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Nadaswaram

The nadaswaram is the ancient double reed instrument from South India.  It has a 
loud nasal sound.  It is intimately connected to Hinduism, and is played as part of 
many Hindu ceremonies, especially weddings.  It takes extraordinary breath power 
and control to play.  The great Kadri Gopalnath, who pioneered Carnatic saxophone, 
was the son of a nadaswaram player, and was himself a prodigy.  Because of its 
great power it is usually accompanied by a pair of drums known as thavil.  This is 
louder than the mridangam, the standard drum used in Carnatic music.  Together 
these instruments can be heard for miles.  Wedding processions are often led 
by nadaswaram and thavil players.  Sometimes they are good players, but just as 
often they are relatively untrained young men, who just blow hard and seemingly 
randomly.  It’s a fine way to be woken at dawn.  However the nadaswaram is one of 
those instruments that can make the hair on the back of your neck stand up, just with 
a single note.  It’s extraordinarily evocative.  

During our stay in Kanykumari we were lucky enough to hear it twice in one day.  
In the morning we took a bus to Padmanabhapuram Palace near Thuckalay.  The 
palace is about 400 years old, and is consists over several structures over a large area.  
Until the late 18th century it was the capital of Travancore, until it was moved to 
the present capital of Kerala, Trivandrum.  The palace is one of the best examples 
of traditional Kerala architecture.  The palace itself is officially part of Kerala, but 
Thuckalay is part of Tamil Nadu.  

As we were wandering around the palace, I heard the unmistakable sound of the 
nadaswaram.  
Despite the 
magnificence of 
the palace, the 
power of the 
nadaswaram was 
greater.  It was 
easy to locate 
the source of the 
sound.  I looked 
out a window 
facing the town 



of Thuckalay and saw two nadaswaram players, six drummers, a cymbal plater 
and a man playing the squeeze sruti box (drone).  They were walking up and 
down past the temple. 

 After a couple of attempts at continuing around the palace, I succumbed to the 
music and went out to watch and listen.  The music continued unstopped for 
3 hours.  At times one or other nadaswaram player would take a short break, 
but mostly they both played.  The percussion never gave up.  The physical 
effort was incredible.  The music was quite repetitive and hypnotic.  I felt like 
a rat following the Pied Piper as I walked up and down beside the players.  
Both young men playing nadaswaram were good, but one in particular had a 
wonderful gutsy, nasal sound.  Eventually the procession ended up in the temple 
where the music continued.  There a young man went into a convulsive trance; 
then the inner sanctum was opened for fire purification for Vishnu and Parvati.

That evening at about 10pm, having returned to Kanykumari, we once again 
heard the nadaswaram and thavil.  We knew something was going to happen as 
we had heard fireworks before that.  We went out to investigate and found a very 
old nadaswaram player with a similarly very old thavil player leading a car with 
the deity, Kanykumari on it, being carried through the town on the shoulders of 
several men.  There were also four or five men with flame tipped poles.  People 
came out of hoses and businesses a lamp and a fruit offering on a tray.  The priest 
lit the flame and wafted the smoke over the people.  The procession culminated 
in a large structure being burned in the main street.

I went to bed 
with the sound of 
the nadaswaram 
ringing in my ears.  

Carl



Ceremony at Kunyukumari
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Sometimes, if you’re very lucky you will 
have an adventure, an adventure into 
another culture that adds depth to your 
understanding of humanity. 

 ???? palace of the ???? kingdom was, 
ruled by the ???? matriarchy.  These 
powerful women ruled from behind 
ornately carved screens.
This item of Indian history was 
impressive enough, but during the two 
hours we explored the palace we heard 
strange music.
Leaving the palace we encountered a 
ceremony.  A man, clearly disoriented 
and in a deep trance swayed to the 
insistent rhythm of a ????? and drum.  
He spun around and walked, almost 
floated, back down the street, followed 
by the band and a group of about thirty 
adherents.  Carl and I looked at each 
other and then followed the crowd, 
not knowing what was going on and 
whether we would be welcome or 
greeted with hostility.  It was clearly a 
deeply religious rite.

