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For Preface: A Scope and a Disclaimer 

 

To Allah, is all the praise, as always been, 
Lord of all the worlds, both seen and unseen; 

May His blessings on His last Prophet be, 
And on all who follow him honestly, 

Until the Final Day, His Way, so keen. 
Ameen, Ameen, Ya Rabbul Alameen. 

 

Scope: The Kattoo-Yamani Family are the descendants of Assad Khan and those 

who are married to these descendants, and their offspring or generations. 

Accordingly, this book is an attempt to compile the memoirs of the Kattoo-Yamani 

family. 

 

Also, the Kattoo-Yamani Family Charitable Trust (KYFCT) is a registered trust whose 

members are only from the Kattoo-Yamani family. Thus, the KYFCT is committed to 

collecting zakat and donations from the members of the Kattoo-Yamani family to 

help the needy. In addition, the KYFCT members meet on the 25 Dec every year at 

Alappuzha. 
 

Disclaimer: This book contains many age-old practices like Khondori Fathiah, 

Marziah Recital, or finding lost items, to mention a few, which are Shirk. These are 

cited for completion of the history, and Audu Billah, not as a promotion of the 

practice per se. Accordingly, Reader’s discretion is recommended not to squander 

Allah’s Deen for the sake of a story.  

 

Thus, the anecdotes, thoughts, and opinions expressed in this book belong solely to 

the authors, and not necessarily to the Kattoo-Yamani Family Charitable Trust 

(KYFCT), or its related organizations, or committees or other groups or individual 

members of KYFCT. 

 

License: The Kattoo-Yamani stories are published under the Creative Common’s 

license. Accordingly, anyone who knows more about the contents of this book are 

invited to contribute to it.     
 

 

Creative Commons public licenses provide a standard set of terms and conditions that creators and 

other rights holders may use to share original works of authorship and other material subject to 

copyright and certain other rights specified in the public license at: 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode  

 

 

 

https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/4.0/legalcode
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KATTOO – YAMANI FAMILY HISTORY 

by M. Mohamed Jaffer 
 

Early times: 

When I was very young, I was eager to know the history of our family; namely, 

how we came to Kerala, and from where? So, I used to ask and collect information 

from my elderly relatives. From among the elderly relatives I got most of the 

information from Johra Chichani, the mother of Oosman Kattoo, as well as from her 

elder sister Howa Beevi, whom we affectionately used to call as ‘Howamma’.  My 

uncle Miya Mamu, Khalajan, Hameeda Mumani, Kathumumani, Maji Fuppu, and my 

father also were generous in sharing historical information.  

As for the history of the Yamani family a good lot of information came from 

Abdullah Yamani, brother of Zainaba Essa, who came to Munnar and was with me 

for a few days.  Accordingly, the entire history put together here is what I have 

collected from our relatives during this period.  

Our family history is linked with the history of Alleppey. When we go through 

the history of Alleppey we cannot forget Raja Kesava Dasan who was the Diwan of 

the erstwhile Karthika Thirunal Rama Varma Maharaja, who was affectionately called 

Dharmaraja. So, we must know the history of this Diwan Raja Kesava Dasan. 

Raja Kesava Dasan the architect of Alleppey had a very humble beginning. 

He was born in a small village called Pudukada in Vilavukodu Taluk, near Kunnathur 

in Kanyakumari District at the Keerthimangalam home on 17 of March 1745 as the 

son of a peasant woman and a police constable. His parents named the boy 

Kesavan. However, his parents died when he was very young. Furthermore, very 

little is known about his early childhood. Although he lacked formal education, he 

exhibited a high degree of shrewdness, intelligence, honesty and industriousness. 

Therefore, it was not long before a local merchant named Pokku Mossa Maraickar 

who happened to meet Kesavan at Poovar market was so impressed by the young 

boy’s diligence that he employed Kesavan as a tally clerk in his firm.  

As Pokku Moosa was a rich and influential merchant, who maintained cordial 

relations with the then Maharaja of Travancore, Karthika Thirunal Rama Varma, he 

made periodic visits to the royal palace.  

It so happened that the young Kesavan once accompanied Pokku Mossa to 

the Royal Palace. Leaving Kesavan at the Kowdiar Palace gate, Moosa went to meet 

the Maharaja. Moosa instructed Kesavan to wait till he returned. However, Moosa’s 

discussions with the Maharaja prolonged. In the meantime, Kesavan went to see the 

town. Accordingly, late in the evening when Moosa returned he could not find 

Kesavan at the gate, and so he returned without Kesavan. In turn, when Kesavan 

returned, he could not find his master. The gatekeeper told Kesavan that his master 

had left. Kesavan requested the gatekeeper if he could sleep that night at the gate 

with his permission.  
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Thus, Kesavan camped there in front of the palace gates after striking a deal 

with the gatekeeper. The deal was that the boy would give the guard half of whatever 

the Maharaja gave him as alms. The plan backfired as the king was furious to find a 

half-clad boy sleeping at his gates the first thing in the morning, which he thought 

was inauspicious. As a result, when the boy was presented before the king, he was 

ordered to be whacked with a stick.  

None the less, after two whacks Kesavan prayed that they stop and present 

the gatekeeper the rest as per the deal. On the other hand, the king on hearing this 

lost his temper and ordered the boy Kesavan to be put behind the bars. 

This decision stood effective only for less than half of the day, or precisely till 

some Arabian sailing ships laden with goods approached Valliya thurai waterfront. 

As in those days’ ships docked into Valliaya thurai only two to three times a year, 

these occasions turned the whole province into a festive mood. In view of this, the 

king reconsidered his decision, and set Kesavan free, as he was now convinced that 

seeing Kesavan first thing in the morning was after all auspicious.  

Kesavan was appointed as a caretaker of the Durbar hall. There is an 

interesting anecdote of Kesavan related to this Durbar hall. Once, the Maharaja and 

his entourage were engrossed in a meeting in this Durbar Hall. The meeting went on 

late into the night. In those days Durbar hall was lit by a twenty-seven-wick oil lamp. 

As it was late, the oil was nearly used-up. Kesavan, noticing this took an oil wick and 

stubbed out the flame, and dipped it in the oil, and after lighting this wick held it in his 

hand.  Then he poured oil into the lamp. He then replaced the lit wick from his hand 

to the lamp. The Raja who noticed this asked Kesavan after the meeting, why he 

went through the procedure of stubbing out the flame of one wick, then pouring the 

oil, and so on? Kesavan explained that there were more chances of the flame being 

put off when oil is poured into a nearly empty lamp. For this not to occur and the 

meeting to continue uninterrupted, Kesavan stated that he took one wick from the 

lamp, stubbed out the flame, dipped it afresh in the oil, lit it, and held it in his hand as 

a precaution. On hearing this, the Raja was impressed by this instance of innate 

wisdom and gave Kesavan a promotion!   Kesavan was thus made in charge of 

keeping the accounts of all the business done with the Dutch and British rulers of 

that era. At that time the Chief of Army Staff was Dilani. Thus, Kesavan was trained 

under Dilani, from whom he learnt English as well. Consequently, Kesavan became 

an expert in English language, Warfare tactics and strategy, and business 

techniques.  

The Maharaja was soon impressed by the intelligence and hardworking 

nature of Kesavan. He was soon promoted in his service and entrusted with higher 

responsibilities, which he carried out most efficiently. The appointment of Kesavan in 

His Maharajas Service was an epoch-making event in the history of Venad.  

Kesavan rose fast in the service of the king and reached the pinnacle when 

the king by a proclamation made him the Valiya Diwan in 1789. Lord Mornington, the 

then Britsh Governor conferred on him the title of Raja in appreciation of his 

administrative skills. However, out of humility Kesavan linked his name with the word 

Dasan and as a consequence preferred to be called as Raja Kesava Dasan. He 
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became the Army Chief of Travancore and was credited with victory over Tipu Sultan 

in the battle of Kalady. 

His contribution in building Alappuzha was, however, his greatest 

accomplishment. It was one of the busiest ports of that time. He developed a system 

of inland canals for transportation by appointing engineers from North India. He is 

considered as the chief architect of Alappuzha town. The area which Alappuzha now 

occupies was once a coastal area which was uninhabited and filled with large 

weeded plants. He found Alappuzha to be a good location for a port.  

Raja Kesavadas offered infrastructural facilities to merchants and traders from 

Surat, Mumbai and Kutch to start industrial enterprises, trading and cargo centres. 

Alappuzha attained progress and became the financial nerve centre of Travancore 

during his time. The port was opened in 1762, mainly for the export of coir-matting 

and coir-yarn. Kesavadas built three ships for trade with Calcutta and Bombay, and 

Alappuzha afforded a convenient depot for the storage and disposal of goods 

produce in the east. In early 20th century, large scale coir-matting and coconut mills 

worked by steam became well established here. 

He also constructed the Main Central Road (now State Highway No.1) from 

Thiruvananthapuram to Karukutty, near Angamaly which is still the main road in the 

hinterland areas of Kerala. The originating junction of this road - Kesavadasapuram - 

is derived from his name. 

He found Allappuzha suitable for a port because of geographic and strategic 

reasons, as it was perfectly located between the sea and the Punnamada lake. Raja 

Kesava Dasan made further headway in attracting businessmen from different parts 

of the country. He encouraged them to settle in Alappuzha and bestowed upon them 

every favour that they required to set up their business. 

Two parallel canals, commercial canal and vadaicanal with the ramifying 

system of waterways were built for the easy transportation of goods to the port and 

from there to the western countries. Leading industrialists like Navaroji Khawaziji, 

Vallabha Das Kanchi and others found Alappuzha as their second native place. For 

improving foreign trade, Raja Kesavadas invited shipping companies like Syndhya 

Steam ship Navigation to start cargo centres here. 

 Alappuzha attained legendary progress and became the financial capital of 

Travancore at the time of Raja Kesava Das, the Valiya Divanji, Alappuzha was 

known throughout the West as the Venice of the East, Alappuzha was in those days 

a maritime centre and tourists paradise. The reign of Raja KesavaDas spread only 

for a very short span of ten years.  

In the year 1798 Karthika Thirunal Dharmaraja passed away and Balarama 

Varma, his successor aged fourteen, became the crown prince. Bala Rama Varma 

was only a puppet in the hands of sycophants, misguided by Jayanthan Sankaran 

Nampoothiri. Raja Kesavadas was proclaimed as a traitor and kept under house 

arrest allowing Jayanthan Sankaran Nampoothiri to usurp the post of Dewan. Finally, 

Raja Kesavadas was poisoned to death (on 21st April 1799). 
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The death of Valiya Divanji spread like wildfire in the capital and a riot 

followed in which Jayanthan Sankaran Nampoothiri was murdered and the crown 

prince was compelled to invite Velu Thampi and appoint him as Dalava who restored 

peace in the country. So, Raja Kesavadas even now actually lives as a martyr in the 

minds of the people in and around Alappuzha.  

This point in time is where the story of Kattoo-Yamani family begins. In 1782 

among those families which were relocated to Allappuzha, was the family of Janab 

Asad Khan from Surat. Previously, the family of Asad Khan had moved to Surat from 

a place called Kattoor, which must have led to the family getting the name of 

“Kattoos”. In Alappuzha, the family was allotted a space for settlement which is 

popular by the name of “Khader Parambu” among our family members. In addition, 

96 acres and 93 cents of agriculture land at Pallana in Thottapally; along with 48 

acres of agriculture land at Elankery, near Karuvatta near Thottapally, was given to 

Asad Khan’s family members.   

