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Forgedahead
Back in1496,Michelangelocopiedanancient
Romansculpturecalled ‘SleepingCupid’and

passed itoffasanoriginal.Aftercompletingthe
reproduction,heburiedthestatueunderground
andthendug ituptogive itaworn,scratchedlook.
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Deviating fromaplanmight
notalwaysbeagood idea.
But sometimes it could
lead todelightful results.
My friendandImade

plans toexplore thehistoric town
ofKodungalloor, inThrissurdistrict.
Butachanceconversationwithanoth-
er friendontheeveofour trip, ledus to
adifferentexperiencealtogether.

Kodungallur is30kmfromEdap-
pallyand10kmbefore thehistoric
town liesaquaint little villageofChen-
damangalam. It is thehomeofPaliath
Achans, theprimeministersof theerst-
whileKochi royal family.Wedecided
tovisit thepalaceof this legendary
dynastyyt beforeheading toKodungal-
lur.Enroute toPaliam,wespotteda
signboarddirectingus towardsKottayil
KovilakomandaJewishSynagogue.
Ever theexplorers,we felt likecheck-
ing itoutandsowetooka turnand
foundourselves in thepresence
ofagloriouspast.

Standing tall
KottayilKovilakom,roughly translat-
edas thepalace in the fort,wasonce
under theprincipalityyt of theVillarvat-
tom.Amodelof religiousharmony,
this villagehaswithstood the testof
centuriesas ithousesaSriKrishna
Temple (approximately3,000years
oldaccording to locals), a 17thcentury
JewishSynagogueandcemetery, a
700-year-oldchurchandamosque,

all under theradiusof 1km.Though
therearenoremnantsof thepalace
or the fortas theVillarvattomroyal
familyapparentlywentextinct in 15th
centuryAD, thehillyarea that liesnext
to thePeriyarRiver still stands tall asa
testament toKerala’sproudhistoryof
beingacradle for religiousharmony,
a traditionwhichcontinuedunder the
ruleof thePaliathAchans.

Aftergarnering thisknowledge
throughaquickGoogle search,we
tooka turn in thedirectionofKottayil
Kovilakom.Approximately2kmlater,
wereachedaT-junction.While trying
todecidewhether togo leftor right, I
just looked tomy left and there itwas–
thesynagogue.

The simplemonument,with its
white outerwalls and tiled roofs,was
a sight to behold.After a fewminutes,
an employee of theArchaeological
Survey of India (ASI) came to open
themonument. Paying anominal
entry fee ofRs 2 each,we entered the
structure (Rs 10 for camera/mobile
phones). The synagogue, built in 1614
AD,was the spiritual and cultur-
al centre of the Jewish community.
Though they allmigrated to Israel by
1960s,members of a fewprominent
Jewish families visit the shrine annu-
ally, said theASI employee.

Just a 100mts behind the syn-
agogue lies another historic and
culturally significantmonument—
theMarSleebaChurchor theHoly

CrossChurch,whichwas built in the
16th century. The church is a pilgrim-
age as it has the relics of the cross on
which Jesuswas crucified, hence the
name, aswell as those of the 12Apos-
tles. St FrancisXavier is said to have
stayed at the churchpremises during
his visit toKerala.

Wewere greeted by the church
verger, Jose,who spoke about thehis-
tory of the place and themonument.
He also showedus the tip of two
arches below the compoundwall of
the church.

Thiswas anopening to a secret un-
dergroundpassage.Unfortunately,
the doorswere sealed byASI. It is
said that the passagewas usedby
the erstwhile rulers to escape from
sudden attacks. The church,which
was first built as a chapel for the
Vypeenkotta Seminary, has un-
dergone several changes over the
centuries. The ruins of the seminary,
whichwas built by thePortuguese in
the 16th century, canbe foundbehind
the cemetery.

Anexperience
Fromthere,wemovedtowards theSri
KrishnaTemple.Thoughtherewere
noboards,noonecanmiss the temple
with itsgatewayadornedwithsaffron
hueddecorations.Fora threemillen-
niaold temple, it lookedquitenewto
us.Butourdoubtswereclearedbya
priestwhotoldus that thestone-cut
step to the templedoorandthe idol in
thesanctumsanctorumdatedback
to3,000years.Hesaid that there isa
stonecarving inancientVattezhutthu
script that confirms theauthentic-
ityyt of theclaim.Thekavu (sacred
space)aroundthe temple isalsoan
abode for raremigratorybirds.
Thenext taskaheadofuswas to find
theJewishcemetery,which layadja-
cent to the temple.

