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अयंं नि�जःः परोो वेेति� गणनाा लघुुचेेतसााम्् ।
उदाारचरि�ताानांं� तुु वसुुधैैव कुुटुुम्बकम्् ॥ 

The small-minded think this is mine and that is another’s. 
For the noble-hearted, the entire world is family.

~ Mahā Upanisad (Book VI, verses 70–73)
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Preface

At an interview for the UK Civil Service, many years ago, a 
psychologist analysing my personality test results said to 
me, “Your profile is neither typically British nor Indian. What 
are you?”

“I am an Indishman,” I would respond if I were asked this 
question today.

I am a product of diverse cultures, deeply influenced by 
the ancient value systems of India and the fine and gentle 
sensibilities of Britain. My sea career took me to faraway 
places and I was fortunate to visit almost every corner of the 
world. I like to believe that the widely varying ethos of the 
global family has made an impact on me. And that is reflected 
in these stories.

Over the years, I have realised that human beings are 
all very similar in their hopes and aspirations. Yet, it would 
be completely wrong to make generalisations about their 
character, nation, or community. Each of us is a unique 
individual with our own special, human stories. Man’s worst 
enemy is perhaps his dogma.

When I talk about this book, the first question I am asked 
is: ‘What is it about?’ 

I struggle to answer this because the book does not fit neatly 
into one genre. It comprises personal anecdotes, reflections, 
travel, a bit of street-philosophy and pure fiction. Fortunately, 
there are only seven pieces of fiction: ‘The Elusive Reflection’,  
‘Salsa Sally’, ‘Ambushed by a Book’, ‘Love 2050’, ‘No Return’,  
‘Rory and Me’ and the ending of ‘The Last Light’. The rest 
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are lived experiences. You may find that hard to believe – I 
do too, in retrospect. An ex-colleague at the Marine Accident 
Investigation Branch had once remarked that situations are 
specially set up to capture my reaction on a secret camera, as 
in the American TV show ‘Candid Camera’. When I reminisce 
about the episodes that led to these stories, I begin to wonder 
if that is true. 

Indishman does not have to be read in any particular order. 
Think of it as a jar of sweets. I sincerely hope you like some of 
them.

~



1

Eden of my Childhood

There is a place I cannot visit anymore except perhaps by 
writing about it.

Saturday morning – we set off in our black Hindustan on the 
30-mile trip from Thalassery to Kunnoth. It is a weekly routine 
that spans from the beginning of my memory until I am nine. 
Father drives, mother sits in the front, a child or two squeezed 
in between them. My other siblings sit at the back, pulling my 
ears or occasionally pinching me just to pass the time.

We stop at Koothuparambu to visit my uncle, father’s 
brother. The brothers tell each other little anecdotes, their 
trademark laughter sounds like they are having wheezing 
fits. Father’s grey-green eyes twinkle in delight and his face 
reddens as the stuffed deer heads on the wall stare down at us 
indulgently. Their disproportionately large antlers mesmerise 
me with their elegant symmetry.

The yellow milestones on the side of the road, the seven 
white furlong markers within each mile, the verdant moss 
and blood-red hibiscus flash by as we resume our journey. 
Father stops the car after a few miles and gives a silver rupee 
to Bhaskaran, who waits by the roadside in expectation of his 
weekly gift. His lifeless limbs, afflicted by polio, are contorted 
in impossible directions. He smiles and waves goodbye, 
dragging himself off the tarmac.

The next stop is Mattannur, home of Kuttiraman, the 
child who spent his life in servitude to our family.
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Kuttiraman was found standing at the gate when my 
brothers returned from school. This undernourished, semi-
starved child, wearing only a red loincloth, was hired to 
look after me. I was almost the same size as him, although 
several years his junior. Kuttiraman grew up with us, finally 
emigrating to America and returning to Mattannur to become 
a mini-landowner himself. His story needs more telling, for his 
is also the story of the velvet revolution of Kerala, where the 
world’s first Marxist government was democratically elected.