Asad Khan was a proud father of four sons and a daughter. Unfortunately, he 

got into a quarrel with a youngster who was his neighbor, for the young man loved 

Asad Khan’s only daughter. This ended in Asad Khan murdering the young suitor. 

Consequently, Asad Khan was hanged to death.  

The daughter, by name Fathima was married to Hasan Yamani, who hailed 

from the Yamani family, so called as they had migrated from Yemen to Alappuzha.  

 

The dried-ginger fight 
The port of Allappuzha became a center of business for foreign sailing ships. 

Spices from the hinterland and coir products were the main exports.  Thus, one day 

when an Arabian ship had anchored at the port of Alleppey, two Arab nationals 

strolled out to see the town. On the Gujarati Street near the Moopallam (Tripple 

bridge) was spread on mats ginger to dry. Out of curiosity, one of the Arabs took a 

small piece and chewed on it. He then put it back on the mat. On seeing this, the 

Gujaratis started quarrelling with the Arabs as they alleged the dried ginger had been 

spoilt. The Gujaratis assaulted and beat up the two Arabs.  The news spread to the 

house of Khader Parambu.  On hearing this, all the male members rushed to the 

Gujarati street to help the two Arabs. The Police who eventually came arrested 

everyone and put them behind bars. Even after a week the Police did not release 

anyone. At that time all external works were carried out exclusively by male 

members of a conservative family like Khader Parambu. Therefore, with the male 

members locked up by the Police, carrying out the day-today activities of the family 

became difficult. In those days, the Maharajah of Travancore, used to visit Alleppey, 

and during such visits stayed in his Palace, which has become the “Kottaram” 

Hospital (District Hospital).   

Mulam Thirunal Rama Varma was the ruling Maharajah of the Indian state of 

Travancore between 1885 and 1924, succeeding his uncle Maharajah Visakham 

Thirunal (1880–1885). It so happened that the news of the Maharajah staying at the 

Palace during his regular visit, came to the women members of Khader Parambu 
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House. It was the Maharajah’s practice to ride to the beach every evening whenever 

he stayed in the Palace at Alleppey. The route he rode on was the Commercial 

Canal South Road, which was in front of the Khader Parambu House. So, all the 

female members assembled by the roadside when the Maharajah was expected to 

ride by. When the Maharajah and his entourage rode in their horse cart the ladies 

grabbed the bridle of the horse and blocked the road. The Maharajah asked what 

had happened? The guards replied that the Muslim burqa-clad ladies had blocked 

the road, in order to convey their grievances to the Maharajah.  

The Maharajah asked the ladies what the matter was, and the ladies 

explained that as all their men had been arrested for about a week, the rest of the 

family members were near starvation, and the house activities could not be carried 

out. On hearing this, the Maharajah ordered that all the men of the Khader Parambu 

be released.   

Thus, the women who held the bridle of a Maharajah’s horse and stopped the 

Maharajah came from the house of Khader Parambu.  

 

Midnight campfires on Alappuzha beach 
In the days of old, absolute discipline prevailed in the House of Khader 

Parambu.  Therefore, no lady could go out of the house alone. Accordingly, in 

summer, the ladies would go out in the night with the men to the beach. The men 

would plan this jaunt three or four days before. In anticipation, ladies would prepare 

the snacks. When the planned day arrived after ten in the night, the ladies with the 

men, and with all their pots and pans, and firewood, would go to the Alleppey 

beach.    

On the beach sand, to the gentle sea breeze, the ladies would boil tea, and 

sing Arabic songs late into the night. Usually around two or three in the morning the 

group would return to the House.  

 

(This section contains practices like Khondori Fathiah, Marziah Recital, finding lost 

items, which are Shirk. These are mentioned for completion of the history, and Audu 

Billah, not as a promotion of the practice per se. Reader’s discretion is 

recommended.) 

 

The Khondori Fathiah 

The date for Khondori Fathiah was the twenty first day of the Islamic month of 

Rajjab.  Preparations would begin a week prior at Beevi Fuppu’s house. Beevi Fuppu 

was Hasan Yamani’s sister’s daughter. Beevi Fuppu married Syed Sahib who was 

from Baghdad. She had a daughter whose name was Kamila Beevi. Syed Sahib 

returned to Baghdad with his daughter Kamila Beevi when she was still a child and 

he never returned. This incident left Beevi Fuppu in the lurch and pushed into 

Depression. However, Beevi Fuppu was religious, and a strict disciplinarian, much 

respected and followed by the family members. She was responsible for conducting 

the Khondori Fathiah.  



[8] 

 

 All provisions for the Fathiah would be procured from Velu-Abdul Khader’s 

shop which was at the Kannan Varkey bridge junction. Abdul Khader was the 

brother-in-law of Nafeesath Beevi, former Deputy Speaker.  All these provisions 

would be bought on credit. The ladies of Khader Parambu would commence to make 

the Poorans (semi-circular wheat flour coated and filled with roasted grated coconut, 

dry fruit mixture) four or five days ahead, while the shuji with nuts, Khus-Khus (sago 

kheer) would be prepared on the day of the Fathiah. On the d-day, Beevi Fuppu’s 

house and the adjoining bungalow area would be illuminated with petromax lights. 

People from different parts in and around Alleppey would start arriving after the 

Maghrib namaz. After the Fathiah for Imam Jaffer Sadhique, the Khondori ritual 

would start and end around midnight. Next day it would restart by seven in the 

morning and continue till noon. The ritual consists of eating the Pooran, drinking the 

shuji, and donating a preferred amount on the supra cloth. The entire donation would 

be collected and would serve to pay off the shop keepers and was the main source 

of income for Beevi Fuppu. A few generous souls also gave money at other times to 

Beevi Fuppu.  

 

The Marziah Recital in Muharram 
From the first of the lunar month of Muharram the ladies of the House of 

Khader Parambu would begin after dinner the recitals of the Marziah, which is the life 

story of the family of Ali Ibn Abu Talib (Ralialahu Anhu) ending with the martyrdom of 

Imam Hassan and Hussain. These recitals would be followed by Fathiah. On the 

ninth and tenth day the ladies would prepare drinks of jaggery water with dried 

ginger powder and other condiments which were kept in large mud pots at the 

entrance of their houses. This would be served to all the guests and the inmates. 

      

Finding the lost or robbed items  
There was a singular practice of finding the lost, missing or robbed items 

especially those made of gold used by our family members. Three grown-up married 

and faithful ladies sitting in a circle on the floor, would balance a small round metal 

pot containing a little water on three thumbs of the ladies. On the neck of the pot the 

ladies would put one galzar, which is a gold chain with black beads worn by all 

married women. Then the ladies would recite Surat Yasin. While reciting this Surat 

when the Ayats ending with the word “Mubeen” comes, the ladies would put raw rice 

into the pot, and ask a leading question like whether the lost or missing article was in 

the house, or garden, and so on. If the pot remained static then the ladies would 

continue the recitation from where they had stopped till they came to the next 

“Mubeen”, when they would ask the next question where the lost article could be. If 

the pot started to rotate and then fell from the thumbs of the ladies then it was a 

positive response, and sure enough the lost article would be found at the spot that 

was questioned. Many items had been found in this way.  With the changing times 

this practice cannot be found.     
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Moulood and Rathib and the Bismillah dispute 
In the month of Rabi-ul-Awal reciting the Moulood and Rathib was common 

practice among Muslims in Allappuzha, including Jani Sait Halais Jaffer Sait, 

Sulaiman Sait, Mossa Sait, Zacriah Sait, Adam Sait, Halais, and in Khader Parambu. 

While Moulood would be conducted after Maghrib namaz in Khader Parambu, 

elsewhere it would be in the afternoon. Thus, after the Moulood in Khader Parambu, 

Biriyani would be served to everyone who participated, while in other places 

Nankattai (white cookies) and pal chaya, which is condensed milk, with ground 

cashew nuts, and sago.   

One day when the Moulood was going on in Khader Parambu, a party of 

relatives and friends who had gone from Allappuzha in the morning to attend a 

wedding at Ranni, returned without having the wedding Lunch due to a dispute. For, 

it was the custom to serve food where the guests would be seated on the floor with 

supra in between on the large round metal plates or thalas which would seat four 

guests to one thala. After all the guests had been seated, thalas placed, and food 

served, someone from the host side would proclaim Bismillah loud enough so that all 

the guests could start their feast.  However, in this wedding at Ranni, someone 

called out “Bismillah”, before all the guests could be served with food. Accordingly, 

those who had been served started feasting, while those who were not served 

started arguing. Meanwhile, the person in charge of proclaiming Bismillah asked the 

guests who had started tucking into their Biriyani, why they started eating when he 

had not said Bismillah? This led to an argument, which escalated and ended in all 

the guests leaving without taking food. 

Later, it became known that the name of one of the hosts who was serving 

was “Bismillah” and it was this person who was called by someone. So, this had 

caused the premature start of the feasting before everyone could be served which 

ended in the walk out. 

The hungry guests who missed their wedding lunch at Ranni thus arrived 

back at Allappuzha right in time to join the after-Moulood-Biriyani-dinner at Khader 

Parambu. Everyone had their fill thanks to the generosity of those times. 

 

A Circumcision under Police Protection! 
Abdul Khani Khan alias Janu’s mother Ashiya Beevi died when Janu was only 

28 days old. Her elder sister Ayisha Beevi adopted Janu and Janu was brought up 

along with her children in Khader Parambu. Janu’s father remarried shortly 

afterwards.  

When Janu and I (Jaffer) were six and eight years respectively, the elders 

decided to circumcise us. At that time the circumcision would be done by the Jamath 

appointed Hajam who was the barber for the entire community. Accordingly, those 

from Kutch and the Pathans had a Jamath appointed Hajam whose name was 

Abbas but was called “Ebba”. He was authorized to invite for all functions, rituals, 

and ceremonies be it death, birth, wedding, Moulood, and so on. The community 

would respond to his invitation and attend the function.  
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Accordingly, preparations for the traditional ceremonies began with Ebba 

inviting our relatives. The circumcision ceremony was fixed for 3:30 PM. In the 

morning around 10 ‘o’ clock, Janu and me were given a ceremonial bath. At that 

time, Janu’s father arrived at our house, and was talking to my father Ebrahim 

Kattoo. After that, he called his son Janu and started walking to his house, saying 

that he would conduct his son Janu’s circumcision himself. Though my father tried to 

stop Janu’s father, the latter forcibly took his son away. Then my father went to the 

police station and filed a complaint. Soon, the police arrived and brought Janu back 

to Khader Parambu House.  A couple of policemen stayed back in front of the large 

wooden northern gate of Khader Parambu. Thus, as decided earlier the circumcision 

rituals were conducted. 

The then Imam and Khateeb of Kutchi masjid near Muppalam bridge used to 

be invited to all ceremonies in Kattoo Yamani family to carry out the so-called 

religious rituals along with his team. Thus, the Imam and his team would be seated 

on the floor in a separate room, the floor covered with special traditional mats called 

mettapaiy which I doubt is available at Allappey now and in the centre they would 

have a long special pillow covered with colourful embroided Arabic Calligraphy and 

on this pillow the Maulood Kithab would be placed  and the Imam and his team 

would sit around and begin chanting the Maulood loudly while lovely fragrance would 

emanate from the burning incense and the sprinkling of rose water. At one stage 

when the maulood had gained full momentum and reached nearly two third parts 

then all who were reciting would stand up and continue reciting even louder and the 

frequency of sprinkling of rose water would also increase. As this full loud recitation 

of Maulood was at its full peak, it was at this time in the adjacent room to this hall the 

Family Hajam laid his knife and circumcised us, so that our cries were drowned by 

the loud recitation of the Maulood and when the Maulood ended our hue and cry 

would have subsided as we were calmed down by our uncle's and elders by giving 

us sweets and nankattais and diverting our minds from the pain as there was no 

local anesthesia used those days. Also, as was the custom our mothers would run 

away to the neighbour's house to avoid hearing our cries when we were being 

circumcised.  