Almost20mtdown,wesawastruc-
ture,which tome, seemed likea
water tank.Butaswetooka fewsteps
ahead,wesawadecrepitheadstone
amongthehedges.And lookingback
wesawthe inscriptionson thebigger
structure: Itwasa family tomb.Since
the familieshad left for Israel, theburi-
al groundhadturned intoaruin. Ithad
acertainotherworldly feel to it.

Our next destinationwas the
mosque. Though itwas claimed to be
centuries old like the other shrines,
wewerenot able to garnermore
information.

Webid adieu toKottayil Ko-
vilakomwith a feeling thatwas a
mix of enlightenment, humility and
pride.

We felt enlightenedbecausewe
learnt about this historic place, felt
humble at the knowledge acquired
about the greatness of the erstwhile
rulerswhogave importance to re-
ligious diversity and also proudbe-
causeKerala iswhere the termhar-
monyhasn’t lost itsmeaning entirely.

OUTOFTHEORDINARY HUMOUR

The lightdrizzlecontinuedaswe
finishedourwalk in thenearby
parkwheremysignificantother

andyours trulygoeveryevening.The
relativelynewandaesthetically land-
scapedpark isoneof thepopularout-
doorretreats for residentsof thearea.

Walkers, health-watchers, budding
models hanging around taking self-
ies, nature-lovers, parents strolling
with their infants onprams, senior
citizens catchingup for a round
table onnational politics, carefree
youngsterswith snazzy phones as
well as dating couples struck by the
cupid’s arrow, all converge for some
refreshing time in the brightly lit and
aerated park.

Amidst this entire buzz there is
one section of the park fromwhere
I receive enlightenment andgarner
somepertinent answers tomyquest
for truth. It’s the children’s corner
equippedwith jungle gyms, slides
and aplay area for the entertainment
of the little ones.

I see scores of childrenhaving a
merry time every evening.While
most kids are accompanied by

their parents there are also a few
among themwho comeby them-
selves to play. From the looks of their
wornout clothes to their unkempt
hair, it is easy to decipher the eco-
nomic status of these kids. Perhaps
they are children of some labourers
in theneighbourhood; perhaps they
belong to the families of the live-
in-maids of the swanky bungalows
surrounding thepark; perhaps their
dadswork aswatchmen in the apart-
ments close by.Whatever be the case,
these are surely the children of the

lesserGods.And yet, it is heartening
to see the cheer on their faces; it is
inspiring to note their upbeat spirit
and it is touching towatch them try

tomingle andmix; play andbe en-
tertained; to be a part of the happy
world.

What also strikesme is that these

kids are never seen to sulk or look
forlorn, ever.When I notice the sense
of satisfaction and contentment
about them, I begin to agreewith
the philosophy that, “to bewithout
someof the things youwant is an
indispensable part of happiness.” It
surely seems that these kids, from the
economicallyweaker sections of the
society, have an almost sure hunch
that in all their growingup years they
are bound to bewithout the things
theywant; andperhaps this inevita-
ble truth becomes an indispensable
part of the happiness they exude.

Again, these childrendrive home
the truth that happiness is by and
large a choice and aby-product.
It comes to thosewho choose to be
happy, nomatter how they feel and
despite their current circumstances
in life. Contrarily it eludes thosewho
seek and chase after it vehemently
as the only goal in life at the cost of
compromising onmoral and ethical
values.

Happy childrenplaying in rags
andbare-feet are nothing short
of the best image of the truth that

happiness in life does not come from
the grand events of life but ismade
upof innumerable little things that
seldomcostmuch.

As I circle around the jogging
track of the park, themoment I hit
thewestern cornerwhichnestles
the children’s area, I feel a surge to
life and amconvinced of the eternal
values of the universe. In the disposi-
tion, attitude and spirit of these inno-
cent kids I know lie the answers tomy
quest to seek the truth, the good and
the right attitude to life. And I contin-
uemywalkwith the assurance that
if these little oneswith little hope for
a brighter future canbehappy and
contented, thenmuchof humanity
still has hope.

