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Cover Story

Madras

The month of August in Chennai
is earmarked for the celebration of a
city steeped in culture and heritage, a
city slowly becoming the hub for art
and culture. Chennaites responded in
tandem, to an unuttered call to celebrate
its 369th birthday on 22 August.
4

This year, people on an ad hoc basis,
organised events that went on from
17 to 24 August - marked by heritage
walks, quizzes, exhibitions, stories,
marathons, etc. ‘Madras Week’ is now a
reality. Notably, most events celebrated
a city that was. Heritage was writ large
in Chennai’s mind.

Instantly, the name ‘Madras’ conjures
up nostalgic visions of the city – of a
leisurely lifestyle, of balmy afternoons,
independent houses, carnatic music,
Tamil drama, Bharata Natyam, temples,
the Marina beach, lush green avenues,
and more. Utter the name ‘Chennai’
and you are on a different bandwidth

Metamorphosis

altogether. When did the metamorphosis
from Madras to Chennai happen?
Madras to Chennai - a train of
thoughts
According to a report in The Hindu, a
sliver of land around the present Fort
St George area was handed over to the

British East India Company by the local
Nayak rulers in 1639. Fort St George was
the nucleus, a trading warehouse that the
British built. Settlements sprung around
it and the ripple spread to form the city
of Madras.

heritage talks and walks going around,

At the time of Madras Week, with several

revealed some interesting possibilities.

this insight into the origin of Madras,
however realistic, strikes as a triﬂe placid.
Surely there has to be something more
dramatic than that? A foray into the
wired grapevine, the Chennai blogs,
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Excuse us Shakespeare, everything’s
in the name
How did the name ‘Madras’ come by?
Venkatappa Nayak gave away a piece of
this land around the St George Fort area
to a British agent Francis Day. He wanted
the British to establish a township and
name it after his father Chennappa
Naik. There is an ofﬁcial record of this
transaction. The British called the land
Chennapattinam and cocktail discussions
often centered around this topic. “What
a mad arasan (Tamil for king), to give
away land for free, just to be named after
his father!” The mad arasan’s pattinam
(town) project became known as Madras
and the name stuck, at least with the
English. The British made Madras their
Southern base merging Chennapattinam
and a small coastal ﬁshing village and
called it Madraspattinam. Another ﬂight
of imagination emerges - maybe this
town was the place where rebels were
kept in detention, the place where all
the Indian ‘mad rascals’ were conﬁned
in prisons and that’s how the evolution
of the name Madras came about. Yet
another twist points to the small ﬁshing
hamlet Madraspattinam, linking the
name to Portuguese origins.
Whatever the reason, mad arasan’s
pattinam that came for nothing to the
British, beneﬁtted from the architectural
grandeur of the Colonial era – the
pattinam’s luscious green avenues became
dotted with several English mansions,
hidden and cooled by the greenery and
space around. The British left behind
these mansions and of course the Queen’s
English which to this day, many South
Indians savour.
Symbolically, the ofﬁcial name change
in 1996, from Madras to Chennai
brought about the metamorphosis.
Chennai is no longer as ‘heritageous’
as it was in the garb of Madras. The
6

economic liberalisation of that time
brought the bulldozers into this land.
Chennapattinam’s efforts to become
singarapattinam (beautiful town) razed to
the ground some of the mansions or kept
them hidden behind huge hoardings,
glass and steel of the high-rise modern
structures. The city’s skyline (if there is
one) today is as confusing as the people
living in it, a melting pot of northern,
southern and overseas cultures, trying
to be a concrete jungle of a metropolis
when in truth, it’s heart is not. Chennai’s
heart is still beating to the heritage of
its past, of its traditions and of its truly
Southern ﬂavour.
The heritage pulse
Chennai is characteristic of two seasons
- the hot season and the music season.
Come December, hordes of music
fans from everywhere clog air-traffic
and make it to the traditional music
festival. November-December pulsates
to the rhythm of classical music, dance
and drama with the recent inclusion
of Western classical music and theatre.
Chennai loves its tradition, its culture
and its history, and, the people who
created it - truly, an obsession with the
past.
A heritage walk around the city would
unveil the heritage landmarks but adding
on a history walk with eyes focused
on the roads is a new revelation. The
revelation has nothing to do with God’s
grace that is bestowed on pedestrians,
gingerly eschewing the vehicles on the
road by the skin of their teeth but more
to do with the road names honouring the
luminaries of Chennai – eminent people
who gave colour to Madras and some to
the nation. We have, Anna Salai (Salai is
Tamil for road), MGR Road, Uthamar
Gandhi Salai, Dr Radhakrishnan Road,
T T Krishnamachari (TTK) Road,
Rajaji Salai, Kalki Krishnamoorthy
Road (Lattice Bridge Road alias LB