The method for circumcision was that a strong middle-aged male like an uncle 

sits first on a wide sized stool and on his lap is seated the boy after removing his 

clothes completely. Then this Uncle or elderly male on whose lap the boy is sitting 

spreads the legs of the boy wide and puts his legs over them and locks the boy's 

legs in a wide open position thus not only providing easy and free access for the 

Hajam's knife but at the same time totally arresting and preventing the boy from 

making any type of wrigling movements with his legs. This method though crude is a 

full proof one. For the boy is utterly helpless and sometimes at the most the boys can 

do is nothing more than pee on to the face of the Hajam who is squatting on the floor 

in front and carrying out the procedure. 

Janu and I who were circumcised lay in a room of Khader Parambu, with a 

cloth suspended from the ceiling by a string tied to its center. This cloth covered from 

legs to chest and formed a tent over the hip area. Usually the circumcision would 

take about a week to heal.  And all the invitees and relatives gathered would be 
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offered nankattai and palchay. After this some of the relatives would visit us in the 

room and give us gifts. The police left after all the guests had left.  

However, since my circumcision got infected, it took three weeks to heal. 

Doctor Jacob Thomas, a Licensed Medical Practitioner (LMP) visited and treated me 

with injections, mixtures, and dressing. So, after a week, my elder brother Mohamed 

Essa, Usman Kattoo and Adha Bai arranged Qawali and Gazhals by harmonium 

Jani Bhai and party from 9 PM every night for two weeks, to entertain Janu and me, 

which made us feel like little princes. It was customary that all those who came to 

see us, would give us boys money as a gift. 

 

After complete healing, we were given a bath, clothed in new dresses, and after 

lunch we were taken to Mukham Masjid in Zacriah Bazaar where after Fathiah, we 

were brought back to our house.  

 

The ear-piercing ceremony 

This ceremony for small girls was conducted in those days as a grand one. 

Relatives and friends were invited. The goldsmith would sit on the floor in the hall. 

The mother or another elderly female relative would place the small girl on her lap. 

Oil would be applied on the ear lobe.  The goldsmith would pierce the earlobe and 

immediately put a black thick thread through the freshly pierced hole. All the guests 

and invitees would be served Nankattai and palchaya. The guests would give small 

gifts to the girl.  

 

Of wedding preparations       

Preparations would start a month before the wedding day. All the items 

required for the wedding would be procured. Close relatives would come to the 

house about two weeks before. The relatives will help in the preparation of sweets, 

like nankattais, rote, jelabi, halwa and savories. The ladies would sit in large circles 

and pick all the foreign particles and chaff from the Biriyani rice.  

The Dami was the man authorized for the wedding invitation as for all 

invitations or communication from individual houses to the community. The Dami 

would be appointed by the Community Jamath. There were two types of wedding 

invitations. The first was Chada and the second was Sadha or ordinary one. 

Chada invitation meant the entire family could attend while Sadha meant only the 

senior male and female member could attend.   

The bride would be kept in a corner of the house for two weeks behind a 

screen. None could see her, except the Hajamni, wife of the Hajam would be the 

only person who would see her, and she would bathe the bride daily in Chiksa 

powder containing Kasthuri turmeric, sandal, rose petals, Kacholam, ramacham and 

many other aromatic and therapeutic ingredients. Chiksa powder is still available in 

Triplicane, Chennai. These ingredients are mixed in perfumed hair oil and massaged 

into the whole body twice-a-day for two weeks. This would impart to the body a 
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sweet perfume like smell whenever the treated person broke into a mild sweat. Food 

for the bride would be served behind the screen. Only on the morning of the wedding 

would the bride come out from the screen, and anyone else could see her. The bride 

would be bathed, and she would pray, and she would be led to the assembly of the 

ladies and seated there.  

The wedding would be conducted in the night only. In the night the area would 

be completely decorated with petromax lights. There would be tarpaulin pandals with 

inner lining of white cotton sheets and decorated with a variety of festoons. The 

bridegroom would start from his house and come in an Impala or Plymouth open car 

leading a procession through a main street of the town, with a band accompanying 

and the whole procession lit up by two types of petromax lamps. The one called the 

bridegroom lamp (pudhiyampala villaku) would be superb in design, colour, 

decoration, and illumination. Accordingly, the number of the bridegroom petromax 

allowed onlookers to determine the popularity and status of the bridegroom party. 

These petromax lamps would be fixed by stand to the head of the petromax lamp 

carriers.   

A different criterion for determining the credibility and status of the bridegroom 

and his party was the number of Kasavu garlands that the bridegroom received from 

his well-wishers during the procession. Every time the bridegroom was adorned with 

a garland, rose water would be sprinkled on him. When the bridegroom and his party 

entered the wedding area then everyone in the procession would be received by the 

bride’s relatives and welcomed with sprinkles of rose water.   

Majifuppu’s husband Dadamamu had a very well-known wedding 

paraphernalia hire shop in a large hall on the eastern side of the wedding bungalow. 

The second wedding shop in Alleppey was owned by G.K. Pillai. People from 

Tiruvalla, Chengnasserry, and Kuttanad areas would come to hire wedding furniture 

vessels, petromax and all other articles required for a wedding from Dadamamu’s 

shop.     

There were no caterers in those days. Bandaris of repute to mention a couple 

were Ali Baba Bandari, and Pottan Abdul Rahman, son of Hussain Yamani. Culinary 

expert streak ran in the family with my father having the highest reputation as the 

Head Supervisor for preparing Biriyani. Thus, for the wedding in the houses of Kutchi 

Memon Saits, Halais, and other high dignitaries in Alleppey, my father would be 

invited and taken to oversee the Biriyani preparation.  My father’s expertise could be 

ascertained from the fact that after sealing the biriyani vessel with dough, he would 

from the smell of the vapour emanating through the first bleb in the sealed dough 

estimate whether to reduce or increase the coconut shell embers on the vessel lid 

and the burning coconut shells below.    

  

After the wedding the bridegroom would come to see the face of the bride. 

The groom would have to remove his footwear like everyone else to enter the room 

or hall where the bride was seated in the assembly of the ladies. In some instances, 

especially if the bride and groom were not from the same family, they would be 
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seeing each other now for the first time.  The close female relatives of the bride 

would keep a plate or thala filled with a solution of turmeric water in which the 

reflection of the bride’s face from a mirror could just be seen.  The female relatives 

would then tease the groom asking him what he had seen from the double reflection. 

The groom would be teased till he answered which part of the bride’s face he had 

seen. Then only the maizer cloth would be lifted enough for the groom to see the 

bride’s face directly. 

The groom would put on the neck of the bride the galzar which is the Mehar 

for the bride. After this, the mother-in-law would give a glass of milk to the groom. 

The groom after a few sips would pass the milk to the bride.  

The groom would then leave the assembly of the ladies. Outside the ladies’ 

room he would not find his footwear as it would be taken usually by the younger 

sisters or younger female relatives of the bride. These young girls would bargain with 

the groom as to what he would hand over to get back his footwear. At times this 

could lead to arguments and disputes too. Ultimately, the groom would have to give 

in and part with some money and get back his footwear.  

The next ritual is that of the Juluwa. The bride’s relatives would present gifts 

and money to the bridegroom. Just before giving each person’s gift, the name and 

relationship of the giver would be announced, and the bridegroom would have to 

acknowledge the gift, by saying salaam. Occasionally, as wedding was a grand gala 

get together of all the family members it was a good opportunity to have some fun. 

Accordingly, a goat’s head, wastepaper could be wrapped up and passed off as a 

gift for which a fictious relationship would be announced as the giver. If the 

bridegroom acknowledged these fake gifts, then most of the bride’s relatives would 

burst into laughter ridiculing the fooled groom. Hamadi Yamani was the uncrowned 

expert in announcing the relationship of the giver during Juluwas. 

It would be midnight by the time Juluwa was over and food is served. In some 

weddings, food would be served before Juluwa. However, whatever be the 

penultimate event, the last ritual was always the hawala. Usually the father of the 

bride would entrust his daughter to the bridegroom, then to the father of the bride 

groom. Next the mother of the bride would similarly entrust her daughter to the 

bridegroom, then to the mother of the bride groom.  Finally, the uncle of the bride 

would lift the bride and place her on the open car or hand-pulled rickshaw. 

 

Gudiya Ki Shaadi 
On one occasion, my father conducted the wedding of Ghuda-Ghudi (male 

and female dolls). For this he entrusted Khalajaan (Rabia Beevi) and Mummani 

(Saru Mummani – wife of Mia Mamu) to make the male and female dolls 

respectively. When the dolls were ready preparations were made to conduct the 

wedding of these two dolls. The date was fixed. On the wedding day of the dolls all 

the children who were invited gathered in the night to witness the event. My father lit 

up the petromax which was in the house, and the birath or procession of the bride 

groom doll commenced from the south street leading to the house. After the birath 

was given a warm reception the wedding of the dolls was conducted just like any 
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other wedding.  After that small quantities of Biriyani were served to all the guests.  

 

On Ramadaan Preparations 
In the month of Shabaan preparations would begin for the succeeding month 

of Ramadaan. The whole house would be washed and cleaned up. Dates and other 

food would be procured and stocked. The sighting of the new moon would be 

communicated to the community by two loud blasts from the Mukham Masjid, and 

Azan from all the nearby masjids.  

All the male members from Khader Parambu would go for Tharaweeh 

prayers. Early in the morning around 2 AM to 3 AM Muslim men from Andhra 

Pradesh or Tamil Nadu, would sing Islamic songs to the accompaniment of daff 

drums. They would walk along all the streets of Zakria bazaar and other areas where 

there was a strong Muslim presence.  Everyone would wake up and have their 

Sahari, and none would sleep till the azan for morning prayers, when the males 

would again go to the Masjid for their prayers in jamath.  

I would go to the Kutchi Memon Masjid in the morning carrying a pointed iron 

rod. After namaaz my duty was to gather the fallen leaves of the two large jack fruit 

trees in the Masjid compound. I would stick each of the leaves with the pointed end 

of the iron rod, and when I had cleaned up the whole compound, I would return and 

hand them over to Saleh Mamu, who used to rear a few goats.  

After that we used to read Quraan aloud sitting in the verandah if it was not 

the month of Ramadaan. During the month of Ramadaan, Mummaani would start 

making Sorolia: wheat dough rolled into the shape of rice grains, which would then 

be sunlight dried. All the sorolia produced till the day of Lailat-ul-Qadir would be 

gathered and Sorolia Biriyani would be prepared and served especially to all the 

children of the Khader Parambu House. Of Course, there was nothing better to beat 

than Mummaani’s Sorolia Biriyani! 

For Iftaar we had a daily party with everyone assembling about fifteen minutes 

before sundown, with the special food items from each and every hearth. Ramaadan 

brings to mind Essa bhai’s Khababs which came from his Hotel on the road by the 

Commercial Canal. There would be Muttai karan Sulaiman’s famous paripu vada 

made only during the Ramadaan days. We would all wait for the twin blasts signaling 

sunset to break our fast.  

