

Evil

The concept of evil, generally understood as the
opposite of good, is often associated with actions that
cause harm, suffering, or moral wrongdoing. Evil can
be interpreted broadly as any undesirable action or
state, or more narrowly as a deliberate and profound
moral failing. In religious contexts, evil is sometimes
linked to demonic or supernatural forces.

Examples of evil include:

e Violence—such as murder, assault, orterrorism

» Exploitation—using others for personal gain

» Cruelty—intentionallyinflicting pain or causing
suffering

* Deception—manipulating or misleading others
forselfish purposes

Necessary Evil
A necessary evil is an action or situation that is

unpleasant or harmful, but is accepted because it
serves a greater good or prevents a worse outcome.
While undesirable in themselves, such actions are
often justified by their context or intended

consequences.

Characteristics of necessary evil:

* Unpleasant but justified —harmful or undesirable
inthe shortterm, yet necessary to achieve along-
term beneficial result

* Lesser of two evils—choosing the less harmful
optionin adifficult situation

* Context-dependent—an action may be wrongin
one context but acceptablein another dueto
circumstances

Common examplesinclude:
* Taxation
* Discipline
* Rulesand regulations
* Surgery
* Healthcare decisions

* Punishment
* War

Examples in Detail
Taxation
Taxation is often described as a necessary evil in

society. It is frequently viewed as a burden because it
reduces disposable income and may discourage
economic activity. However, it provides essential

funding for public goods and services, including
infrastructure, education, healthcare, and national

¢




defence.

Discipline

Discipline is often seen as a necessary evil because it
involves restriction, discomfort, or delayed
gratification. While it may feel stifling, it fosters self-
control and helps individuals build character, achieve
goals, and maintain a structured life. Its benefits, such
as improved motivation, resilience, and a stronger
sense of purpose, often outweigh the initial
discomfort.

Rules and Regulations
Rules and regulations are designed to promote order,

fairness, and safety. Although they may seem
inconvenient or restrictive, they prevent chaos and
protect the rights and well-being of individuals in
society.

Surgery
Surgery is a prime example of a necessary evil in

medicine. While procedures can be painful, risky, or
even life-altering, they are often essential for curing
or managing illness and saving lives. The short-term
harm is accepted in exchange for long-term health
and recovery.

Healthcare
Healthcare professionals regularly face difficult

decisions, such as recommending treatments with
side effects or allocating limited resources. Even non-
clinical staff may make unpopular decisions, such as
staff scheduling, that benefit patient care but may

burden workers. These challenges reflect the ethical
complexities of balancing individual needs with
institutional or societal demands.

Punishment
Punishment, especially in criminal justice, is complex.

Though it causes suffering to individuals, it is
sometimes necessary to uphold justice, deter crime,
and protect society. The justification depends on the
effectiveness of the punishment and its alignment
with moral and legal standards. However, the ethics
and efficacy of various forms of punishment remain
subjects of ongoing debate.

War
War is one of the most controversial examples of

necessary evil. It brings destruction and suffering, but
may be considered essential to defend national
sovereignty, uphold justice, or protect human rights.
Its moral acceptability is often evaluated through the
lens of intent, necessity, and proportionality.

Conclusion
The coexistence of evils and necessary evils raises

profound questions about morality, free will, and the
role of a divine being in a world with suffering. While
the concept of “necessary evil” provides a framework
for justifying certain actions, it also highlights the
importance of ethical reflection and careful
judgment. Distinguishing between evil and necessary
evil requires clear reasoning, sensitivity to context,
and thoughtful consideration of both short- and long-
term consequences.
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The View

from Above:

A Pilot’s Reflections
on a Nation’s Strength
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hen | look back on my life and career, | realise
how closely my journey reflects Singapore’s evolution,
from vulnerability and uncertainty to strength and self-

reliance.

| was born in Trivandrum, Kerala, and my first taste of
adventure came in December 1957, when | boarded
the SS Rajula to join my father in Singapore. He was a
teacher, and perhaps it was from him that | inherited a
belief in discipline and the value of learning. | was just a

boy, 12 years old, wide-eyed at the port with my

' Major K S Rajan (Retd),
Republic of Singapore Air Force

mother and two sisters. | never imagined this beautiful
island would one day become my home and shape the

man | would become.

