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CULTURAL counterpoint

Besotted by
beaches and
backwaters, the
land of the
Mappilas hides
ahistory woven
with Kathakali,
Kalaripayattu

FaizalKhan

YING ON the south-
ern periphery of
Malabar, Malappu-
ram is a microcosm
of God’s Own Coun-
try, offering a cornucopia of
Kerala’s varied natural beauty.
ArrivingfromDelhiintheafter-
noon, I had already seen by the
next day an unending beach,
backwaters, an estuary, three
distinctriversandadenseforest
allwithin theboundariesof the
district that is twice the size of
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sometimeseven inotherstates
and also in the Gulf for immi-
grantworkersfromthestate. A
recent story of the troupe,
basedonthetravailsof Arjuna
from the Mahabharata, was
written by a mechanical engi-
neer, a son of the soil, who
works inQatar.

Kalari treatment thrives in
Malappuram though under the
penumbra of Ayurveda. While
Kundalayar’s Kathakali per-
formers do the massages most-
1y for Vaidya Sala’s senior staff
when they need treatment,

Boats anchored in an estuary
against the backdrop of the
Ponnani harbour in Malappuram

yoga to their Ayurveda routine
to give a holistic value to their
treatment packages.

Even with yogaonthemenu,
nature retains its due share on
the list of ingredients for the
elixireveryoneisseekinginMa-
lappuram. That was obvious
whenIsatoneearly morningin
the balcony of the Kadavu Re-
sort, built on a hilltop. As my
eyes gazed at the breathtaking
Chaliyar river below, it seemed
as though the jackfruit and
mango trees flanking the bal-
cony werereaching out tometo
share the view. It was the same
feeling when I took a calm
cruise on a houseboat the next
day in Ponnani’s Beyyam Lake
where lotus flowers cohabited



and Ayurveda

the national capital.

Like thelandscape, the place
of the Mappilas is also Kerala's
cultural potpourri. More thana
thousand years ago, Malappu-
ram’s Thirunavaya was the
venue of agatheringof traders
from around the world at its
‘Mamankam'’ festival, no doubt
India'sfirstinternational trade
fair The fair, which was held
once in 12 years on the banks of
the Bharathapuzha, ended in
the18th 'y, but while view-

ingitserstwhilesite froma cen-
turies-old watch tower used by
the then rulers to witness the
fair, an official of a nearby tem-
ple told me that it was where the
ashes of Mahatma Gandhi
wereimmersedandaHindu
ceremony performed for

Michael Jackson by his
\ American agent after
hisdeath.

(Clockwise from top) Kalaripayattu students during a training session, an Ayurveda patient undergoing
a‘shirodhara’ head massage and oil for an Ayurveda head massage being poured from a mud pot

there are hundreds of ‘Kalari’
gurus in Malappuram who of-
fer the same for common peo-
ple. “WerunourKalarischools
and also treat patients,” says
Abdul Razak, a ‘Kalari doctor”,
sitting inhisclinicfull of medi-
cine bottles, most of them from
the Ayurvedastable,

“Kalari gurus can fix bone
fractures thankstothe decades
of experience in body exercis-
es,” says Razak, who goes by
the name Vaidyan Abdul
Razak Gurukkal.

Dock and roll

Malappuram’s geography com-
plimentsitsadvantagesof Map-
pila and Ayurveda traditions.
The Kozhikode International
Airport sits in the district,
which has the Arabian Sea on
its west and Nilgiri Hills on the
west. The main town of Malap-