Road), Pasumpon Muthuramalinga
Thevar Salai (erstwhile Chamiers Road),
Sardar Patel Road, Kamaraj Avenue,
Besant Avenue, Avvai Shanmugam Salai,
Dr Renga Road, Vellayan Road, Gopathy
Narayana Chetty Road (GN Chetty
Road) and so on.
The British set the trend in borrowing
people’s names for roads-Binny Road,
General Patterson Road, Turnbulls
Road, Edward Elliots Road, Mowbray’s
Road, Conran Smith Road, etc., and it
continues to this day. Blame it on the
old habits’ diehard persistence, some old
names refuse to go away to make way
for the Tamilian twist. No matter what,
Anna Salai in popular parlance is still
Mount Road and Chamiers Road refuses
to be called by any other name. The point
is, everything is indeed in the name.
Yet another finger on the Chennai
pulse reveals the inclination towards
‘acronames’. Names are often shortened
to their bare initials and the acronames
stick, such as, MGR, EVR, DMK,
Thiru vi ka, TTK, etc. Now what does
this imply for the future?
Gadgets are getting smaller and the
English language which sadly the Queen
seems to have lost hold on has become
acronym-ised by the gadget savvy SMS
generation. Will the names so carefully
selected be cut short to symbols and
letters? Would Foreshore Estate be
reduced to 4SHR S8, Chennai dwarfed to
Chn I or in the typically Tamilian
‘acroname’ – CNI? One wonders how
the up market metropolis with its
skyscrapers, ﬂyovers and interchanges
of the future will evolve - Madras to
Chennai to what?
Can keeping Madras alive bring back its
old world charm to Chennai? Should we
let sleeping charms lie? Should Chennai
reserve a heritage corner for Madras in
its heart? There is so much in the name;
MAS-2 B or not 2 B is D ? (Madras - to
be or not to be, is the question).

In co-existence ...

Madras

Chennai

A view from atop the ﬂyover. The Sanmar building is seen on the left.
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A Tribute to
Historic Residences
M r s C h a n d r a S a n k a r, D i r e c t o r,
Kalamkriya Limited has undertaken
several publications, covering the heritage
and tradition of Chennai. This year’s
publication is “Historic Residences of
Chennai”, a book that brings back the
grandeur of the mansions that dotted
the Madras landscape. The hand-drawn
pictures of these survivors tell the tale of
their silent resistance to the onslaught of
the modern marvels.
Underwood Gardens

L to R : S Muthiah, Chronicler of Madras, S B Prabhakar Rao (The Sanmar Group),
B Vijayaraghavan, IAS (Retired) and Sriram V.
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The book was researched and compiled by
Sriram V. An avid Madras fan, Sriram V
is working hard to keep the city’s heritage

Chennaites at the launch - seen in the forefront are

Chennai’s Heritage
of Chennai
alive. He is the Associate Editor of Madras
Musings, a fortnightly dedicated to Chennai
and also the Contributing Editor to Sruti,
India’s only magazine devoted to the
classical arts. In this book he has chronicled
ﬁfty random residences and the personalities
who lived in them, taking the reader down
memory lane, ﬂashing a grandeur that was
to the present generation. Madras Book
Club hosted the release of the book on
17 August 2008. The ﬁrst copy of the book
was presented to S Muthiah, the grandman who is a Chronicler of Madras.