No American dream, though, for poor, crippled Bhaskaran. 
One Saturday, the last that I remember, a driver drives us to 
Kunnoth. Father is dozing, and Bhaskaran, having recognised 
our car, beams in expectation of his rupee, but the driver 
does not stop. I remember looking at him through the rear 
windscreen. His look of baffled disappointment still haunts 
me. The resentment of an entire people is distilled in his eyes. 
Why didn't I wake up father? Why do I still feel as if it was all 
my fault?

Onwards from Mattannur and across the bridge over the 
Iritty River. If you go there today, you will see a placid lake, 
the river having been dammed many years ago. But, to me, 
it is alive: a wild, galloping beast, furious, snorting iridescent 
sprays onto moss-laden banks, raging ahead in tumescent 
turbulence as giant, uprooted trees, like flotsam, cling to its 
deep, silver mane. We cross the bridge and leave the roiling 
river behind.

We arrive at Kunnoth and park our car by the stream 
that bisects our land: the stream where we catch tiny flame-
coloured fish with a Kerala thorthu (a porous woven towel) and 
gently release them, the stream on the banks of which bushes 
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of  pineapple and sugarcane proudly flaunt their fecundity. 
In contrast, carpets of tremulous touch-me-nots close and 
withdraw when we trample them under our wellingtons.

Wellingtons are mandatory, even in the blazing hot 
summer. It is protection against venomous snakes. I see more 
of them in father's vivid descriptions and never really in flesh. 
But stories about snakes are sufficient to make us keep our 
boots on. We tread on dead leaves and abandoned ant hills 
without fear. We are told never to poke a stick into any hole in 
the ground or on earth mounds because even a newly hatched 
cobra could slither up the stick and kill us faster than we could 
withdraw the stick or drop it. Such is the fear of snakes that 
a harmless water snake frightened the hell out of us. But 
serpents are part of every story and our Eden was no different.

The tenants and labourers wait for father to pay their 
weekly wages. We slip away to cavort in the stream and 
climb smooth guava trees. We bite through the thick skin of 
sugarcane to relish its fibrous sweetness and finally return to 
the cool veranda of our thatched-roof house.

Banana leaves are placed on a ring of soft bark of the 
plantain tree, and ripe jackfruit leaves stitched into conical 
shapes with the spine of coconut fronds serve as spoons. 
Naranettan, manager and maître d’, serves us hot rice gruel 
with delicious tapioca stew, whole black lentils, and a mélange 
of tender jackfruit with freshly grated coconut and spicy pickles. 
A dollop of ghee from the milk of our own cows, a couple of 
sweet little bananas, a piece of jaggery, and we are ready to go 
out again. Mother forces us to rest a while before we sneak out. 
All the used leaves and spoons are thrown into a huge compost 
pit behind the house. We rarely see or use plastic.
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In the evening, father takes us along on his inspection 
of the farm. We are accompanied by a few tenants and 
Naranettan. People seek father’s attention, invariably asking 
for his help in what seem to us as trivial matters. A woman 
needs a few rupees to buy a cow, someone wants to dig a small 
channel to divert water from our stream to their tenured land, 
someone else wants a piece of land to cultivate some grains. I 
cannot remember the details or if the decisions were in their 
favour, but I see most of them go away with a smile.

At dusk, father sits on an easy chair on the veranda, and 
tenants and others congregate in the compound below. The 
men stand, ever so slightly stooped, as a mark of supplicant 
respect, holding their customary thorthu turbans in their 
hands. The women stand to one side, whispering softly among 
themselves. Father, his socialist disposition in conflict with 
his feudal authority, speaks kindly to them, and I imagine 
metes out justice where required. He does not raise his voice 
at the tenants or even speak harshly to them. Or do we only 
remember what we want to, and forget the harsher moments? 
I narrate this as I remember. The concepts of feudalism and 
the inequities of disproportionate land ownership do not 
register in my six-year-old mind. But there is a restive unease 
that makes me slightly uncomfortable.

The weeks roll into months and years. Father shifts his law 
practice to the High Court in Kochi, and our visits to Kunnoth 
become infrequent. Naranettan leaves under a cloud and is 
replaced by Jaleel, the brave-heart who chopped a deadly king 
cobra in two with his machete as it stood on its tail hissing at 
him. Or so the story went.