For Lailat-ul-Qadir, preperations would be much more than other fasting days. 

We would all attend Tharawee in Kutchi Memon Masjid crossing two other nearby 

Masjids. A hafiz from Nagercoil would lead the Tharawee prayers and his mellifluous 

voice was pleasant to both ear and mind. After Eid, he would leave, only to return by 

invitation to Kutchi Memon Masjid for the next Ramadaan. 

About fifteen days before Eid-ul-Fitr rolls of Carnatic shirting cloth would be 

bought from either Tajmahal Textiles, Bombay Stores, or Haroon Textiles. For ladies’ 

rolls of appropriate cloth materials to stitch Aaba and Eejaar were procured too. The 

Kasav for the Aaba and the Eejar were supplied by Howmma and her sister 

Joharban Beevi (Chichani Amma), who was Usman Katoo’s mother.  
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On the eve of Eid-ul-Fitr we would sometimes wait with high anticipation if 

tailor Varghese had not delivered our dresses. There would be a small version of the 

giant wheel in the corner where the street from Khader Parambu house met the main 

road from Zakria Bazaar. We youngsters used to get one Anna and give to the giant 

wheel man who would push the wheel with his hand sixteen times.  

Eid celebration was for three days. On the first day usually lunch would be 

Biriyani, on the second it would be Ghee rice, and on the third – Coconut Rice.  After 

Eid Namaaz, we used to visit all the houses of our relatives more to receive the Eidi 

money, than to say Salaam. We took the liberty to fuss with Mia Mamu refusing his 

Eidi money initially so that he would have to increase it eventually, which we would 

accept happily. 

 

About Eid ul Azha or Bakrid 
The sacrificial animal usually a bull would be bought about a week ago. All of us 

would not cut our nails or hair from the first of Dul-Hajj till the sacrifice was done. 

Moreover, we all would fast on the eighth and ninth of Dhul Hajj. On the tenth we 

would only eat after we came back from the Masjid.  

Usually the sacrifice would be done on the eleventh of Dhul Hajj. The Qurbani 

meat made into share would be handed over to the Dami along with the distribution 

list. The Dami would place the meat wrapped in chembu leaf on a large thala and 

with a small boy carrying the thala on his head, the Dami would distribute the 

Qurbani meat to all the designated relatives and others in the community. 

On one occasion after the bull was bought and while it was being brought to 

the house, the strong bull broke its ropes and escaped. Two people were gored, for 

which compensation was paid for all the damages.   

For both the Eids in the night, my father would light the petromax, play old 

Arabic songs on an older HMV (His Masters Voice) gramophone. Janu would burst 

Firecrackers inside large metal pots to increase the sounds of explosion, which 

would frighten my son Haris to hide under the cot.     

  

Of Howmma, Joharban, and Jameela Beevi  
 

Three women from the house of Khader Prambu stand out for their business 

activities. The first two were: Howmma and her sister Joharban Beevi (Chichani 

Amma), who was Usman Kattoo’s mother. They supplied Kasav for the Aaba and the 

Eejar. The business acumen and honesty exhibited especially by these two ladies of 

Kattoo-Yamani family made them invitees to any noble marriage in Alleppey.  Their 

main business was to procure special Zari, and cloth materials from Surat, Kutch, 

and sell it in the house. Ladies from Kutch Memon, Halais, and Pathans used to 

come to the house to purchase for their weddings, Eids, and other functions. Also, 

both these ladies used to make a variety of pickles which were stocked in large mud 

Jars. Correspondence with Surat, Kutch, and other places for their business was 
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done by Mia Mamu father of Ameen Kattoo. Mia Mamu was an accountant in the 

Indo-Mercantile Bank in Alleppey.   

Not only their business sense was praiseworthy but also their knowledge of 

religion. They had taught many-a-child in the house. We used to read the holy 

Quraan every morning sitting on the big wooden bed on the verandah. Whenever we 

happened to make a mistake in our Quraan recitation, Howmma would correct us 

even if she was working a little far away. After Maghrib Namaaz, Howmma would 

read and explain the stories of the holy prophets from Khisas-ul Ambiya. Such a 

strong Deeni foundation established by her in me has been the only reason to make 

us God conscious to the degree we are today.    

Howmma was widowed young, and her only son also expired when he was 

still a child. Hence, she was very affectionate to all children. Moreover, she had a 

strong power that even my father Ebrahim Kattoo would respect, in that he would not 

go beyond her word, though he was the head of the House.   

A singular and unforgettable incident happened when I did some mistake and 

my elder brother Mohamed Essa was questioning everyone where I was.  At that 

time, I was standing next to Howmma, who caught me and put me into a large and 

empty Jar, which would normally stock salted mango (uppu manga). She covered 

the Jar with a winnow (Morram). So, when my brother Mohamed Essa entered and 

asked Howmma where Jaffer was, she replied that she did not know!   

I used to sleep under Howmma’s cot. During her last days, she was suffering 

from TB. She used to cough a lot. She must have been sixty-five years old when she 

passed away.  

Just like Howmma, Abbas Yamani’s wife and Hamadi Yamani’s mother 

Jameela Fuppu was also an enterprising lady who made Vermicelli in large 

quantities and sold them.  

  

Of Adham Bhai 
 

He was the brother–in-law of Syed Mia. I used to go for Quraan studies to PeePi 

Buva’s house near the Collectorate Junction, where the bakery shop ‘Brufia’, now 

stands. PeePi Buva’s daughter who was called Achi Bu used to take Quraan 

classes. There used to be a dwarf girl called Annu who also used to take Quraan 

classes for us. Achi Bu was very beautiful in those days. Adham Bhai used to visit 

PeePi Buva’s house frequently. Adham Bhai fell in love with Achi Bu. However, Achi 

Bu got severe smallpox fever, and she had to be kept during her sick days on 

plantain leaves so that it would be easier to treat her. It was a miracle that Achi Bu 

survived, but with total scarring of her face, robbing her of the beauty she had just a 

couple of weeks ago. Yet, Adham Bhai was steadfast in his love. Thus, the wedding 

was fixed with Adham Bhai, and elaborate arrangements were made. A big pandaal 

was put up at the Bungalow area and all the other arrangements were made for a 

wedding with good pomp and show. In those days, all wedding used to be conducted 
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at night.  

 

On the wedding day, very early in the morning a mishap occurred. Adham 

Bhai’s father Hami Bhai passed away. It was a major shock. All the activities for the 

wedding came to a standstill. Anyhow, after the burial on the third day, the wedding 

was conducted as a simple one with bare minimum numbers. Adham Bhai was a sad 

man, that day. 

The ravages of the smallpox had affected Achi Bu so that she could not bear 

any children. Moreover, this series of setbacks transformed Adham Bhai into a very 

religious man. He joined the Tablique Jamaath and became popular as “Khan Saab”. 

Both husband and wife went for Haj. After the Hajj, Achi Bu breathed her last at 

Mecca, where she was buried.  

Adham Bhai after his return continued his volunteering for Tablique Jamath. 

During one such Tablique Jamath trip he passed away near Muvattupuzha where he 

was buried.    

   

The Second wedding of Hashim Kattoo  
Hashim Kattoo’s first wife passed away just a few days after Pyari was 

born.  For a long time afterwards, he did not get married.  A proposal came for his 

elder daughter Mariam Beevi from the eldest son named Babji of the PKS Group. 

Everybody in the family was in favour of this alliance except Hashim Kattoo.  The 

reason was the family of PKS Group wore saris whereas in our family all the ladies 

wore Aaba and Eejaar. Even his younger brother Ebrahim Kattoo insisted that this 

wedding take place, but Thaya refused. Ignoring Thaya’s objection, this wedding was 

fixed by Ebrahim Kattoo and arrangements and preparations for the wedding began.  

As stated, before weddings would be conducted in the night. On the wedding 

day, my brother Mohamed Essa asked me to keep an eye on Thaya.  In the evening, 

Thaya went to the beach. I followed him. On the beach Thaya walked to the end of 

the pier nearly five hundred meters from the shore and was looking at the sea. On 

seeing this I rushed as I had never run before in my life to my brother and told him 

that Thaya was standing at the end of the pier facing the sea. My brother called 

Usman Mamu and asked him to go by cycle and see. So, it was Usman Mamu who 

went and called Thaya back. However, Thaya did not enter the House and stood 

sullenly outside. Hence, the wedding was conducted in the absence of Thaya. 

Therefore, my father had to stand-in for Thaya and play the role of the bride’s father.  

Sometime after this wedding of his elder daughter Mariam Beevi, one fine 

morning Sala Mamu was going for Fajar Namaaz as usual. When he opened the 

front wooden gates, he saw waiting there right in front of him a lady in full wedding 

dress and jewels.   

“Ya Muhiadeen”, He exclaimed, “A jinn is standing…” and raising his staff he 

whacked the figure on her head. The poor lady screamed in pain and fright.  
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In fact, Thaya had got married from Kochi without informing anyone. He 

brought his wife early in the morning and finding the front wooden gates of Khader 

Parambu closed, he went through a gap in the nearby fence to open the gates from 

within. At that moment, Sala Mamu had arrived at the gate, opened it and with his 

staff hit Thaya’s new bride.  

Hearing his new bride scream, Thaya rushed quickly through the gap in the 

fence and reached the gate. Thaya told Sala Mamu that she was his wife, and that 

he had got married to her in Kochi. Subsequently, Sala Mamu asked Thaya to 

forgive him, as he had hit her unknowingly.   

Thaya took an initiative and conducted the wedding of his daughters 

Rukkuma and Beevijaan. Beevijaan married the brother of Thaya’s second wife who 

is Rahima’s father. Rukkuma married the friend of Rahima’s father who left her. So, 

Rukkuma married again and her second husband passed away.   

 

The Marriage of Hamidi Mamu 
It was the time of my school’s summer vacation. The wedding of Hamidi 

Mamu, son of Abbas Yamani and Jameela Fuppu was fixed with the daughter of 

Sheik Babjan Sahib of Ranni. About two weeks before the wedding, Gunju Bai father 

of “Magistrate Usman” took me to Ranni. After the wedding the wedding party with 

the bride started for Alleppey late in the night in a big van. At that time the road from 

Ranni to Pathinamthitta was a kutcha one and deserted too. Soon the driver lost the 

way. The ladies and children started crying. Some ladies started reciting Surat ul 

Yasin. The bus was going deep into the forest through a forest track. Usually, the 

ladies would vomit whenever they started travelling in a bus, especially Hallu Bua, 

wife of Gunju Bai. After driving aimlessly through the forest for five hours, when it 

became dawn, the bus reached Pathinamthitta – a distance usually covered in about 

an hour those days. From there it was the main road to Alleppey.  

 

The strange incident of looking at a suitable bride-to-be 
 My brother Mohamed Essa was working as a lecturer in the Department of 

Mathematics at Jamal Mohamed College, Tiruchi. The Government of India selected 

eleven lecturers for higher studies in North Carolina University, USA. My brother was 

one among them. My brother also wished that he could go for higher studies. At that 

time marriage proposals for my sister Khairun Nissa was going on. Even though 

many proposals came, nothing materialized for one reason or another. So, my father 

put a condition that my brother could go for his higher studies after the marriage of 

my sister. Hence, efforts began to find out an eligible bachelor for my sister.  

At that time my brother was close to Kareema Bhai who also was residing in 

Khader Parambu north block. He used to make envelopes with a cutting machine. 