The group jammed into a colourful, tiny 
temple.  We stayed outside but were 
invited to enter.  Kind people pushed 

us through the crowd so that we could 
see the colourful gods in their flowered 
garlanded chambers that so mesmerized 
the man.  The air was thick with heat 
and smoke.  The perfume of blossoms 
and incense almost overpowered the 
senses. Someone, somewhere was 
clanging a huge bell.  Loud, it was very 
loud. The man in the trance careened 
around the temple.  He was a big man 
and I feared he would do damage to 
himself or one of the children or small 
women.  But caring men were guiding 
him. It seemed like chaos, bedlam but 
it was fascinating.  Every sense was 
pummelled.  No words were needed. 
Here was a man deep in religious 
ecstasy.

The devotee exited the temple and 
returned to the palace followed by the 
band, blaring its insistent music and the 
crowd of adherents.  He swayed again 
for about ten minutes then back to the 
temple.  The effort was enormous, he 
had been entranced for at least two 
hours before we left, how many more 
hours we would never know.

Heather



Ingredients

Method

Flavoursome Potato Dumplings
Bonda – Potato

3 med potatoes

Spice and flavouring
1 med onion chopped
5 cloves garlic mashed
1 hot red chilli (or to taste)
1 tsp cumin seeds
1 tsp cardamom seeds
1 tsp ground cinnamon
1 tsp ground ginger
½  bunch chopped coriander leaves
Salt and pepper to taste
1 Tbls juice of lime/lemon

Batter
1 cup besan (chick pea flour)
½ cup water
Salt to taste
¼ tsp of baking soda

Yogurt Dip
½ cup plain yogurt, 
chopped coriander leaves

Boil potatoes until just tender. (If they are too soft they will fall apart) Dry 
mash the potatoes. (They should be a bit lumpy) Keep aside.
Lightly fry all the spice flavourings up to and including cardamom seeds. 
Add the rest of the ground spice. Remove from heat  
Mix mashed potatoes with spice mixture. Add coriander leaves and 
lime juice.  Form the potatoes into little balls about golf 
ball size. 
Mix batter ingredients. Coat the balls in the batter and 
deep fry. (You may want to keep a bowl of water 
and towel handy to keep your fingers clean).
Serve hot or cold with yogurt dip

The Batter
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The food of India mirrors the Indian 
people themselves; exciting, colourful, 
complex and mostly welcoming of new 
ideas.

More than 5000 years ago many Indians 
enjoyed a good diet based on hunting, 
gathering and farming.  Brahmin cattle, 
cardamom, black pepper, turmeric and 
eggplant (native to the sub continent) 
were among the first cultivated foods.

The birthplace of Buddhism is India.  
One of the most basic beliefs of 
Buddhism is that killing is immoral. A 
wealth of vegetables supplemented by 
dairy products gave rise to the unique 
and delicious vegetarian diet of Southern 
India. This led to the development of 
Ayurverdic foods, with the power to 
improve your mind as well as your health.  
(see page ??)

Invasions from Arabia, the Mughal 
Empire and Persia brought a profound 
change not only to the life and politics 
of India but also to its food.  Meat was 
not seen as a sin but as a pleasure. They 
brought with them rich gravies, fragrant 
meats and apricots.
(see Shah Jajan’s Banquet p???)

Chillies are not traditional Indian 
ingredients but came from the New 
World along with tomatoes, potatoes, 
corn and missionaries.The Jews brought 
their food to India. Nothing wrong with 
a kosher curry.  Portuguese flavours can 
still be found in Goa, (see Xucuti p. ??) 
French cuisine, à la Indie, is very popular 
around Pondicherry. (p. ??)

Just as India embraces the digital 
revolution many Indians experiment with 
the food of other nations.  Home made  
pizza and pasta are popular as is Dragon 
Chicken, a take on Chinese snacks.

Heather

Changing tastes of Indian food

Indian, Chinese, 
Italian, Turkish, 
Mexican and American 
food all on the menu.



Cut the chicken into bite size pieces.  Fry chicken until it is brown. Add 
chopped capsicum, onions and garlic. Cook until tender.  Add spices and 
cook for a minute more.  Add a few tablespoons of water if needed. Add 
soy sauce, tomato sauce, (salt if used) and cook until hot.

Method

Ingredients

When East meets far east 
Fire Dragon Chicken

2 cups chicken thigh/breast meat
1 capsicum (red pepper)
1 onion
2 cloves garlic
oil for frying

Sauce
½ tsp chilli powder (to taste)
½ tsp cumin powder
½ tsp ground black pepper
½ tsp ground ginger
¼ cup soy sauce
½ cup tomato sauce
salt to taste
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We all know that a good laugh makes 
us feel better.  But can a ritualised thirty 
minute laughter session do any good?  
To try it for ourselves we joined the 
Gates of India Laughter club at 6:45 am.