Kerala enforces the Land Reforms Act, one of the two 
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Indian states that implements the federal Act. Most of 
our tenants became landowners. Kerala transforms from 
a poverty-stricken, caste-ridden plutocracy to a thriving, 
egalitarian, socialist state. The people of Kerala stand tall with 
their thorthus proudly crowning their heads.

On a journey from Thalassery to Bangalore, you will pass 
Kunnoth on your left just before your car starts climbing up 
the Western Ghats. If you recognise the Eden of my childhood, 
stop your car and peep inside. If nothing else, you will see the 
shy touch-me-nots. Touch them gently, on my behalf.

~
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TLC

There is something about an unknown abbreviation that 
touches a nerve of insecurity in me. I am too inhibited to 

ask for the expansion just in case I am the only ignorant one 
in the room. But it is like encountering a missing rung on a 
ladder – it disconcerts and throws me off track.

My first accident investigation, back in 2007, was a fire 
that sank a yacht off the coast of Corsica. It was a private 
luxury yacht, carrying a family of twelve passengers and 
four crew. The fire that started in the fo’c’sle soon engulfed 
the entire vessel. The family escaped using the tender they 
had been towing. The skipper and crew tried unsuccessfully 
to extinguish the fire. Finally, they raised a Mayday call and 
jumped into the sea.

I interviewed the skipper on the phone a few days later. 
He narrated the events in minute detail, reliving his ordeal. 
He could not reconcile himself to the tragic loss of his vessel. 
The memory was still raw, causing him considerable distress. 
I could hear the tremor in his voice. I allowed a gentle pause 
to demonstrate my empathy, then continued the interview.

“So, you swam to the boat that responded to your Mayday 
call. Then what happened?” 

“Yeah, they took us on board. Gave us dry clothes and 
blankets, and lots of TLC.”

The abbreviation ‘TLC’ was not part of my lexicon. But I 
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dared not bare my ignorance by asking. However, my mind 
strayed. I only half listened to the skipper. I was stuck on TLC, 
and I knew this had to change. I did make an educated guess, 
but had to confirm. So, I interrupted his flow.

“What’s TLC then? Some kind of sandwich?”

It sounded so much like BLT. Surely, it had to stand for 
tomato-lettuce-cucumber.

The skipper was too polite to laugh, but I could sense 
his smile through the phone. I was glad it was a telephone 
interview. My innocent expression would surely have cracked 
him up. He gave me the correct expansion. I could hear the lilt 
in his voice that told me I had lifted his spirits, even cheered 
him up a bit.

From that day on, I made a point of challenging every 
unfamiliar abbreviation. I no longer cared if people thought 
any less of me. I realised that in the business of saving lives, 
pride has no place. It was my first true epiphany in the 
profession. Accident investigation is like mathematics: if you 
don’t understand every step, you are bound to lose the plot.

~
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Heirlooms

An heirloom has no monetary value for its owner – until 
it's stolen or lost. If you find that assertion outrageous, 

do read on.

Let’s assume you own a diamond necklace worth about 
£1 million. That’s what it would cost to replace it today. You 
inherited it from your mother, who got it from her mother, 
who got it from … you get the idea. It’s been in the family for 
several generations. It’s valuable not just in monetary terms 
but also in emotional value. It is an heirloom. So, you would 
never sell it. Not to buy that jazzy new car you’ve always 
craved, not to finance the house extension you dream of, not 
even to send your children to Harvard. OK, scrub Harvard – 
let’s say MIT.

You hold on to it as if your life depends on it. You wouldn’t 
part with it even if you were starving. Well, maybe if you were 
starving, but how many hungry diamond owners are there in 
this world?

What you guard with your life, what you lose sleep over, 
is in fact worthless – monetarily speaking. Sentimental value? 
Certainly. But you can’t eat sentiment, nor can you exchange it 
for a new car. You might as well store a piece of granite in your 
high-security safe. Lose it, however, and suddenly its financial 
potential dazzles you with its brilliance, like the floodlights of 
a Premier League match – or like diamonds.