Chettinad Palace

Mr & Mrs N Ram
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The ﬁnancial markets turned turtle and the tremors are felt all over the world. After the Great Depression following
the crash of ‘29 and the many crises of the past two decades, the drama unfolding for the past 15 odd months
is sending panic waves across the globe. This time around, the ﬁnancial denizens of Wall Street are gasping for
life and looking for life-support from the US government. The US ﬁnancial system needs more than an overhaul
to get back on its feet - it needs to be completely re-engineered. Professor Marti Subrahmanyam -

Charles E Merrill Professor of Finance, Economics and International Business, Stern School
of Business, New York University and a think tank for global ﬁnancial bodies, enlightens Matrix readers on the
emerging situation, which remained unresolved as we went to press.
Sanmar thanks Prof Marti Subrahmanyam for his invaluable insights even in a highly volatile situation where a string of
events continued to play out day after day. As we go to print, the US government announced a $ 700 billion bailout but
the Pandora’s box continues to spring new surprises. Ex-President Bill Clinton rightly put it – it is no longer about Wall
Street versus Main Street but it is about the interest of the people. In the past, remedial packages post the Depression,
the loan to Mexico, etc., helped bring stability and have worked out well for the Government. The bailout will not be a
bad buy forever. When the situation called for action, a lot of things that had to be done were, perhaps, not done. What
is important now is to learn from internal circumstances and do the right thing.
From the Indian context, while we harp on so many things going awry, we have to pride ourselves on the regulatory
framework and controls present in our ﬁnancial systems and markets. The fact of the matter is, there are good times and
there are not-so-good times.
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Prof Marti Subrahmanyam
on the ﬁnancial meltdown
What exactly are the after-shocks
worldwide, of the double whammy the housing market bubble-burst and the
crash of the mortgage bond markets? In
the case of sub-prime mortgages, despite
bad debts, wouldn’t things bottom out if
the property markets picked up?
At the outset, one must make a distinction
between the prices of real assets, in this
case mainly real estate, and those of the
ﬁnancial assets that are used to ﬁnance
them, often sliced and diced in different
ways. The main difference between
the present crisis and those in previous
periods when real estate values declined
substantially (for example in the early
90s worldwide, or in the aftermath of
the 1997 Asian ﬁnancial crisis) is the
sheer volume of the financial claims
issued against these assets. If we were in
the old world, circa 1960s in the US in
an environment of stable interest rates,
where banks made mortgage loans to
buyers of real estate and held on to these

sliced them into tranches in a complex
fashion, and sold off to other investors.
This created a huge distance between the
original holder of the real estate asset and
the ultimate holders of these complex
securities known as collateralized debt
obligations (CDOs). This created a
further incentive for the loan originators
to issue more loans to
replace the ones that
were sold off and since
they did not intend
to keep the new loans
either, to become lax
in their evaluation
of the credit quality
of the borrowers.
Instead of asking if
the borrower could
repay the loan, the
banks started asking,
“Can we make the
loan and pass it on
like a ‘hot potato,’

Professor Marti Subrahmanyam - Charles E Merrill
Professor of Finance, Economics and International
Business, Stern School of Business, New York University.
assets, a decline in the value of real estate
would not have a devastating long-term
effect, especially if asset values recovered
over time. Of course, there would be
some defaults, repossessions and asset
sales under distress. But, the capital of
most ﬁnancial institutions would buffer
these shocks. In the present instance,
the loans were sold to intermediaries
that pooled them into portfolios and

making a buck in the process?” To make
matters worse, very few institutions
understood or had the capacity to price
and hedge these complex securities. Of
course, when the music stopped, the
banks, which also retained some of these
complex securities, were left with a lot of
hot potatoes that were unsaleable. Even
if real estate markets recover, the value

of many of the complex securities is
under water, and naturally, the ﬁnancial
institutions that hold them are sitting
on huge losses. Most estimates of the
potential losses in the ﬁnancial system
– as opposed to the real economy – are
upwards of one trillion dollars, with
some going as high as two trillion dollars.