After completing my GCE O Levels, | began my career
as a teacher with the Ministry of Education. But
history had other plans. When Singapore separated
from Malaysia in 1965, the young nation had to stand
on its own feet, and it needed soldiers to defend it.
We had no army, navy, or air force, only token units

under British command. So | gladly answered the call



to enlist, two years before National Service was
introduced in 1967.

| joined the Singapore Armed Forces as an officer
cadet in June 1966 and completed the course in July
1967. | still remember the pride | felt when President
Yusof Ishak presented me with my sword and
commissioned me as a Second Lieutenant at the age
of 21. | was posted to the Artillery and, after 11 years,
became a Battalion Commander. | spent many long
days and nights in the field, learning not just tactics,
ballistics, and gunnery, but also how trust and

teamwork are the true backbone of any unit.

-—h

Even while serving in the army, my dream of flying
never left me. As a young boy in Trivandrum, | would
watch aircraft - now | know they were Dakotas (DC-
3s) - circling to land and wonder what the world
looked like from above. Years later, | joined the SAF
Flying Club and obtained my Private Pilot's Licence

with an instructor rating.

When the Vietham War ended, new opportunities
emerged. In 1979, | crossed over to the Republic of
Singapore Air Force to train as a helicopter pilot. |
earned my coveted wings in 1980, presented by then
Defence Minister Mr Howe Yoon Chong. | had the
privilege of serving during some of Singapore's most
defining moments, from the tense SIA hijack incident
to numerous search and rescue operations across the

region. Whether it was a plane downed in the seas or

jungles of Singapore, Malaysia, or Indonesia, we were

often the first responders. We also flew VIPs and

participated in National Day fly-pasts.

In those moments, peering out from a helicopter over
dark waters or hovering above dense forest, | often
reflected on the fragility of life and the critical

importance of a nation's ability to defend itself.

3

A Life of Service and Reflection
| retired from the RSAF in 1994 and moved into the

private sector, but the lessons | learned in the military
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National Day fly past at Singapore's
Golden Jubilee in 2015

remain with me. The Japanese occupation taught
Singapore never to take its security for granted. Who
would have imagined that Japan, so far away, could
conquer much of Southeast Asia, including our

island?
We learned to trust our neighbours, but never to

outsource our survival. We invested in our people and
trained them thoroughly, regardless of race or

background.

50 veterans from the Army, Navy, and Air Force,
marching past our President and cabinet during our
Golden Jubilee on 9th August 2015

During Singapore's Golden Jubilee in 2015, | had the
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50 veterans from the Army, Navy, and
Air Force, marching past our
President and cabinet during our
Golden Jubilee on 9th August 2015
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honour of marching with 50 veterans from the Army,
Navy, and Air Force past the President and Cabinet. It
was a proud moment, a celebration not just of our

past, but of how far we've come.

Today, when | see young Singaporeans in uniform, |
feel proud. After 50 years, nobody complains. They

willingly step forward to serve, shoulder to shoulder

with their buddies, continuing the journey we began.

During Singapore's Golden Jubilee in 2015, | had the
honour of marching with 50 veterans from the Army,
Navy, and Air Force past the President and Cabinet. It
was a proud moment, a celebration not just of our

past, but of how far we've come.

Today, when | see young Singaporeans in uniform, |
feel proud. After 50 years, nobody complains. They

willingly step forward to serve, shoulder to shoulder

with their buddies, continuing the journey we began.

At the Army Veterans' League
in Poland, 2015
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| Avyukth Ratheesh

Letter

Mother, Mother

Looks like this Christmas we are truly lucky.
The army has been kind, and so plucky -
They’re letting us come home for vacation
A brief respite from this war-torn nation.

| know it’s been so long

Since we sang our Christmas song
But with guns now growing still,
This winter’s joy our hearts will fill.

| really miss your festive treats

Like your bread pudding spiced with nutmeg sweet,

And those cookies, golden and round,
Whose scent would fill the house all around.

All these joys we’ll share again,
Dear mother, free from war and pain.

Please send my love to Father dear,

And tell him soon we’ll gather near

With children, spouses, grandkids bright,
Filling the house with love and light.

But fate had other plans in store -

This letter was the soldier’s last, no more.
He fell in battle, brave and true,

On December 7th, in ‘41 too.

The letter reached his home at last,

But left his mother’s heart downcast.
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There iIs no art without religion. When we are
children, we outline our hands on white sheets, not
because we think we will die, but because we want
to believe someone is watching. When the great
temples were built, they were built for the deity
housed within them, but more importantly, so the

people of the land knew that they were taken care

of. The rock-cut temple of Chitaral is no different,
withstanding changes in regimes, religions, and
empires for millennia, a point of singularity that tells

stories which span the length of the subcontinent.