Let’s explore this further. Imagine, one day, your diamond 
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necklace – God forbid – is stolen. You file an insurance claim. 
A cool million lands in your bank account, taking the sting out 
of your loss. Yes, you’ll miss the heirloom. Your children will 
be deprived of their inheritance. But new money opens doors 
for you and your children. Loss metamorphoses into gain.

And the thief? He’s laughing all the way to the bank. 
No sloppy sentiment for him, no emotional baggage, just 
unadulterated profit. With the proceeds, he might send his 
children to medical school, buy a yacht, retire to a Caribbean 
island. The potential is vast. The loss of an heirloom, then, 
improves life for two parties: you and the thief. Three in fact, 
if you include the bank – £2 million is not something even a 
bank would sniff at.

I should know. I wear one such heirloom every day: a watch 
that belonged to my father. It’s over forty years old. I wear it 
everywhere, despite the risk of getting mugged – whether in 
the Bronx in New York or Maputo in Mozambique. I’ve swum 
in the sea and sweated in saunas with the watch on my wrist. 
It runs smoothly, uncomplaining, drawing energy from the 
movement of my arm. I take it off only when I sleep.

Recently, I took an overnight train from Bangalore 
to Thalassery, my hometown in Kerala. Within an hour 
of boarding, I was ruing my decision to travel by train. I 
couldn’t recapture the magic of train journeys past. Too 
much had changed. No more fresh breeze on one’s face from 
open windows, no clack-clack of wheels on rails, which, like 
a sweet lullaby, induce somnolence. Instead, the coach is an 
air-conditioned cold-box with tinted windows that obscure 
the view. The internal noise is almost unbearable as fellow 
passengers complain about their government, the quality of 
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food, and cleanliness of toilets. Vendors march back and forth 
in the aisles repeatedly announcing their wares: samosas, 
cutlets, tea-coffee, biriyani veg and non-veg. The incessant 
ring of mobile phones add to the background din. Losing 
oneself in a book becomes an impossible feat. 

I made my bed on the lower berth. I slept fitfully, having 
tucked my watch under the pillow. When I woke up after a 
couple of hours, I instinctively groped under the pillow. The 
watch was gone.

I searched everywhere – under the berth, inside the sheets, 
even in bizarre places like the upper berth, where it could only 
have landed by defying gravity. Desperation crept in.

Fleetingly, I suspected my co-passengers. Could it have 
been the couple who disembarked at 3 a.m. in Coimbatore? 
They didn’t look like thieves. Could it be the man snoring in 
the next berth? Surely not – he was sleeping far too soundly. 
Then where on Earth was my precious watch?

In my mind, I was already filing a police report, making 
an insurance claim, preparing to argue with the insurance 
company. I could hear my brother-in-law in Thalassery 
chiding me:

“Only you would do such a thing!”

“Why carry valuables on a train?”

“You should have taken a flight!”

The loss of something I’d cherished for over four decades 
hurt. I sat staring through the tinted window, feeling oddly 
exposed. Over the years, I’d come to believe that while I had 
it on my wrist, the tutelary spirit of my father protected me. 
Without it, I felt naked, vulnerable. At least it was insured, I 
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thought. I could use the money to finance my long-planned 
trip to South America.

As the train neared my destination, I decided to check one 
last time. Shining my phone’s torch under the berth, I spotted 
a glint in the corner where the side and division bulkheads met 
the floor. Crawling under, I discovered the tip of the bracelet 
– the watch was lodged between layers of linoleum. It was as if 
someone had placed it there deliberately. Perhaps a caprice of 
my writing fairy? Just so I could write this story!

I was flooded with immense relief – and mild 
disappointment. The South American adventure would 
have to wait. I realised then that the watch was more than a 
sentimental keepsake. It made me feel superhuman.

And no, it’s not for sale.

~
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 Room 235 

What is special about this card key that occupies a 
prominent place in my museum of memories? The 

story may amuse you, but to me it is just one episode from a 
long list reinforcing my suspicion that I am the unsuspecting 
protagonist in a never-ending series of the American TV show, 
Candid Camera.