His relatives were in Kottarakara. From him my brother came to know that there was 

an eligible bachelor in Kottarakara.  Subsequently, Mia Mamu, and Bhavajma (Mrs. 

Zainaba Essa) with others went to Kottarakara to see the boy and talk with the 

family. Mia Mamu had previously been to Kottarakara along with Adhila Beevi when 
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the latter had been selected for Grama Sevika Training at Kottarkara. At that time 

Mamu happened to meet a Muslim family named Kuziath family. One lady named 

Amini from the Kuziath family had also been selected for the Grama Sevika Training 

at Kottarkara. Thus, Mia Mamu and Bhavajma along with Amini’s mother could go to 

the house in Muslim street and presented the purpose of their visit.  

The mother of the eligible bachelor (Ibrahim Sherief son of Mohamed Sherief) 

said that they also had a similar problem. Only after the wedding of her eldest 

daughter Beema Beevi, could her brother Ibrahim Sherief be married. Therefore, Mia 

Mamu and Bhavajma returned to Alleppey.  At that time, I had passed Engineering 

from the first batch (1962) of Trichur Government Engineering College, and was 

working as Assistant Engineer, Civil, in Trivandrum Kerala State Electricity Board 

Office, where the southern gate of the Railway Station presently stands now. 

Bhavajma presented the idea to my father that if Jaffer were married to the eldest 

daughter in Kottarakara, then both problems could be solved, and my brother could 

leave for USA.  

Accordingly, it was not long before I got a telegram asking me to come to 

Alleppey immediately. In those days’ telegrams requesting people to come 

immediately home was only sent if there was some untoward incident at home. So, I 

rushed home immediately fearing all the worst scenarios that I could imagine. Only 

after I reached Alleppey house Bavajama informed me that they had gone to 

Kottarakara to see a prospective groom for Ammajee, and there had seen a very 

good girl. Therefore, Bhavajma persisted that I give consent to marry the girl so that 

Ammajee would be wedded to her elder brother, thereby my brother could go to 

USA. 

I was only 23 years old. Moreover, I had no intention to marry now, but 

Bhavajma, my mother, and other elders in the family insisted for these alliances. So, 

at last I replied that without seeing the girl, I could not tell a reply.  In those times it 

was customary not to show girls who were eligible for marriage to men especially in 

villages. Therefore, Bhavajma opined that the girl would not be shown to me in 

Kottarakara and that would be difficult.  However, I persisted that I would not marry 

without seeing the girl. At that instant, Mia Mamu came forward and told that I would 

take Jaffer to Kottarakara for this purpose.  

Next day, Mamu and I, went to Kottarakara Kuziath House, and presented the 

purpose of our visit to Amini’s mother. Accordingly, at our request, Amini’s mother 

went and presented the case. At that time the maternal uncle of Beema Beevi was 

also present. He was the Station Master of Kottarakara Railway Station. He refused 

to show Beema Beevi. So, Amini’s mother had to return with this not-so-good news. 

However, as I was very adamant, Mia Mamu again requested Amini’s mother that as 

they had come from afar, they would see Beema Beevi for a little time only and so, 

Amini’s mother went a second time and pleaded. However, they replied that 

if anyone came and did not like their daughter that would be a black mark which 

could be known by all in the locality. Therefore, the maternal uncle named Sher 

Khan compromised that he would take a room for us and tomorrow he would bring 

the girl to the Railway Station so that the boy could see her. Again, when Amini’s 
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mother came and informed us, I replied that I was not a “Roadside Romeo”, and that 

I want to see her at her house.  So, Amini’s mother had to go a third time and convey 

my view.  Then, Beema Beevi’s father relented that we could come and see her.   

So, Mia Mamu took me to their house. Sher Khan went to the kitchen and 

dragging the girl who was dressed in soiled pavada, blouse and half-sari, said to 

me,” Okay! See her!” and then took her back. After we had tea we returned home.  I 

told Bhavajma that she was a small and lean girl. Bhavajma replied that once she 

was married, she would grow up. Ultimately after considering all aspects, I 

agreed.  Then the mother of Beema Beevi insisted that the wedding of her daughter 

be completed first. Accordingly, my wedding took place on 18 May 1963, and that of 

Ammajee on 20 May 1963. Soon, my brother left for USA.      

 

Syed Mamu 
An all-rounder was Syed Mamu. He was the son of my grandmother’s sister. 

Once he stood as a candidate for Ward Member of the Municipal Council of 

Alleppey. We, his devoted workers, would light up the petromax in the night, and 

campaign for his election, writing slogans on all the walls. However, he lost the 

election. In every function he would bring his own big fan. It was a unique one driven 

by a Kerosone lamp as there was no electricity. When the lamp was lit, heat from the 

flame of the lamp would rotate the blades of the fan resulting in a good breeze. In 

addition, Syed Mamu was a good volleyball and football player. Once, when he was 

playing volleyball he collapsed and passed away.   

His only son Basha ran away at a young age. In 1961 when I went on a 

college tour to Bombay, I met Basha. After that we lost contact and his present 

whereabouts are not known. 

His elder daughter, Ammajaan was a beautiful girl, and not so good in her 

studies. She failed in tenth Standard. So, she attended tuitions at a tutorial school 

near Convent Square. There, she fell in love with the tutor. His name was Peter. One 

day in June of 63, she eloped with Peter. This was a great shock to all our family 

members. Then Adham Bhai, took Ammajaan’s mother and her second daughter to 

his house in the northern block of Khader Parambu.  

 

The Thottapally times and Coconut stories   
The agricultural land at Pallana near Thotapally (Thope) known as Pattani 

Thope provided a good source of income for the residents of Khader Parambu 

House. During summer vacation we used to go to Thope and stay there for almost a 

week. The main purpose was to pluck coconuts. The 96-acre 93 cent land belonged 

to Hashim Thaya, Ebrahim Kattoo, Mia Mamu, and Usman Kattoo. This land was 

divided into parts and each part was entrusted to a watch keeper or Kavalkaran. 

Depending on the extent of the land each Kavalkaran would select five to six coconut 

trees, the yield from which would be for him.  
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For plucking the coconuts, three or four pluckers (Thandamaar) would be 

engaged. In addition, there would be a writer (Kanaku pillai) who would note down 

the number of the tree, the number of coconuts remaining in that tree after the 

mature ones have been plucked. In his record book he would also strike out the 

coconuts plucked.  

Picking up the coconuts that have been cut by the plucker or Thandan was 

the duty of the Kavalkaran and his male family members. All the plucked coconuts 

would be collected and heaped on the ground near a vacant space adjacent to the 

landing of the country boat (vallam). After all the coconuts from the trees entrusted to 

a particular Kavalkaran has been plucked, then all the coconut flowering stalk or the 

inflorescence bunch (Kulanjil), and each branching stalk in the kulanjil would be 

examined to calculate the number of coconuts that had fallen, been cut, or twisted 

from the bunch before it was cut. Accordingly, the Kavalkaran would have to bring 

from his collection kept in his custody the total number of coconuts missing from the 

Kulanjils. If the Kavalkaran did not have the required number of coconuts in his 

custody, then the remaining amount would be plucked from the trees that had been 

given to him. Among the coconuts that the Kavalkaran brought for compensating, the 

diseased or useless ones would be rejected and marked by chopping off a small 

triangular section of the husk  close to one of the three ‘eyes’ of the rejected coconut, 

so that it cannot be brought by the next Kavalkaran as his compensation. 

The food for the Thandamaar, Kanaku pillai, and boat men, during the 

coconut plucking days must be provided by the respective Kavalkaran for which he 

would pay. Moreover, each person who was gathering all the coconuts cut by the 

plucker would be paid four to six coconuts.  Consequently, at the end of the plucking 

day, all the coconuts would be brought by boat and off-loaded to the vacant space in 

front of the house near the boat shed at Thope.  

After all the coconuts had been plucked and stacked the coconuts required at 

Khader Parambu would be separated and the remaining coconuts would be de-

husked, the nut cut open, sun-dried, or smoke-dried during monsoon, and the dried 

kernel or copra would be separated from the shell, and the copra transported by rice-

boat (kettu-vallam or valla vara) to Chungam market at Allappuzha, where it would 

be sold. All the husks would be submerged in the canals and its top floating portion 

covered with silt and mud and kept so for six months to decay. Then the rotting husk 

is taken, beaten, and fiber taken and spun into coir rope on a hand spinning machine 

called ‘Raatt’ by local women of Thope. Then the woven coir rope is transported as 

large bundles and sold to the coir factories at Chungom in Allappuzha.  After many 

years this practice or making copra and coir and selling them at Chungom, became 

difficult and was discontinued.  For this reason, whole Coconut with the husk was 

sold at Thope itself to the Coconut Purchasing Agent whose was called by the 

nickname of Chathangiri.  

The coconuts required at Khader Parambu, along with the leaf fronds (madal), 

and spathe (Kothumbu), would be loaded on the country-boat and punted by two 

boat men leaving Thotapally around four in the evening to reach the Commercial 

Canal in front of Khader Parambu north side, around eight in the morning. This 
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journey is a memorable one, as the only light by which the twenty-five kilometers 

through the backwaters of Allapuzha is traversed is a single kerosene hurricane 

lantern kept in the front of the boat. The father of Madhavan, called Ali, and another 

man by name Moolae Divakaran called Sait would be the boat men to punt the 

coconut cargo to Khader Parambu. I have many-a-time done this night country-boat 

journey, which is still etched in the bed rock of my mind.  

When the boat men spy another approaching dim lantern light far ahead on 

the backwaters, they would shout out the direction of the bank they would move 

alongside so that they would not collide with each other. Fresh fish would be bought 

on the way and night meals would be prepared in a mud chulla placed on river sand 

on top of flat planks placed on the bottom of the boat. Thus, while one of the boat 

men cooked rice and fish, another punted the boat slowly and steadily. When the 

punter boatman got tired and if the bank of the canal or river through which the boat 

was then traversing was almost a straight one then he would get off on to the bank 

and pull the whole boat by means of a strong rope passing over his shoulder. His 

partner if free would also jump on to the bank and push the boat from behind with the 

punting bamboo (Kazhukole). Thus, the boat would speed up and straight sections 

would be traversed quickly, without much effort.  

Before dinner, the boatmen would stop the boat at a particular location and on 

the pretext of relieving themselves, would disappear for some time down the path on 

the bank. After about twenty minutes which was too long a time for relieving 

themselves, they would reappear and quietly begin their dinner.  Initially, I did not 

realize that the two boatmen were visiting the nearby toddy shop for a quick 

swill.  Inspired by the liquids now between their breastbone and their backbone, they 

would continue punting the boat singing their slow long village songs (naadan 

pattukal). 

Under the starlight, the boat moving through the night, the soft sound of the 

lapping waters, the scraping of the boat against the fern leaves on the bank, the 

slightly rocking movements of the boat, were heavenly to feel. Lulled by the 

boatmen’s songs, I would sleep off gazing at the heavens, only to wake up with the 

sun in my eyes, and the boat having reached Chungom, Allappuzha.   

 

A handwritten magazine    

When I was in tenth standard at the Mohamadean High School, Allappuzha, 

my classmates and I started a monthly, hand-written, school magazine. I was the 

Editor of the magazine. Three copies were written, one for the Teacher’s room, and 

two for circulation in the classrooms. I would write the original one, late in the night, 

scribbling away on the wooden box (veencha palaha petty) while my friends on 

editorial board would write out two copies. The names of the editorial board were 

Radhakrishnan, Kunju Mohamed, Ibrahim Kutty, and Surendran. The name of the 

magazine was “Thoolika”. The drawings and cartoons required for the magazine was 

done by Jani Bava. 