Notfarfromtheriv- bethefirstplacetogetmoremo-  different to the practice of arts’ strict regimen provided puram, also called by the same
er, considered Kerala's  bile phone connections than  Ayurvedauntilthen.“First,he  Kathakaliperfor: i d which in
ownG: fixed phon early as in  freed the medical systemfrom  bilitydemandedbytheartform  means hilltop, is set uphill and
itsmassivesizeandsta-  2001—but it remains tantalis- its academic stranglehold by  throughtoughbodyexercises.  downhill giving arollercoaster
tus as a sacred river, is  ingly traditional. makingitaccessibletothecom- “When we were not staging  urban experience to visitors. In
the place where the Map- " mon people and secondly, he Kathakali, we werecalledupon fact,everythingisonahilltopin
pilas revolted  Arts as science started mass manufacturingof to perform at the amand i
against the Thebest of Ayurvedic for the Ayurveda hospital,” says the nohill, there are beaches, back-
British well ram'strystwithitstraditionsis firsttime,” Nat current prin-  watersandrivers.
before provided by Ayurveda that has There is a third thing, too,  cipal Kesavan Kundalayar. The The wavy hills deftly block
Meerut becomeasmuchabrandasthe  that mentioned. Vari- performed by the the tensions and pressures of
staged its backwaters in Kerala. “Itisre- eralsolaunchedatheatrecom- Kathakaliperformers,running modern lifestyle as evident
rebellion. markable that the Hindu tradi-  pany as part of his hospital in  only theirfeetoverthepatient’s from the number of rich for-
Malappu- tion of Ayurveda has flour- Kottakkal, the village thathas bodyaretheonesthattheydoon eignersflockingtothedistrict’s
rammayalso ished in the land of the spawnedabrandnameaswell one another at the Natyasang- luxury resorts to holiday in
Mappilas,” says KS Money, the ~ asacultureof medicaltourism ham’s‘Kalari’aspartof thedai- peace and breath pollution-free
top official of the legendary forKerala. ThePSV Natyasang- 1y exercises. The painstaking air According to the Central
Kottakkal Arya Vaidya Sala, ham, formed in 1907, provided steps of Kalaripayattulearned PollutionControl Boardfigures
about how ppuram be- enter tothehospital’s and repeated everyday by the for 180 Indian urban centres,
came the Mecca of patientsinitiallybutbecamea Kathakali performers give Malappuramand another Ker-
eda. part of the healing them the h-needed body alatownof Pathanamthittaare
PSVarierwho of its founder when Kerala’s language on the stage. In the the only places with superior
started the spectacular art form of meantime, the mental healing air quality coming even
Vaidya Sala Kathakali replaced drama as  continuestoo. nowhere near the pollution
110 years ago the group’s insignia. That is Thanks to Malappuram’s standard limit. Smart resorts
inaMalappuramvil- where another of Malabar’s fetish for festivals, the like the Kadavu Resort and
lage, did two things  dazzling art forms comes in—  Kathakali troupe stages about  Ayurveda Centre on the banks
fundamentally Kalaripayattu. The martial 100 performances every year, of theChaliyarriverhaveadded
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with water weeds.

It is easy to find a quite
beach inPonnani, aport where
foreign traders arrived for the
‘Mamankam’ festival. From
near its harbour, lined by
scores of fishing vessels, a fer-
ry takes passengers to the
meeting pointof the Bhartha-
puzhaand the Tirurriver with
the Arabian Sea. All that is re-
quired is to step across the es-
tuary feeling the flutter of mi-
gratory birds overhead and
there is the Padinjarekkara
beach, which is yet to be dis-
covered by the outside world.

‘The Nilgiri Hills, part of the
Western Ghats, arenotfarfrom
the beaches and backwaters.
Nestled in the hills, the Nilam-
bur forests now welcome visi-
tors with a brand new suspend-
ed bridge to the world’s oldest
teak plantation on its fringes.
First planted by Malabar’s then
British collector HV Conolly in
1846, some of the original plan-
tationhassurvivedafter mostof
itwascutandsentforthe Allies”
military use in1943.

The Malabar experience,
however, is complete only when
themunchingbegins on Mappi-
lafood like the Malabar biryani
andfrieddrumstick leaf medal-
lions called muringayila vada.
My favourite is the starter,
athishaya pathiri, which, ac-
cordingtoitsname, is supposed
tobeasurprise,themaincourse
of pathiri, a wafer-thin rice
flour bread, and unnakkaya or
cotton pod, which is steamed
and mashed banana with co-
conutfilling for dessert.

If the last meal was two
hours earlier, there is, of
course, an Ayurveda massage
to fall back on, with the
masseur’s feet for the bravest
andhandsfor therest.

Theuwriterisafreelancer

2|