The routine starts with some simple 
stretching and breathing exercises.  The 
first  “laugh” is a greeting.  With your 
hands in prayer position near your 
heart you turn to your neighbours and 
say Nameste (respect from my soul to 
your’s).  You clap each other’s hands 
and make a large forced laugh.

Then follows a series of ritualised 
laughs; a lion laugh which means 
sticking your tongue out, and in our 
honour a kangaroo laugh.  The kangaroo 
laugh also involved jumping around 
kangaroo style.  It sounds strange but 
pretending to laugh, especially if you are 
looking other people in the eyes makes 
you feel good.

The theory is that although your 
conscious brain knows that you are 
faking the laugh your body does not 
and endorphins are released.  These 
endorphins not only make you feel 
good but lower stress inducing cortisol 
and blood sugar. (Wikipedia)

Every morning we were in Mumbai we 
would try and catch a session with the 
Laughter club and its gentle members 
led by the kindly and intelligent ??????.
The sessions end up with the chant 
“One, two three, laughter is free. East to 
West laughter is the best.”

Heather

Fake it until you make it

???? Mr. Dr 
??????????????????

The Gates of India Laughter Club.  – The Kangaroo Laugh



Method

Ingredients

So crispy! So Yummy! 

Makes 18 small samosa
3 sheets Puff pastry
1 egg (for glazing)

Vegetable Samosa
4 cups Aloo gobi (potato & pea) 
recipe (p ??) or 
3 large potatoes + Flavours

Meat Samosa
4 cups Keema recipe (p ??) or
2 cups hamburger meat
2 med diced potatoes + Flavours

Flavours
2 tsp ground cardamom seeds
1 tsp ground cumin seeds
1 onion chopped
3 cloves garlic chopped
2-10 red chillies (to taste) 
2 tsp fresh grated ginger 
1 Tbls ground coriander
1 tsp tumeric
1 cup frozen peas

If you are using the Aloo Gobi or Keema recipes make sure they are well 
drained. (If they are too juicy they will make the pastry soggy.)

Veg Samosa Boil potatoes until just tender.  When cool, mash to a rough 
consistency.    Fry onions, chillies & garlic. Add onions and flavours to 
potatoes

Meat Samosa. Fry meat and diced potatoes until cooked. Add flavours.

Cut the just thawed pastry into nine squares. 
Stretch each of the squares a bit. Put about a 
tablespoon of the filling on each square and 
pull the points together to make a triangle. 
Pinch the edges closed.
 
Beat an egg and brush it 
onto the pastry. Oven bake 
following pastry instructions 
for about 45 minutes or until 
golden brown.

Samosa
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Kanyakumari is right on the southern 
tip -the pointy bit- of India, where the 
Arabian Sea, the Bay of Bengal and 
the Indian Ocean meet.  The elevation 
above sea level is “0”.  Kunyukumari was 
devastated by the Tsunami in 2004.

The name Kanyakumari stands for 
“Kanya” (Virgin), “Kumari” (Beauty). 
It is here that the legendary Virgin 
Goddess Kanya Devi saved the world 
by destroying Banasura the evil King of 
the Demons.  

Pilgrims flock in their thousands to 
Kanyakumari.  But unlike the dour 
pilgrimages to Christian holy sites like 
Lourdes, Kanyakumari is hopping with 
happiness.  The Pilgrims are on holiday 
and it is a great spot.  It would be like 
Lourdes on a tropical beach with an 
amusement precinct.

You can stand with your toes on the 
point of India and have the gentle waves 
from the Arabian Sea caress you right 
foot as the waves from the Bay of Bengal 
kiss your left foot.  The waves draw up, 
one from the right and the other from 
the left, across a small sand bank and 
gently clap together.

In ecstasy the pilgrims immerse 
themselves in the warm, gentle waves 
and greet the raising or setting sun.  Yes. 
From this one spot you can see the sun 
both rise and set but not at the same 
time.

Kanyakumari is given scan attention 
by tour groups and guides but it is a 
wonderful place and a highlight of our 
trip.