Two contributions are worth recounting. One was a cartoon of a hen laying an 

egg on the answer paper, with the egg drawn as a big zero over hundred like this: 



[23] 

 

0/100, with a caption below stating that Teachers are hens (Kozhikal) because they 

lay eggs on the answer paper!  The teachers did not take this lightly, as we did not 

know the other meaning of “Kozhikal” in Malayalam. Hence, immediately this caption 

was edited to birds or “Pakshikal” which was not offensive.  

In the question and answer section of the magazine, there was once this 

singular question, whether the nose of Jaffer is a rubber one? The answer given for 

this question in the magazine was: “If you prick the nose it will be known.”  Sometime 

afterwards, in the afternoon  on a holiday, while I was having a nap on the large 

wooden cot on the verandah, I woke up in pain to a needle pricking my nose, and the 

sound of loud laughter from Pyari (Lathifa Banu) with a pin in her hand!   

 http://kattoosfamily.blogspot.in/…/katoo-yamani-family-hist… 
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KATTOO – YAMANI FAMILY HISTORY 

Reminiscences by Ameen Kattoo 
 

My first memories 
The earliest vague and faint memories in my mind are the death of Howma, a 

fall I had from the top of the stares on the western side of Kather Parambu, Maalika 

Veedu, which is why my front tooth is a bit protruded. I also remember my Abba 

working in the bank and then at Hajee Haroon Sait’s textile shop. I also remember 

Abba standing on a float sporting a green hat on his head and holding a green flag of 

Muslim League on a long mast, in a procession on Nabi Dinam, that passed through 

the road on the Northern side of Kader Parambu. I also remember my Fuppa sitting 

on the verandha and listening to Radio on the death of Maulana Abdul Kalaam Azad. 

He also had a “paattu petti”, which is already mentioned. When he purchased a 

house at Vella kinar ward and moved out of Kader Parambu, I had seen that 

gramophone there.  

About the “montha karakkal” mentioned earlier, I would like to mention a 

specific incident which is still fresh in my mind. We had a “thaathaa” working in our 

kitchen. She was an excellent cook and all of us appreciated her dishes. Slowly one 

or two little ornamental pieces were missing, and we thought that it must have fallen 

down and lost. Once an earring or something like that was lost. This was taken 

seriously, and it was decided to go for “montha karakkal”. I do not remember who all 

held the pot, but when the name of the thaathaa was called out, unbelievably, I saw 

with my own eyes, the pot rotating very clearly. There was an outcry and at the very 

same time she, who was standing near the kitchen door, threw away something into 

the yard.  Abba picked it up, suddenly went out and came back with a policeman, 

who questioned her for a long time. At first, she said she did not know anything. But 

the policeman threatened her and ordered her to bring her box and open it.  One by 

one she took out her dresses and out came all the pieces of ornaments which were 

lost. The policeman slapped her on her face and took her to the police station. I do 

not remember what happened after that.  

I also went for tution at Peter’s tutorial, but on a different timing and so had 

not seen Ammajaan Booma there. He was young and smart and taught me English 

poems.  

 

Life at Khader Parambu 
I cannot forget how we children played and enjoyed in front of YMMA school, 

at the northern road in front of the Achhar kada of Hussain bhai and on the banks of 

the canal and attended all the mosques in that area. Alleppey at that time was a 

prosperous, vibrant, thriving small seaport town, with ships coming and going and 

the pier always busy.   The whole area from Kannan Varkey Palam to Kochu kada 

and Muppalam was throbbing with life! Morning and evening Hindi songs flowing out 

of Dil Khush hotel, line of shops and other establishments on both sides of the canal. 

Mention should be made about Essa Bhai’s hotel, a tinkering shop, then a petty 
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shop, Adima’s barber shop, Varghese’s tailoring shop where most of our male family 

members go and sit sharing information and gossip.  

Today Alleppey has become as silent as a graveyard, and tears started filling 

my eyes when I walked through those silent alleys and streets a few years ago. 

When I see the pathetic condition of The Venice of the East, I could feel the lost 

glory of this little town which is so dear to me.   

I cannot forget my dear boyhood friend Abdul Azeez, son of Abdul Rahman 

mamu (Bombay). When he went to Bombay, he took his wife and two daughters with 

him, but left Aziz under the care of Saleh Mamu. The pranks, mischief, escapades 

and adventures we two had would fill a volume. Aziz needs no introduction. He could 

hoodwink or fool anybody and flick some money.  I will mention here a few incidents. 

One evening he called me and said he had a very grand plan. I need just accompany 

and keep him company. He took a hen from the backyard, probably kept by fuppu, 

and we went to a house near Vellakinar. (There is now a big bakery shop now 

around that area). Aziz went to a house and sold the hen. He said, “my mother has 

no money to buy rice and so we are selling it”. He got the money (I don’t remember 

how much) and came out. We straight went to Dil Khush Hotel and had “parotta - 

irachi” to our fill. He said we will go back to that house at Vella kinar. I asked why 

and he said, wait and see my trick. He slowly approached the gate of that house and 

peeped in. The hen was there in front, pecking at something. Aziz beckoned the hen, 

saying slowly,” ba, ba, ba” and lo!  the hen came near him.  He suddenly jumped on 

and grabbed the hen and started running fast. I too ran with all my speed, never 

looking back. By the time it was getting dark. We put the hen back in its cage and 

went as if nothing happened!  

On another occasion we got permission from home and started from Alleppey 

to go to Thope. There was a boat at 3 pm. We started from home. On the way Aziz 

said we go for matinee show. Then we went for the first show, and then the second 

show, in Seematti, Sri Krishna and another one – all nearby only. After the second 

show we got a boat after two and reached K.V. Jetty early morning and when we 

reached home Amma came out and scolded us saying they were waiting and 

waiting, completely worried and scared. Abba was having his Subah Namaaz and 

we waited on the Verandha. After some time, Abba came out with a stick and we two 

got severe beating. I could go on narrating hundreds of incidents like this which we 

had at Alleppey as well as at Thope when Aziz came to stay with us at Thope and 

study at Haripad BHS, for two years. Unable to bear his mischiefs, Saleh Mamu put 

Aziz at Vella Kinar for some time and then at Thope where he came out with all his 

mischief.  

Life at Pattani Thope 
The partition of Thope was an important turning point in the history of Kattoo 

Family.  Before that everything was under the control of my Fuppa (Ibrahim Kattoo) 

who was the “Karanavar”, the unquestioned monarch! Hashim Kattoo got the best 

part (southern) of Thope, 24 acres of good sandy land. There was a section called 

‘Mana kaaval’, because that area was pure sand, with no mud. The middle part of 
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the Thope, Fuppa took for himself and the northern part, pure mud and most area 

waterlogged and “tharishu land” was given to Abba and Mamu.  

When we got our share of property, Abba decided to shift to Thope. We lived 

there for six years, and those were the happiest years in my life. Mamu would come 

from Alleppey and stay with us during the days of coconut plucking and also for tilling 

and manuring the land. He will make it a point to stay at Thope as long as he can 

because he enjoyed the food made by his dear and only bu’aa whom he loved so 

much.  

Mamu put his heart and soul into the land and worked hard. Broken lands 

were straightened, and elevated and new coconut saplings were planted on both 

sides.    

After our home expenses, we put all the money in the land. We bought cow 

dung from cattle sheds at Alleppey and brought it to Thope by boat. Later on, a little 

bit of fertilisers was also added.  The lean and yellow leafed, sparsely populated 

coconut trees began to change its complexion, grew healthy and strong. Young trees 

suddenly sprang up as years went by, and the whole place became a green coconut 

estate, and by the Grace and Blessings of The Almighty Allah, Mamu’s dreams come 

true. We plucked, in one season, (Makara Pachcha) about 15000 coconuts, (if my 

memory is correct), the highest in the history of Pattani Thope. All the tenants were 

very happy and lauded the great efforts of our dear Mamu.  

Mamu was very thorough with each tree. Whenever he walks through his 

property, he always looks up at the coconuts. You just take a coconut from the heap 

and ask him which tree it is from. He will take the coconut in his hands rotate it and 

observe it for some time and tell the exact tree! 

When we settled at Thope, myself and my sister Ammujan were put in boys’ 

and girls’ school at Haripad, four km walk, morning and evening, monsoon or 

summer or winter. We go in groups of three or four, tell stories, crack jokes or simply 

gossip to pass the time and we would forget the strain of such a long walk. One of us 

will tell the story of a new movie he has seen, and the story will be finished by the 

time we reach school. 

 

Fire at Karuka Tharappad 
Our house at Thope is called “Karuka Tharappadu”, which is at the Northern 

border of Thope. Beyond that is the “Naakkolayaar” where I practice and ride the 

small boat with a long bamboo stick. The western end of the river joins the big river 

through which motorised passenger boats ply between Alleppey and Quilon.   

I was studying in 8th std. and Ammujan in 9th or 10th std. It was the month of 

March and annual exams were going on. We had our supper and went to bed. Abba 

heard some sound outside and turned to the right side and saw a bright light through 

the wooden gap. We were expecting the boat, returning from Alleppey.  Abba got up 

and opened the door to the central room. He was shocked to see the roof of our 

house on fire. He shouted and called Amma and Ammujan, while rushing to the next 

room where I was sleeping on a wooden coat. He just lifted me and ran out and the 
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next moment a big chunk of burning roof fell on the cot. We shouted and cried, and 

all the neighbours came running.  We were all running and carrying water and 

pouring it on the house.   After great effort, the fire was put out, but more than half of 

the house was burnt.  

We found out that the fire started at the South-Western corner of the house, 

where there is a coconut tree, outside. Under the tree we used to keep a big basket 

in which the ashes from the kitchen is dumped. In the evening, Beevi, the daughter 

of Nafeesa fuppu, who was with us, cleared the hearth of all the ashes and dumped 

it on the basket. But there was a burning flint. She just ignored it, thinking that it will 

die out.  But the splinter kept burning and slowly caught the basket, which was made 

of coconut leaf, woven and folded.  Small bits of flame began to leap up and caught 

the thatched house. It was at this time that Abba turned on his side and saw the 

brightness of the flame.  

All our books were spoiled in the water. But next day we went to school and wrote 

the exams. The house was totally repaired and a new roof with thatched leaves were 

put.  

Ours is the only Muslim family, surrounded by Ezhava community people who 

are our tenants. Outside the Thope also there are only Ezhavas. It it was a kind of 

feudal life that we had there; but as time went on and as Marxism began to make 

inroads, this relationship slowly began to vanish. They became conscious of their 

rights and began to put forward demands and conditions.  There were also one or 

two minor disputes or rather disagreements with the labourers and Abba and Mamu 

settled them amicably, by pleasing them because we have to survive in their midst. 

Mamu was very tactful and calculative, and because of his intelligence and ingenuity, 

we had a smooth sailing at Thope.  

On the western side of the river (padinjare kara) there is a mosque and a lot 

of Shafi Muslims. My self and Abba go to this mosque on Fridays for Juma prayer. 

Later, Janu Bhai’s brother and my friend Basheer married from this area.   