In the city of Trivandrum, you get the impression of
being at the edge of civilisation, the last great
outpost of South India before the sea of the
unknown villages below. Indeed, traversing through

the dusty hills and plains of Kanyakumari, it is easy

to forget that the very seat of the great Travancore
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Kingdom lay amongst the luridly coloured houses
that dot the NH66. Families like ours, that trace our
origins to the rolling hills south of Trivandrum now
lying inconveniently across the Tamil Nadu border,
make this journey south very often, some even on a
weekly basis for cheaper groceries that come from
farms instead of trucks. The journey east, they call it
- strange nomenclature in a part of the world much

longer than it is wide.

We set out on this journey, my parents and |, with a
driver who is also a distant relative, brought closer
by that great bond called the discount. This uncle is
armed with stories, knowledge, and an iron
stomach. We stop first at my mother’s family
temple, a collection of unassuming shrines that
chronicle the last Malayali traces in the now

predominantly Tamil village. All that fades away

630@6MInlaNI@o 2025
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when we walk barefoot through the mud in a
miniature tropical forest to the shrine of the snake.
Such shrines are characteristic of Hinduism in
Kerala, and this damp, dark, leafy grove is a
microcosm of the syncretic nature of religion in this
part of the world. Through the fog of incense, | see
an enormous white centipede on top of the deity
moving back and forth as though trying to swallow it

whole. The others do not share my bemusement.

. 'qb'* -

There is one more stop, perhaps more momentous
than any other on this trip. The Padmanabhapuram
Palace is at the flat foot of a range of hills, but its
roofs are shrouded in the cloudy mists of a much
higher altitude. This aspect of its appearance sums
up the place in history the palace occupies,
unassuming at the surface, but elevated by sheer
strength and will. The wonders of this palace are so
vast that this account and its maker find that words
fall short of properly enumerating their splendours.

That is, both words and memory.

The landscape shifts with peninsular India's restless
quality, where geological boundaries ignore states
and languages. Dry terrain yields to improbable
green hills rising like architectural mistakes, their
peaks disappearing into mists suggesting climate

borrowed from elsewhere. The Thiruchanattu hills

63986MalaNIPo 2025

appear suddenly from the road, a geological
declaration announcing significance ahead. The
temple complex sits about 45 kilometers from
Kanyakumari, where the hillock contains rock-cut
sculptures of Tirthankaras and attendant deities
dating to the 9th century CE. The ascent is now
modern, and cement laid, stairs right out of any
public park | may be accustomed to back home in

Singapore, but my father remembers well the

stories of wild runs up the hill. The 9th-century cave
temple contains three sanctums with Jain
iconography, Parsvanatha, Mahavira and Padmavati,
carved in-situ from stone and remarkably
undamaged. This represents the culmination of Jain
architectural achievement in the region. These ruins
once formed a Jain training centre built in the 9th

century CE.

4
They will outlast us all, these

granite witnesses, holding their
stories until future generations
arrive to read them anew 7’

The historical context proves as compelling as the
archaeological evidence. The Ay dynasty controlled
the south-western tip of the peninsula from the
early historic period to medieval times, traditionally
holding sway over the port of Vizhinjam and the
fertile region of Nanjinad. The Ay Dynasty served as
major patrons of both Hinduism and Jainism,
commissioning numerous temples and religious
centers. This patronage created the conditions for
Chitaral's construction during a period when Jainism
maintained significant influence in the region. The
temple's significance extends beyond architectural
achievement to represent a critical moment in
South Indian religious history, when the Pallava king
Mahendravarman | (600-630 CE) converted from

Jainism to Shaivism under the influence of the




midnight injections and a swift drive back to our
urban refuge. Our Uncle of the iron stomach was
remarkably unruffled by the retches echoing in the
back seats, his foot on the pedal all the way back to

Kowdiar, the civilisational bastion of Trivandrum city.

The temple continues its patient vigil, a unique
juncture where ancient culture meets the serenity
of nature. Its carved inhabitants maintain stone
silence while the world changes at bewildering
speed around them. They have withessed kingdoms

rise and fall, faiths blend and separate, families

scatter and return. They will outlast us all, these

granite witnesses, holding their stories until future
Shaiva saint Appar, marking a broader shift in royal  generations arrive to read them anew.

patronage.