These numbers essentially wipe out a
signiﬁcant proportion of the capital of
the world’s largest banks and an orderly
restructuring of their capital structures
is a daunting task that will take many
years.
What are the various ‘Off-balance-sheet,
structured investment vehicles’ that
American banks have relied upon? What
went wrong?
Banks had various types of off-balance
sheet entities related to their mortgage
11
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loans. First, they had the “specialpurpose vehicles” that structured the
CDOs. These entities were sometimes
on - but often off-balance sheet and
were used by both investment and
commercial banks. More importantly,
commercial banks created entities known
as conduits, structured investment
vehicles (SIVs) and SIV-lite structures.
There are technical differences between
these entities, but the basic idea is that
the banks shifted their mortgage assets
to these structures, ﬁnancing them with
short-term commercial paper (assetbacked commercial paper or ABCP).
In other words, these off-balance sheet
entities were ﬁnancing long-term risky
assets with short-term borrowing. The
only reason why investors were willing
to buy the commercial paper is that they
were explicitly or implicitly guaranteed
by the banks themselves. If investors
were to stop financing the conduits/
SIVs the banks were obliged to step in
and provide the liquidity. This is exactly
what happened in the fall of 2007 and
continued on into early 2008, straining
the liquidity of major international
banks such as Citigroup and other major
banks in the US and Europe. The banks
quickly ran out of liquidity for their
other lending activities.
All through the boom, banks have slept
with their eyes wide open. Were there
no lessons learnt from the past? Is there
a governance angle to this? Is it possible
that gross mis-selling brought about the
banking crisis?
There is a governance issue which has not
been highlighted in the public debate so
far. What were the boards of the major
banks doing? What were the risk and
audit committees doing? Was it not
their job to ask questions about the risks
12

the banks were taking in the mortgagebacked market and the off-balance
sheet risks that were being taken? What
about the auditors and their professional
bodies? How did they permit the funny
accounting that was involved? Most
importantly, what about the regulators,
at the federal and state levels, who
were asleep at the switch? These are all
questions that demand to be answered in
the months ahead. There will no doubt
be a witch-hunt, with many a witch,
some guilty and others innocent, being
burnt at the stake.
In addition to these issues, there was misselling and sometimes even outright fraud
in the creation of these mortgages and
the marketing of the mortgage-backed
securities. For example, people lied
about the information they furnished to
the banks and the bankers accepted this
with a wink and a nod. The packaged
securities were also sold to gullible
investors with false assurances about their
attendant risks. It goes without saying
that many of these cases will be pursued
vigorously in the courts.
Were the past lessons ignored? There is
no doubt that they were. In the past, the
complexity of structures and transactions
hid a lot of the shenanigans at Enron
before it was eventually brought down.
The parallel today is that the complexity
of the ﬁnancial products and their sheer
volumes brought about the crisis, with
credit rating agencies, accounting ﬁrms
and regulators asleep at the switch.
Many in the US did not learn from the
experience in Japan during the 1990s and
during the Asian ﬁnancial crisis in the
late 1990s, dismissing them as problems
of immature markets. Little did they
realise that the very same malaise would
afﬂict the US and UK a decade later.

As George Santayana said, “Those who
cannot learn from history are doomed
to repeat it.”
The present credit crunch and the
reactionary reining-in of lending by
banks will further dampen economic
growth. Is it going to be a Hobson’s
choice of addressing inflation and
crippling credit that would in turn fuel
recession?
That is indeed the quandary. The central
banks – the Fed, the European Central
Bank, and the Bank of England – cannot
afford to continue the easy money policy
that in part allowed the ﬂood of liquidity
that caused the real estate bubble in the
first place from the early part of this
millennium. Inflationary pressures are
rampant in every sector of the economy,
in part sparked by energy and commodity
prices. On the other hand, keeping interest
rates high will dampen growth for several
quarters to come. That is indeed a Hobson’s
choice that the central bankers face and they
have to tread carefully. This is, of course,
not being helped by the huge budget and
trade deﬁcits in the United States and the
massive savings deﬁcit that goes along with
it. The cost of the bail outs of the major
mortgage reﬁnance companies – the socalled Government -Sponsored Enterprises,
Fannie Mae and Freddie Mac, investment
banks and quasi ﬁnancial bodies, is bound
to add to the bill. The $700 billion bailout
package that has just been passed by the US
Congress will add to the bill, although the
US taxpayer may well come out ahead in
the years to come.
In the face of the ‘great bail out’ by
the government and its accompanied
underwriting, how would the markets
play out? Is there a possibility of it
correcting itself?