 

Fishing at Thope 
When there is no school, I will go around with a fishing rod and catch pallathi, 

karimeen, paral etc. Sometimes, very rarely, we get big tiger Prawns. The bait used 

for this is very small shrimp (podi konchu, dry fried on an earthen ‘chatti’, till it turns 

read.  This is caught from the banks of the canal, by tying one end of a thin towel on 

the neck and pulling the other end along the bushy banks of the thodu.) 

In order to catch Varaal, a small fish called ‘poonjan’ is used, and to catch the 

‘cher meen, a small frog is used in the hook tied to a long string. People at thope use 

different methods to catch fish, fishing net, ottaal, and also by churning the water 

(thodu kalakki, meen pidikkuka) by blocking it on both sides. When the water turns 

very muddy, the fish cannot see under water and so comes to the top and float. By 

using ‘valliotta’ the floating fish is taken and thrown to the shore. I also join the boys 

whose job is to pick the fish and put it in the big pot.  
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After sunset, when it gets dark, I used to catch blaanku, kaari, koori, big prawns 

using my fishing road and earth worm as bait.  

When they catch big fish like cher meen, karimeen, they bring it to us ( muthalali’s 

house) and Abba and Mamu pay them handsome money so that they  bring  again 

and not go to the nearby market, which is called ‘kizhakke kada’, a cluster of some 

10 or 12 shops., situated on the south eastern corner of Thopu, near Hashim 

Thaya’s house. 

Once we got two big deksha full of Kari meen. With the help of Chellappan and 

Dhanappan, it ws brought to Alleppey in passenger boat and distributed it to every 

family at Khader Parambu. I still remember eating fried Kari meen with porotta, at 

night. Somebody expired on that night -- I don’t exactly remember, must be Nanima 

or somebody else.  

  

____ 
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WISPS OF CLOUDS: The Kattoo Memoirs  

By Essa Mohamed Rafique 
 

The days of my Grandfather 
When I look back the earliest memories I have, it is of my grandfather Ibrahim 

Kattoo and my grandmother Ayesha Beevi, living in Kattoos Manzil. This house was 

earlier known as Thaiparambil, in Chokalingapuram, Vellakinar Ward of Allappuzha. 

More towards the end of the street, thanks to its builders, the arch or elephant gate 

of Chockalingapuram is still standing to this day. Grandfather was a down-to-earth, 

strict man, and being the Kattoo family head, managed the family’s coconut farms at 

Palana in Thotapally. Accordingly, he would make regular periodic visits, and stay for 

about five days in a house he had got built at Palana, by which time he would have 

supervised the plucking and sale of coconut from the land owned by the family. On 

other days, he ran the bamboo shop situated just a hundred feet from Kattoos 

Manzil. 

On the other hand, Grandmother was the quiet supervisor of the household, 

who held grandfather in high reputation and had everything prim and proper for him, 

anticipating each and every need before it could be pronounced! Grandmother was 

aided by the maid, named Zainaba, who lived with us, and was considered as a 

family member, except that she did a good measure of the cooking helped to a large 

extent by the female family members. Coincidentally, my mother’s name also was 

Zainaba. As for my father or Abba as we called him, he was away in US for his 

Masters in Experimental Statistics. 

A memory which can never be erased from my mind is of spending a few 

nights in the quietness of the Female ward in the Beach Hospital at Alleppey. 

Mummy or Ummi as we called her was given a bed beside a window which gave a 

good view of the beach and the busy pier. The movement of the men moving the 

heavy and packed cargo on the rails during the day to the boats bobbing up and 

down at the far end of the pier in the sea, while the stark lights on the pier during the 

hours of darkness with the sounds of the waves crashing on the beach puncturing 

the stillness, was the best of lullaby for me. In the morning, Grandfather would visit 

the hospital for a short time. My youngest Aunt Zulaika, or her elder sister, Aunt 

Nisha would take turns to be with Ummi and me till my younger sister was born and 

named Zahida sometime later. 

One day there was excitement in Kattoos Manzil. A few visitors were waiting, 

and so was a car at the road. After my bath, I was dressed up in my best and I sat 

next to grandfather on the front seat of the car. The car left for Kochi. There was the 

talk that we were going to receive my father Mohamed Essa, who was returning from 

US. As the car neared Kochi, far above the straight and level road, we saw an 

aeroplane in the sky. At the airport, we waited awhile. Soon a plane landed, taxied, 

and out came the passengers. A tall, broad-shouldered man, in a coat, picked me 

up, and I felt I was high above the ground. He was Abba. Big Man he was. I was so 
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puny. I was all admiration. On the ride back to Allappuzha, I found I was sitting on 

Abba’s lap. That day, grandfather must have been as proud of Abba as I was of him.  

Food at Kattoo’s like in all Muslim households was important. For, grandfather 

was good at cooking and his standards were about the highest!  So, a plate of what 

seemed to me a very tasty meal would occasionally be returned after the thorough 

connoisseur had judged it as below his top benchmark. Consequently, in the 

confines of the big and busy kitchen room, grandmother’s silent tear would go 

unnoticed.   

Achamma meaning good mother, was how we called my great-grandmother, 

a centenarian. Surprisingly, her memory for names and places was far better than 

mine is now at half her age! And her skilful hands would clean all the fish for the 

entire household as fast as the best fishmonger in town. Moreover, as she 

approached the age of hundred her eyesight failed rapidly. Consequently, when she 

could see no more, she would still be able to identify the visitor within a few seconds 

of the visitor sitting down beside her, once she had felt the visitor’s facial features. As 

for me, I have never tried identifying anyone just by blind stereognosis, but I am 

certain that I would mistake every visitor! 

Watering the garden plants was an activity that we children did on some 

evenings in the summer.  Abdul Khani Khan, or Januchicha, (check real name) as 

we fondly called him would lead and direct us. As the weather was hot, we enjoyed 

dousing ourselves as much as the plants! Finally, Januchicha or one of the elders 

would take us next to the well, and we would enjoy drenching ourselves in the cool 

waters from the well, pulled up by a bucket and rope that passed through a pulley.   

By the side of this well, was the spacious room for bathing with its two large 

water pans, heated by a fire on cold rainy days from outside the bathroom. The fuel 

would be dry coconut fronds, when we wanted lukewarm water and when there was 

no urgency. Alternatively, we would add a couple of coconut shells, if we wanted 

warmer water in lesser time. 

By the side of the bathroom shed was the woodshed the southern part of 

which was the cow shed. The woodshed was interesting for in the monsoon season 

we could play occasionally with one of those crawling and creeping millipedes, 

beetles and centipedes, between the dried coconut leaves.   

Ibrahim, the name of my grandfather, also happened to be the name of our 

rickshaw man. Every morning, he would appear on time in front of the large wooden 

gates of Kattoos Manzil. My youngest aunt Zulaika was studying in High School, and 

when the time came, I joined the nursery class in the same Thirumala Devasowm 

School. A short man, Ibrahim, browned well by the sun and his limbs were lean, 

strong and sinewy. Earlier he had a rickshaw, which one had to run with, but by the 

time I was old enough to go to school, he had one that he pedalled. Promptly in the 

evenings, he would bring Aunt Zulaika and me back to Kattoos Manzil from the 

school. He adjusted his other trips to accommodate any other family member’s visit 

usually to hospital, for otherwise walking was the norm if we were well. Treated as a 
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member of the family on all family occasions and celebrations, Ibrahim also received 

a new set of clothes for the two Eid festivals.   

Ibrahim’s knowledge of all the roads and by lanes of Allappuzha was 

phenomenal. Let me de-tract a bit on the town’s roads, which intersect as 

crossroads. For, in addition to the roads, the town has an intricate network of canals, 

which is mostly built by the side of some of the main roads in the town. These 

intersect rarely but where they do, the roads cross over the canals by multiple 

bridges. Accordingly, this singular layout of canals and roads has earned the town 

the label of “Venice of the East”. Moreover, each bridge has its quaint name in 

Malayalam. The English man could lend his translation to some bridges, like the 

stone bridge, the triple bridge, and the iron bridge, but as for the others like the 

Shavakotta palam, Kanan Varkey palam, they remain doggedly unconquered to 

translation.   

We appreciated Chichappa as we had called my paternal uncle Muhammed 

Yousuf for his innate wisdom. For example, he would instantly build simple 

contraptions to catch birds live, kill rats, make rope, and repair anything in the house. 

In addition, these were made from the commonly available kitchen utensils, which 

made me wonder if he had received some special training in this field. He was also 

interested in gardening and from him I learnt how to plant, tend and reap all the 

tubers and some vegetables. Like all other members of the Kattoo family, he liked 

his food. In particular, he liked much the vada got from a nearby teashop, which he 

had along with his lunch. I cannot forget a single thing he taught us including make 

mini hand-held drums from Coconut shells and sheep or cattle gut. Moreover, 

making little toys for us children from available coconut flowers, weaving coconut 

leaves into thatches, were also his forte. Another operation that we children helped 

him was in drying Copra and keeping the birds away with innovative scarecrows, 

such as a real dead crow. Consequently, crushing the dried copra for coconut oil, 

with the mill brought in and installed on the sandy courtyard and turned by the oxen 

of the house, was the fruit of that month of toil. He also taught us how we could build 

a haystack around a single stout bamboo planted upright in the ground in the back-

garden of Kattoos Manzil. We enjoyed playing around for the half-day in all that hay 

till at the end when the haystack stood ready by dusk, we would be taken to the well 

and given a good bath to clear us from all the super-fine dust. His affliction with 

Hansen’s disease, did not restrict either his participation or his enthusiastic spirit, 

and till his death he continued to be active in Mouwlood, and travelled with 

grandmother widely to meet the “Sheiks” as far away as in Bangalore. However, his 

passing away before Grandmother, had a profound impact on her subsequent 

loneliness and probably so she also passed away in a short span of about six 

months. 

Sunachicha or Muhammed Jaffer was my youngest paternal uncle, who used 

to regale us with stories, both that he had read or heard as well as those he had 

witnessed in his lifetime. A good many of them he has recounted in his section of this 

book, and I will only add here those that he had not. A civil Engineer from the first 

batch of the Trichur Engineering College, his first posting was in Mananthavady, 

where I am presently in my post-retirement posting! Many-a-day he spent to make 
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kites of different sizes and shapes and those we had never seen before, like the 

snake kite, bat kite, and box kite. As the kite shops sold only one type of kite in 

South India these varied kites were the envy of all other kite flyers once we flew 

them at the beach in Alleppey or much later to the race-course grounds in Tiruchy, 

Tamil Nadu, near where my father had his house built.   

Wherever Jaffer Uncle’s postings were, we would spend our summer and 

December school holidays. Thus, the Kerala State Electricity Board Assistant 

Engineer’s quarters at Annathode, Angamally, Kulamavu, and Seethathode continue 

to be the memorable keystones of some of our best moments; both of the joys of 

travel as well as from new places, new experiences, and new knowledge. Jaffer 

Uncle was also the first in the family to buy a new Fiat Car, though Kasim Thaya who 

was a generation older than him used to have an old car that Thaya once drove to 

Mumbai and back! 