In the light drizzle that continued
turningdusk into a dull grey, I could
hear the faint cheer of laughing
children in the background as I left
the park. It carried themessage that
as long as there are childrenbeing
added to theuniverse,we canbe rest
assured thatGodhas not yet givenup
on thehuman race.
DOROTHYVICTOR

DELIGHTS Signng iin ngup
fortrouble
Signaturescome in fasci-

natingshapesandsizes,
somevisuallyappealingand

somenot.Apart frombeingone’s
‘personal stamp’as itwere,one’s
signature isasuniqueasone’s fin-
gerprint.Further,one’s signature
isoftenbelieved torefllf ect some
facetofone’spersonalityyt .Deter-
mination is supposedlyperceived
inmine,according toapractising
signature-analyst.

I’ve found that a comparison
of signatures canbe intrigu-
ing. Someare ridiculously large
or small. Apint-sized colleague
had a signature that belied—or
rather,madeup for—his small
stature. Itwas visibly obtru-
sive in any letter he signed,
spread-eagled across almost the
entire signature space.

On the other hand, the signa-
ture inmy car’s insurance policy
is sominuscule that once a cop
checking itwonderedwhether it
hadbeen signed at all.

A formerBritish boss’s signa-
ture eerily resembled a suicidal
snake, inminiature, that had
hopelessly tied itself up in knots
while another superior’s remind-
edmeof a hibernating earth-
wormuncoiling itself
languorously. Yet another odd
signature that caughtmyeye
looked—believe it or not—very
much like a raptor swooping
downon its prey. By far, the
most convoluted signature I’ve
ever comeacross is a former
colleague’s—a veritablemaze
of small circles, loops,whorls
and squiggles apparentlymeant
to thwart the potential forger.
Pratap certainly did ensure that
none could duplicate the oval of
‘abstract art’ that passed for his
signature.

Talking of forgery, as a teen-
ager I found I could produce an
exact facsimile ofmy father’s
none-too-simple signature (un-
known tohim, of course) thanks
to regular (and stealthy)
practice. I still can.However, I
nevermisused this ‘skill’ except
once to bail out a younger sibling
in trouble.Hehadpesteredme

to ‘sign’ his unflattering school
mark-list so that daddidn’t get
to see it—andbelabour him. I
obligedhim, salvingmy juvenile
conscience that itwasmerely
an act of brotherly help andnot
forgery. Thedeceit, incidental-
ly, went undetected.Abankonce
prudently returnedone ofmy
cheques becausemy signature
didn’t quitematch the sample
registeredwith them. I had to
go to the bank andpersonally
convince the sharp-eyed clerk
of its genuineness before itwas
honoured. Ironically, amonth
later the samebank cleared
a cheque ofmine that I’d ab-
sent-mindedly initialled rather
than signed.

Likemanyothers, I’d always
thoughtmy signature looked im-
pressively professional until an
outspokendoctor friendbrought
medown to earth onedaywith
the caustic comment, “Frank-
ly, tome it looksmore like an
ECG that’s goneberserk.”And
a colleaguewhodidn’t believe
inmincinghiswords once re-
marked thatmy signature eerily
resembled a shark’s fearsome
dentition. Vieweddispassion-
ately, I realised both of them
didhave a ‘point’ there (sic),
considering theneedle-sharp
serrations in it.

I once stoodby asmyBritish
boss signed adismissal order for
a habitual absentee.As hedid
sowith a flourish, the nib of his
fountain-pen tore right through
thepaper. “Dammit!” he ex-
claimed in disgust and, abrupt-
ly changinghismind, askedme
to get another letter typed giving
the employee a finalwarning
instead.

Whether itwas superstition
or second thoughts that got the
employee a reprieve, I couldn’t
figure out. But, somehow, he
was convinced that I’d bailed
himout and remained ever
grateful tome thereafter—a
case of totally undeserved and
misdirected appreciation, if ever
therewas one.
GEORGENETTO

REFLECTIONS

TOBEWITHOUTSOMEOF
THETHINGSYOUWANT IS
AN INDISPENSABLEPART
OFHAPPINESS.”

With itsdeephistorical rootsand
aheritageof religiousharmony,
Chendamangalamshouldbeon the
must-visit listofeveryonewhowishes
toknowabout thehistoryofKerala,
writesTomsVarghese

Theanswertomyquestfortruth

Remainsof theVypeekotta
Seminarybuilt by thePortuguese,

which liesadjacent to the
HolyCrossChurch

Inner sanctorum
ofLordKrishna

Temple

Amuralof LordKrishnapaintedon the
wall of theKrishnaTempleTheHolyCrossChurch. PHOTOSBYAUTHOR

OFADETOUR

TheJewishSynagogueatChendamangalawhich isprotectedby theASI