Adjacent to the cave temple stands a Bhagavati
shrine, added by the Ay dynasty's final rulers. The

site was converted into a Bhagavathi temple in the

13th century, but rather than representing Jainism's
erasure, the complex embodies theological

conversation conducted in stone. The Bhagavati

took residence alongside the serene Tirthankaras,

creating synthesis without anxiety about doctrinal AYURLUX

purity a monument to Indian genius, for religious
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syncretism. The stone carvers proceeded with their
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catastrophe that reduced our pilgrimage to
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Qplace for

the people

Sarojini Chandran
A record of her conversations
about the SMA with her family

The Singapore Malayalee Association (SMA) has
much to be proud of, not least its unity in
diversity. From the time of its beginnings in 1917,
it has evolved to serve different needs of the
Malayalee community in Singapore, but its ethos
was always “one for all and all for one”. I am by no
means whitewashing the highly charged debates
and disagreements among members, especially at
the Annual General Meetings, but when seen in
context, these were always driven by a passion to

serve the community first.

L\
Its ethos was always ‘one for

all and all for one ¥¥

My firsthand experience of serving the SMA in a
leadership position, spanned more than three
decades — from 1973 when | was elected as
Welfare Secretary with S. M. Haneefa as
President. From then till 2007, | worked with six

63066MInlaNI@0 2025

presidents — S. M. Haneefa, Aravindakshan Nair, K.
O. George, Viswa Sadasivan, Michael Fernandez
and M. M. Dollah. Each of them brought their

own strengths and vision.

S. M. Haneefa was a talented orator in Malayalam
as were many of his predecessors. Haneefa’s
Onam Night address was a delight for those who

appreciated the language.

Haneefa’s first one-year tenure was succeeded by
Aravindakshan Nair. He was soft spoken and more
reliant on English to communicate with members.
Ara, as he was popularly known, led by the book,
compliant with the constitution and rules and
regulations. After Ara’s one-year term, Haneefa

returned as President for three more years.

During this period, SMA was very active in
promoting the arts and culture, always

showcasing local Malayalees for Onam Night

performances — dances, songs, sketches and even

¢




the Onam Queen pageants.

After Haneefa, K. O. George was elected president
for three terms from 1987 to 1990. In my opinion,
George was extremely supportive of SMA’s
already vibrant Women’s Wing. George also took
steps to improve the facilities of the association’s
premises at 44 Race Course Road and initiated

renovation works.

Ara returned as President in 1991, and | was Vice
President. Before his term ended, Ara stood down
and | took over as acting President till the AGM of
1992. By then it was felt that the reins should be
handed over to a younger generation of
Malayalees who aspired to work for the
community and its values. Having written and
directed a bilingual play, Marriages That Are Made
in Heaven, in 1991, Viswa Sadasivan expressed his
desire to serve the association. Viswa brought a
team of young Malayalees, and they were elected.
The only two old-timers in Viswa’s committee

were S. Rajagopal and me.

Viswa’s committee had many ideas and the youth
and energy to make good their vision for the one

term they served.

At the 1994 AGM, in a surprising move, another
change occurred. Michael Fernandez emerged to
the fore to helm SMA as president. The Michael
committee devoted much time to fund-raising for
worthy causes, including the Sree Narayana
Mission, National Kidney Foundation and the
Sarada Kindergarten building fund of the
Ramakrishna Mission. Much of these funds were
raised through the hard work of members who

went on door-to-door donation drives, cultural

shows, and food fairs.

®

Michael’s three-year term ended in 1997 when M.
M. Dollah was elected president. He was perhaps
the longest serving president till 2007. Dollah was
an eloquent Malayalam speaker and did much for
Malayalam theatre in Singapore. It was during this
period that | embarked on my journey of writing
Malayalam one-act plays with a focus on life for

Malayalees in Singapore.

W
If you feel slightly lost at any

point, just remember that SMA

is a physical and emotional
place fFor the people. 77

Over these three decades and six presidents, |
served in each of their respective committees as a
dedicated member as well as a source of
continuity. For most of these years, | was the
elected vice president — in total for 25 years. This
was always in addition to my involvement as
chairperson and member of the always dynamic

and vibrant Women’s Wing.