The bail out consists of the government
setting up a fund to buy the securities at
a price. The question is the price at which
the securities may be bought. In the days
to come one can expect a lot of armwrestling on the appropriate pricing of
the bad assets. This calls for a structure to
be put in place, a whole new bureaucracy
has to be set up. The interesting thing is
that the legislative process is rolling and
is moving towards writing the new law.
It will probably get done by this week.
If that happens there will be a boost of
confidence. Presently a lot of debate
on setting regulatory caps, even setting
limits to executive compensation is on,
reminiscent of what we had in India.
In a nutshell, if Congress is able to ﬂash
the signal that they mean business, things
might turn around. Markets are confused
and if Congress dilly-dallies and imposes
caveats and puts riders in, things might
backtrack.
As for the possibility of markets
correcting themselves, the real estate
price has to ultimately go up, although
that may take a few years, this time
around. On an average, real estate prices
crashed by 20-25%, and that value is
basically gone, at least for a few years.
The issue at hand is whether the loans
against these real estate assets have lost
much of their value. The answer is that
some of it has gone, some not, some
borne by the borrower and some by
the lender. The price has to be paid by
someone in the interim, while waiting
for the markets to recover. The amounts
involved are so large that no one in the
world other than the US government
has the resources to bail out the global
ﬁnancial markets. Hopefully, the bail
out package will provide the electric

shock that would help revive the almost
dead credit markets.
Where does that leave the industry?
The ﬁnancial industry in the US and
parts of Europe is going to be semi
nationalised and negotiations are on
at present. The industry wants the
government to buy their bad assets, at a
reasonable price so they can go back to
their business as usual. But Congress will
want to have a say in the conduct of the
company. My forecast is that they will
have to settle somewhere in the middle.
It is highly unlikely that the US Congress
will just dole out the money and leave
the industry alone. They will demand
and get a lot of concessions - from curbs
on executive pay to part of the equity of
the ﬁnancial institutions. We are in for
a prolonged period of regulation with
the pendulum swinging in the opposite
direction from the past decade.
Till such time economic activity
would just have to wait, ride out the
recession?
That is an exaggeration. Economic
activity is affected but it is not as though
it is at a standstill. Many sectors of the
economy are doing ﬁne. For instance,
technology companies are not seeing
much of a fall-off in economic activity.
Many companies such as Microsoft have
announced huge buy backs of their stocks
betting against the bearish sentiment in
the markets as a whole.
So far, down the line, the economy may
have entered a recession or just coming
out of a recession. The worst forecast is
that recession might last 4-5 quarters
or longer. The US economy probably
entered into a recession in the ﬁrst or
second quarter of 2008, and may last
for about a year. By middle of 2009 it