There was the time when Jaffer Chicha, Kasim Thaya, and one another 

partner of their motor fishing boat would take us children to Neendakarai a good 

eighty odd KM from Alleppey, in Chicha’s car. The purpose was to check on the 

catch brought from the boat on landing as it went for the auction for while all other 

boat owners reported good catches our fishing boat had for the past few months 

recorded the lowest catches. The fishing team including the boat pilot would leave 

before dawn head to where the shoals of prawns were reportedly sighted or found, 

and all the boats would return to Neendakara fishing harbour by early or late 

afternoon. However, our drive from Alleppey was interrupted by a fairly heavy lunch 

of sea food in one of the highway restaurants. Again, setting off after lunch, the 

salubrious sea breeze through the open car windows must have made Uncle a wee 

bit heavy-eyed, for his speed slowed down and finally he slightly scraped the front 

passenger’s door handle against a telephone post. Consequently, that door got 

stuck, but the telephone post suffered no damages. We stood there sometime trying 

to get the handle of the car door to work again, but the door was jammed. Finally, 

without much ado we resumed our journey to Neendakara.  

A month or so later, Sunachicha received a fine for the princely sum of a 

couple of hundred rupees from the Telephone department! Someone had obviously 

noted the registration number of the car and passed it on to the local Posts and 

Telegraph office. 

 

A Life-time Resolution 

When Abba was a Lecturer at Jamal Mohamed College, Trichy, we stayed 

initially at Sethuram Pillai Colony, then Iqbal Colony, and finally Abba built his own 

house at Professor's Colony near Subramaniapuram, Trichy. At Iqbal colony, an 

unforgettable incident that left an irremovable mark made me decide my career when 

I had hardly started school. 

Our rented house at Iqbal Colony was identical to our neighbour's in which 

lived a middle-aged lady with her two working son's and their families. The two 

houses stood at the far end of the colony, beside its compound wall. So, if we stood 
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on the terrace of our house, we could see over the other side of the compound wall, 

where there were a couple of huts, then a large expanse of land overgrown by thorn 

bushes, beyond which lay the Railway tracks to Golden Rock, and further next were 

the Railway Loco sheds, and the Goods sheds.   

One day around noon time, for some reason I had gone to the Terrace, and 

witnessed the burning of the two huts. What started as a small fire in one of the huts, 

in no time became a blazing inferno? Within minutes just dying embers, smouldering 

half burnt items, and some wisps of smoke were all that remained of these two 

habitations. No lives were lost as apparently none were there at that time.  

Whether it was watching this sad incident, or by standing a long time in the 

heat of the noon-day sun, I am not sure, but by evening I was running a temperature, 

which by night had risen to a high-grade fever. Consequently, after some time I was 

delirious, so much so, when my elder brother came near to help me, I shouted that 

he was trying to kill me! Abba took me to the local doctor who at that time had his 

evening clinic in the Colony. I still remember vividly, the short wait, the doctor 

examining me closely, the discussion he had with my father, and then giving me an 

injection. This must have worked wonders for my fever reduced and sanity returned, 

though the fever took a day more to leave me completely.  

However, the magic of reducing the fever and thus saving my life with a single 

injection left a lasting impression on me, that I felt I could be of as good as the doctor 

to other little children with fevers. I was resolute to save lives whatever way I could 

help.  

 

Journeys in the Loco trains from Quilon to Trichy  

Trichy was in the sixties known as Tiruchirappalli, a vernacular form for the British 

version of Trichinopoly, the latter being the vestige of the Robert Clive and the East 

India Company. At that time Trichy was also the headquarters for Southern Railway, 

with a large part of the prime land being held by the Railways, and the various 

establishments it had. Train journeys for us children were for us a treat as it entailed 

a whole day to cover the four hundred odd Kilometres from Trichy to Quilon, from 

where we would complete the remaining ninety Kilometres of the journey by a three-

hour bus ride to Alleppey. 

So, once the school examinations were over, our bags packed, Daddy would 

hire the bullock cart to drop us off at the Railway Junction. Though the scheduled 

time of arrival of the Madras-Quilon Express was at four in the evening, we would 

have to leave our house at Iqbal Colony sometime after lunch as the cart would take 

its own time to take us the few Kilometres to the Railway Junction.  

The arrival of the train was a spectacle immemorable, as much as the noise 

was deafening. The till then sleepy platform would explode into a frenzy of activity 

whipped up by the thundering reverberations of the steam engine. Monstrous though 

it seemed in size, and coal-dirty though its cabins were, they still had a sense of 

royalty and awe around them! 
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Daddy would have reserved tickets for us, and so it was easy for us to find our 

seats in the third-class compartments. The distinction between the classes was that 

in the third class the seats and berths were wooden. In the second class there was 

some upholstery on the seats and berths, while in the first class the compartments 

were more spacious in addition to the upholstery. Air-conditioned coaches had not 

been heard off yet.  

We children always fought to occupy the window seats. We would occupy the 

window seats till it was late in the night, and though we could not see much of the 

interesting scenery as we could in the daytime. Berths were costly and very few as 

three-tier compartment had not come into existence then. Accordingly, we took turns 

to sleep in the single or couple of berths that Daddy had still managed to procure. It 

was fun climbing up to the berth as it was prestigious too. If we had slept of by the 

window seat, our parents would put us on to the berth. The view from the upper 

berth of our co-passengers below was from a vintage point.  

Meals were a delicious repast carefully prepared by Mummy, and therefore 

much better than the fare touted by the vendors. As they had been packed in 

plantain leaves smoked until the leaves withered enough so that they could be folded 

without breaking or tearing, the taste that the treated plantain leaves lent to the food 

even today brings memories of the steam engine journeys of my childhood days.      
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THE KATTOO STORIES  

by Faizal M.I. 

 

The country boat race and the vanishing trick 
During our school days we were witness to a country boat race conducted on the 

main river which used to be frequented by the commercial passenger boats. The 

local MLA was the Chief Guest. The whole village were assembled along the banks 

of one of the tributaries of the Pamba river. 

 Two canoe local boats locally known as ‘Kettuvallam’ were joined and made up the 

stage or podium for seating the special invitees. We too somehow got our seats 

aboard the gently swaying and bobbing rostrum well before the regatta. The 

makeshift platform was anchored almost quarter distance away from the west bank. 

There were four lanes for the race. There were to be two heats and the winners and 

runners-up in the heats were to compete in the final. 

We saw Madhavan’s son Podiyan, a local boy standing on the east bank and waving 

his arms crazily. The next moment Podiyan had taken off his clothing and had them 

tied to his head. Then we saw him frog legging across the river with his head and its 

burden safe above the water. Even as we looked Podiyan had made all the way to 

the west bank and was soon chatting with the petty shopkeeper who had a roaring 

business that day.  

After a while, even as we looked, Podiyan was back swimming again to the east 

bank. We happened to get hold of a binocular from an onlooker and got to focus on 

the distant swimming figure. When we got his figure on the eyepiece, we were just 

stupefied.  We looked on as Podiyan made it across dexterously with the cigarette 

pack he had obviously bought at the shop within his seemingly zip-fastened teeth.  

Meanwhile, the heats had been completed and four Chundans (Snake boats) had 

earned their berth to compete in the final. The long rays of the sun had lost its lustre 

and dusk was fast advancing upon the gathering on both sides of the river.  

True to its name, the Chundan or the snake boat rowed by some 100 or more 

oarsmen seated shoulder to shoulder on either side of the narrow canoe was a 

remarkable sight. The oarsmen strained every sinew of their bodies as the boat 

seemed to skim through the waters of the river. The boat had hardly the width to seat 

two oarsmen, side by side and had the length of some forty metres or more. From 

afar, one could only make out the blur of the oars as they struck in unison, splashing 

just enough water over the surface. The image one perceived was a sort of whirly 

contraption rapidly bearing down upon you, especially when you were on a wobbly 

stage swayed by the waters disturbed unduly by the race.  

Presently, two canoe rowing side by side, each one nosing the other by an inch or 

two, neck and neck passed by our vantage point. Nadubhagom and Karichal (name 

of the canoes) were so close to each other that the men on either canoe seemed to 

feed off the nervous excitement flowing through their veins.  The shouts of 

encouragement and beating of water with their bare hands by the desperadoes, who 
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had swum close to the tracks added to the tumult. The two boats at last made it over 

the line in a photo finish. The judges seemed to take a long time and when the 

announcement came over the mike it was Nadubhagom which was declared winner.    

The MLA was the cynosure of all eyes after the race. He would hand over the 

winner’s trophy to the captain of Nadubhagom team of oarsmen. But suddenly there 

was a tumult among the organisers seated on the stage. Initially the sordid truth went 

around in whispers. Soon enough, the word was out. The trophy had been pinched 

by some disgruntled person. Some said that the mischief was done by the Karichal 

team. However, the townsmen would bring their finger to the nose each time the 

issue cropped into the discussions. No one had seen the pinching of the cup nor the 

person who did it. But on that day the Chief Guest, the MLA had to make do with the 

distribution of prizes. There was no victory stomping or jig with the cup.  

The victors were not happy with the turn of events. The captain of the Nadughagom, 

a heavy set man with handlebar moustache jumped into the podium causing a 

commotion among those seated there. There was a harangue between the worthy 

and the organisers. Handlebar ‘who known whether you people have not allowed 

them rascals to get away with the cup’. The youngster among the organisers 

swallowed some air before blurting out, ‘Look what has happened has happened, let 

us not rake it up’. Handlebar thudded his heavy wooden cylindrical piece used for 

timing the rowing of the oarsmen during the race on the podium and bellowed, ‘you 

had better get a new trophy for us’. 

We never got to know whether the newly crowned champions were given a new 

trophy or not. Surely a once in a lifetime experience, overall.  

 

The Thandan 
He was mother’s ideal coconut plucker. To our household he was the one and only 

thandan. She keeps muttering under her breath at the present day thandans. Their 

hurried nature, reluctance to care for the trees, and their exorbitant charges cuts her 

to the quick. Govindan, our thandan from the days of my grandfather, was somebody 

to reckon with. Donned in a slip of traditional bathing towel across his waist (the 

underwear took care of his bearings, of course) and balancing the long bamboo pole 

on his right shoulder with the razor sharp machete hanging adroitly on his left, he 

could be exasperating as well as endearing. 

To coax the pesticide powder into his bottle, he would make cute spoons out of 

coconut leaves. And once the tender coconut were de-kernelled oval spoons would 

be carved out of them, thanks to his blade. It was his by right to take custody of the 

choicest two coconuts out of those plucked for his keep. But the day when our cook 

deftly spotted two fulsome coconuts nestling shyly beneath the shrubs, it was our 

turn to be skeptic. Poor guy, we may never know whether he had a hand to play in 

the seemingly accidental concealment of coconuts. 

However, I had occasion to know from his mouth of his proclivities. He prided on his 

robust constitution and narrated his efforts at covering more than an acre of coconut 

plantation elsewhere with others and how he had nudged plump pineapples under 
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the cover of vegetation for later retrieval during dusk. Looking back, however I would 

rather sweep the matter under the carpet. Mother would despairingly say ‘what if he 

was flawed, he did his job with love for the trees’. 

This is the very thinking which prompts me to quietly help the poor fisherman or 

groundnut vendor to carry his sack full of fresh sand from the beach to the back 

carrier of his cycle at their request. The authorities that be at the behest of the 

politicians plunder the beach soil in the tonne loads in lorries. Come to think of it, 

don’t we all knowingly wink at one another at the acts of the naughty prankster. 

Govindan is beyond the cares of this world. I had gone for his funeral too. Mother 

had the heart to instruct me to give some money to his family. 

Postscript: We had lost two healthy coconut trees to the rampaging rhinoceros 

beetle. Wonder how many more will succumb. Mother’s quote again ‘we never know 

value of our eyes while we still have sight’. 

 

 

 

 

Wedding of Julaikha Beevi and Sirajudeen. Ibrahim Kattoo is seen in white cap in the 

centre of the snap.  

 

 