While | sit back and reflect on the good times |
have had with the SMA, | note with great pride
the breaking of new grounds in the 2025 AGM.
Yes, it is the election of Sunu Sivadasan-Ghani as
President of SMA.

| wish Sunu the very best in leading the SMA to
meet new challenges and achieve greater local
participation of Singapore Malayalees and
newcomers in the various planned activities. | also
wish all her committee members the pleasure of
contributing to the Malayalee cause in Singapore.
If you feel slightly lost at all, just remember that
SMA is a physical and emotional place for the

people.
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D. Sudheeran

My work demanded constant movement,
transfers, travels, restless journeys
that shattered my son's education,
scattered his learning like autumn leaves.
No solution came for stable ground,
for roots that children need to grow.
So wife and son returned to home,
to ancestral walls and familiar soil.

| remained with one companion:

a parrot in this distant village.

The neighbor watching over my house
vanished on extended leave.

Before my next official journey,

| chose what seemed like mercy

and opened wide the cage door.
"Hail!" it cried for morning feed,
"Hai! Hai!" it called, then soared
into the boundless morning sky.
Mixed feelings stirred within me,
but work and travel dulled the ache.
A month passed. | returned relaxed,
drawn by habit toward my friend,
forgetting the gift of freedom.

But there, within the open cage:
horror—discolored, dry, ant-eaten,
the corpse of liberation.

The hunger-death of a "free" bird
who knew only captivity's rhythm,
who learned that life was bondage
and the promise of daily bread.
Through the cage bars, far away,

| glimpsed a form emerging:

a fearful child, crying endlessly

in his mother's absence.




Ayaan Khalid Rafi
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Growing up in a family from Kerala, Onam has always
been a special time for us. Although | have spent my
entire life in Singapore and | am only 13 years old now,
| have had the opportunity to attend several Onam
celebrations organised by different associations. In all
these celebrations, the creation of the Athapookalam
has been a central part. | remember seeing a variety of
pookalams with marvellous designs and beautiful
collections of flowers. More than a treat for my eyes,
the air was filled with the sweet scent of flowers like
Jamanthi, making those days truly memorable.

| was also curious about the story behind the
Athapookalam, and my mother helped me understand
it. These intricate floral arrangements symbolise joy,
devotion, and a heartfelt welcome to the legendary
King Mahabali, whose reign is fondly remembered for
peace, prosperity, and equality. It’s also about

connecting with our roots and deepening our shared
bonds.

Building the Athapookalam was about more than just
creating a bed of flowers. Every petal placed had its
significance, like Thumba, which my mother said was
Lord Shiva’s favourite, or the Sankhupushpam, which

"
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she explained symbolised Vishnu’s wisdom. As a child,
listening to these stories made the process magical,
turning the Athapookalam into a living storybook of
our culture.

One of my most treasured memories of the pookalam
was when we created one in front of my home while
my grandmother and uncle visited us in Singapore
during Onam. | joined them in buying flowers,
shredding the petals into fine pieces, and drawing the
design for the pookalam. It was such a joyful moment
because finally, | could be a part of creating the
pookalam. Though the pookalam is supposed to have
ten local varieties of flowers (dashapushpam), we
managed to get only a few. Nevertheless, the
experience was truly unforgettable.

et

Athapookalam is more than just a decorative
ritual; it is a celebration of togetherness.
Families, friends, and community members
join hands in joyful collaboration, turning
this floral creation into a shared experience
Filled with creativity and devotion. §Y
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This painting invites viewers to experience the Garden City of Singapore
through a vibrant floral window.

Depicted in the traditional Kerala mural style using five colours
(Panchavarnas), the artwork features 55 iconic Singapore landmarks,

attractions, and symbols - each thoughtfully woven into the
composition.

The plants and birds showcased are those commonly found across
Singapore, reflecting the nation’s rich biodiversity and natural beauty.
Singapura: The Garden City is both a tribute to Singapore’s green

identity and a celebration of its harmonious blend of culture, nature,
and urban life.

Name: Singapura the Garden city
Artist: Anil Kariseril

Acrylics on canvas (120x70cm)
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— A cultural interpretation - a depiction of courage, valour, righteousness
| and goodness through the ‘pacha vesham’ (green face) in Kathakali and

( ‘ )Lj: the warrior (red face) in Chinese opera.

Name: Mirrored

l J Artist: Deepa Madan
[ — Acrylics on canvas (24°x30’)

e
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This digital artwork invites viewers into a serene meeting of tradition
and modernity. A mother and child in traditional Kerala attire stand by
the Singapore waterfront, with landmarks like Marina Bay Sands and
Supertree Grove in the background. The mother’s Kasavu saree and
jasmine-adorned hair reflect Malayalee heritage, while the city skyline
symbolises progress.

The piece captures a quiet pride in culture, family, and belonging.
Name: Skyline Serenity

Artist: Vinaya Menon
Digital Art
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