could be over and the stock markets
should recover before then. Right now,
every one is way too pessimistic. As with
any precipitous decline, most people are
unable to think beyond today’s reality.
Therein lies the opportunity for those
with long horizons like Warren Buffet.
Can corporate India buying overseas
hope for funding from the West?
Yes, corporate India has been on an
overseas buying binge for the past two
years. Hitherto, much of the funding
came from international banks. The
sheer magnitude of a Corus or Land
Rover/ Jaguar acquisition is way beyond
the resources or risk appetite of even the
largest of the Indian banks. While Indian
banks can provide some of the credit
expertise and be part of the syndicate,
only international banks can provide the
bulk of the long-term funding.
We are in the midst of a major liquidity
squeeze internationally as a result of
the jamming of the credit markets. The
major banks have experienced huge
losses and need additional capital to
make their capital adequacy ratios, just
as a massive deleveraging is happening in
global markets. The international banks
do not have many degrees of freedom
at the moment. They will naturally be
much more selective to fund any projects
from India, and not just these mega
acquisitions. Indian companies will have
to pay much higher credit spreads. Of
course, if Indian companies have genuine
projects with good economic prospects,
I am sure Indian and international
banks would consider them. The slight
advantage that the best Indian companies
have is that even in this depressed
economic scenario, the growth prospects
in India and China and maybe Brazil, are
too good to ignore even in the medium
13
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term. My advice to my international
banking clients would be, “You should
focus on the positive about India. Think
about where you would like to be in
the next ﬁve years and place your bets
accordingly.”
Where does that leave mid-sized Indian
companies?
My advice to them would be to take
a deep breath and sit tight. Put your
international acquisitions on hold for
some time. My view is that even with a
positive economic scenario in India, they
will have a more difﬁcult time raising
money internationally. Many of them are
highly leveraged and if the funding dries
up, the going will get tougher. This is the
time for caution and the time to wipe off
some of the hubris of corporate India.
What is the way out?
They cannot be aggressive in acquisitions.
Companies without deep pockets have
gone the leverage route and if there is a
more severe downturn, they are going
to face a challenging market situation.
Some of them may even have to ﬁght for
their survival. My advice to them would
be to consolidate their existing businesses
and mitigate the risks already present
rather than take on more uncertain
international exposures.
What does Mr Subba Rao, our new
Reserve Bank governor have to do to ﬁx
the problem?
There is not much the RBI governor can
do about the price of credit in a global
sense. After all, India is a small player in
the global market. Many of our liquidity
issues are only tenuously connected
with the global scenario, if at all. These
are qualitatively different issues and
have been there even before the present
14

crisis. There has been tremendous
growth in the Indian consumer sector
over the last few years. Since a year ago,
banks started to slow down their credit
growth - you simply cannot continue
with those scorching growth rates. The
Reserve Bank has to make sure that
inﬂation does not get out of control.
I think the previous and the present
governor are totally focused on this issue
and I applaud them for that. They have
signalled that they are willing to jack
up rates as high as necessary, although
they are under tremendous pressure not
to do that. One positive sign is that the
Indian central bank has been a lot more
independent than many people in India
give it credit for, especially given a highly
charged political climate.
What changes are required to get the
economy on track again and level the
ground?
No ﬁve-year period in recorded human
history has seen the whole global
economy grow at a rate of over 5%, as
we had during the 2002-2007 period.
This growth has been phenomenal, a lot
of it driven by China, and to some extent,
India. This cannot continue for ever. It is
inevitable that our growth expectations
should come down somewhat.
To expect 9% growth for India for
ever is not realistic. The growth rate
forecast at 7.5 % is a bit lower than
in the past couple of years, but not
that bad. In the 80s and 90s we
would have been ecstatic with this
rate of growth. After tasting almost
double-digit growth, our expectations
have shot up a bit; they need to be
scaled down. Corporate India drank
too much of the “India shining”
potion and was overcome with hubris.

The next few years are going to be
more sobering.
Which are the industries that would
weather the storm and keep going?
Infrastructure industries should be doing
ﬁne, since whatever calculations justiﬁed
by them are largely in place. The demand
may slow down a bit but even with the
reduction, the impact may not be too
large. In fact, in most cases we have
actually ran out of capacity, whether in
our roads, airports, power generation or
our ports. The marginal investments are
bound to yield high returns over time.
In all this, has the US dollar been given
a run for its money?
The euro has appreciated signiﬁcantly
in the last few years and continues to do
so. The maturing of the euro as a reserve
currency is now in place. The dollar has
lost some of the monopoly it enjoyed as
a reserve currency and consequently the
seigneurage it enjoyed. More and more
people are moving out of the dollar
and towards the euro and the shift will
continue, proportionately. Indian exports
are also moving slowly from the dollar as
the default invoicing currency and this
is a natural hedge for the economy, even
as the volatility of the rupee against
the dollar and the euro has gone up.
Once you are part of the global market
economy, you are in for the ride. I can
make a safe forecast, which is Volatility
- whether it is in interest rates, exchange
rates or stock prices, it is here to stay.