Heather

Kunyukumari Pilgrims



Ingredients

Method
Chop roughly in processor soaked chick peas, onions, chillies, and 
garlic.  Add ginger, cumin seeds and salt.  Mix in besan flour (¼ cup of 
wheat flour for substitution) 
Make golf ball size balls and flatten them.  Deep-fry in vegetable oil 
until golden-brown.

Drain. Serve hot or quickly 
re-fry to warm them. Mix 
yogurt dip ingredients.

1 cup dry chick peas soak four hours
Spices
1 medium-sized onion 
2 hot red chillis or to taste
3 cloves garlic 
1 tsp ground ginger
1 tsp cumin seed
Salt, to taste

½ cup Besan (chick pea flour)
Vegetable oil, to fry
Yogurt Dip
1 cup yogurt 
fresh chopped coriander leaves
2 Tbls shredded coconut (opt)

Crispy Chickpea Donuts
Vadai

Tip
If you are going 
to re-fry the 
vadai to crisp 
them just prior 
to serving (highly 
recommended) 
cook them to light 
golden brown for 
the first fry
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The art of being a successful waiter or 
waitress in the world’s finest eateries is 
knowing when to be present and when 
to be absent, when to be friendly and 
when to be formal, when to inform 
and when to keep one’s council.  So is 
it possible to achieve these standards 
in a cheap restaurant in India?  Well, 
yes - and in the most surprising places.  
The first place we encountered such 
a waiter (in India there are virtually 
no waitresses) was in a small non-
veg restaurant near our hotel in 
Mysore (Chennai).  Most restaurants 
in Chennai are veg only.  Non-veg 
restaurants cater to the few meat-eating 
Hindus and the Moslems, and are 
generally run by Moslems.  Heather 
is a bit like Dracula.  She needs a bit 
of blood regularly or she weakens.  So 
after a few days of veg, she decided 
she needed meat, and Hotel Select 
was the nearest non-veg restaurant, so 
that’s where we headed.  The menu was 
standard non-veg, with a few chicken 
and a few mutton (i.e. goat) dishes.  
We soon discovered that Hotel Select 
was one up on KFC.  The chicken 
was not only delivered fresh each day, 
but live and squawking.  The curd 
(yoghurt) was also made fresh each 
day, and was fermented in small steel 
bowls in a cupboard in the middle of 

the restaurant, protected from flies and 
other bugs by fly screen.  Customers 
could select the curd of their choice.  

But to return to the waiter.  There were 
only two or three waiters working there.  
None of them really spoke English 
beyond menu items and numbers, 
which are generally in English anyway.  
They were thin, bare-footed and wore 
scruffy clothes.  The rags they used to 
wipe down the tables could really only 
have made things worse.  Nevertheless 
one of the waiters soon showed that he 
was special.  He would arrive with the 
menu, determine whether we wanted 
bottled water or restaurant water.  Once, 
when we asked for cold, bottled water, 
he headed off down the street, returning 
a few minutes later with bottles of cold 
water.  No extra charge of course.  He 
would appear to take our order just 
as we decided.  He would reappear 
to clear the table, take tea and coffee 
orders, smear the table with his dirty 
rag, or bring us the bill exactly when we 
wanted, before we’d quite realized it.  In 
between he was nowhere to be seen.  

Of course there were other kinds of 
waiters.  The ones who stood around 
our table in groups, watching us eat 
and giving a running commentary, 
always with a big smile, but would 
mysteriously disappear when we 

How to be a silver service waiter in a fingers 
only restaurant



wanted something.  Waiters at state 
government tourist hotels generally had 
a poor work ethic.  For example getting 
service at the MDTC (Maharashtra 
Tourism Development Corporation) 
hotel at a little beach resort in the south 
of Maharashtra state was difficult.  It 
was partly a language issue, but this 
was overcome brilliantly at other 
restaurants.  At this particular hotel, the 
restaurant was superbly located right on 
the beach.  Unfortunately, getting food 
and drinks was difficult.  Soft drinks 
without glasses, unopened soft drink 
bottles and no opener.  Although there 

was a menu, the waiters, when they 
could be found, were very reluctant 
to show them to anyone.  One of the 
Indian guests complained that although 
there were several items on the menu, 
they were also offered the one thing 
- fried fish, fish soup and rice.  It was 
also a little disconcerting to watch a 
waiter setting up the place for the day, 
rearranging chairs, wiping off tables and 
so on, but studiously ignoring the fish 
head on one the chairs.   

Carl