I was in South Tyneside College to attend a course on 
high voltage electric propulsion, in connection with an 
investigation. I had rung ahead to a nice hotel located by the 
sea and asked for a room with a sea view, but when I checked 
in, I was told that all the rooms with sea views were taken. 
Nothing new there; I rarely got a hotel room with a view.

Hurrying up to my room, I swiped the key against the door. 
It would not open. Frustrated, I looked around helplessly. I 
was late for class. A young hotel maid saw me struggle and 
came over.

“Let me help you, sir,” she offered, and I meekly handed 
her the key. It didn't work for her either.

“Hmmm. It may be damaged,” she said. “So finicky, these 
plastic keys. I'll get you a new one. Sorry about this, sir.”

I did not tell her that it was the story of my life and gave 
her a doleful look instead. Within minutes, she returned with 
a new key, and voilà, the door opened.

It was a room with a sea view! Not only that, it was 
spacious with plush leather furniture and a polished oak floor; 
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a large bed with goose-down pillows; and glorious white cotton 
sheets. The fragrance of the orchids on the pillows wafted 
across the room. Even the maid was surprised at the look of 
disbelief on my face. I had expected the usual: a dingy room 
overlooking a moss-laden concrete terrace; polyester fibre 
pillows that guaranteed insomnia; and mangy, smelly carpets.

‘My fortunes have changed, I have escaped from the 
clutches of the candid camera man,’ I thought as I thanked 
the maid, dumped my suitcase and ran to the class.

It was a good day of learning and I thoroughly immersed 
myself in the class, forgetting all about the lucky start to my 
day and the room with a view. After class, I decided to walk 
back to the hotel. The salty smell of the sea, the throaty 
lament of the seagulls, and the golden afterglow of twilight – 
all transported me back to my youth when I sailed the oceans 
as a marine engineer. Lost in reverie, I reached my hotel in a 
state of calm and well-being. After a quick shower, a cold beer 
and dinner, I was ready for bed.

I sank into the soft pillows and scented gossamer sheets. 
Gently, I transitioned to a make-believe world between 
wakefulness and sleep, where I always got the things I wanted, 
where rooms and restaurant tables with views were written 
into my life's contract, and where my journey on Earth was 
not signposted by one mishap after another. I yielded to sleep 
as my rumination on this lucky day mingled with my dreams.

Then I woke up. A big burly man was singing sea shanties 
in a booming voice as he staggered around the room switching 
on all the lights. He stood by my bed, swinging a little suitcase 
and balancing himself as if he was on the deck of a ship at 
sea. He sang, ‘Hey-ho the lazy sailor.’ I saw that the giant was 
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ready to collapse on top of me and screamed. The man froze, 
stopped singing and let out a deep growl like a tiger disturbed 
while mating. Then, realising his mistake, he turned and 
headed unsteadily back towards the door.

“Sorry mate, wrong room, wrong room,” he mumbled in 
confusion.

“No worries, just switch off the lights,” I was magnanimous.

I slipped back into my orchid-scented dream and woke up in 
the morning feeling fresh and rested. I was positive the episode 
of the drunken sailor had taken place in an unreal world.

The next day, the woman who greeted me at the breakfast 
hall asked for my room number.

“235,” I spoke over her head, eyeing several empty tables 
overlooking the sea. It was getting late for my class and I 
wanted her to get on with it.

“Mr Warburton? Edward Warburton?” she queried, with a 
slightly incredulous look.

“No, Chandroth, Gopinath Chandroth.”

“No problem, sir. I think they made a mistake on the list. 
It has Mr Warburton in 235 and yourself in 234. Not to worry, 
love!” she was apologetic.

As I was half way through breakfast, I had an epiphany: I 
was allocated room 234, but had occupied 235. That explained 
why my key hadn't worked. Edward Warburton, the inebriated 
singer of sea shanties, was not the intruder. I was.

To this day, I wonder where Mr Warburton spent that 
night!

~
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