Group Annual
Report 2008

Sanmar Group Annual Report Highlights
The Sanmar Group’s expansion
programmes – domestic and overseas,
are the highlights of the Annual Report
2008. The Group is expected to grow
more than 3-fold in the next three years
and hence the theme and visual imagery
represents the expansion and scale, the
grit and determination of the Group in
bringing to fruition its growth strategy.

Transcontinental Presence
From 1 country to 5 countries across 4 continents in 2
years. That is how Sanmar has grown.
Till about two years ago, Sanmar was an
Indian business house with a manufacturing
presence in India and marketing exposure
across the world. The Group embarked on its
transformation into a global player through
its maiden international acquisition of an
iron foundry in Germany and the second
acquisition of a caustic soda facility in Egypt .
While the acquisition of Eisenwerk Erla,
Germany, helped Sanmar foray into the
iron foundry business and the niche global
automobile castings market, TCI Sanmar,
Egypt reinforces the Indian operations through
raw material integration and an extensive
market reach. The two ventures have not only
established Sanmar on the global map but
also reinforced the bottomline (low costs) and
topline (new markets).
Late in the ﬁnancial year, the Group acquired
a steel foundry group in North America,
imparting a transcontinental presence to its
Metals segment across North America, Asia
and Europe with manufacturing locations in
India, Germany, the US and Mexico. Matrix
Metals LLC, with a revenue of US$150 million
in 2007-08, has three steel foundries with a

capacity of 10,000 tpa each – Keokuk Steel
Castings, Iowa, Acerlan Foundry, Mexico,
and Richmond Foundry, Texas. The foundries
are complemented by NEPCO International,
its trading arm, with pan-global sourcing
relationships.
Manufacturing steel castings for pressure
retaining valves and pumps, couplings,
locomotive/transit cars, military and
construction equipment, track and oilﬁeld
equipment — the new foundries complement
the Group’s expanding Indian operations at
Viralimalai near Trichy in Tamil Nadu, India.

tpa will strengthen Matrix Metals’ global positioning through
enhanced operational scale. The two foundries will complement
each other through the transfer of services and products to
enhance margins, reduce lead time and address new global
segments.

Sanmar had been supplying
steel castings products to the
North American market through
NEPCO, the sourcing arm of
Matrix Metals. The acquisition
will enable deeper penetration
in the North American market
through market proximity, while
offering cost advantages. Matrix
Metals beneﬁts from Sanmar’s long-standing
relationships and rich experience of providing
foundry services to its joint venture partners.
The expansion of Sanmar Foundries to 30,000
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Expanding Horizons
The Sanmar Group committed to consolidated investments of Rs
5,500 crores (US$1.3 billion) till 2006-10 to acquire facilities in
Egypt, Germany and North America and to fund various expansion
projects These acquisitions and other strategic initiatives will
translate into signiﬁcant growth in 2010-11, by which time the
Group would have completed the ﬁrst full year of operations of its
planned projects. Meanwhile, the Group expects to post attractive
returns from investments already commissioned.
 The Sanmar Group is a conglomerate with a transcontinental
presence.
 It has built up signiﬁcant capacities in the iron and steel
foundry business, generating attractive economies of scale. The
combined steel foundry capacities of 60,000 tpa will position the
steel foundry business among the global top 10.
 It is engaged in capacity-building initiatives in the PVC
business, the fruition of which will position it among the top 20
PVC manufacturers in the world.

Matrix Metals LLC, USA

 It upgraded its infrastructure to enter a new product segment
in iron castings.
 It undertook expansion projects in the Engineering segment.
 It is addressing larger markets and new product lines to
expand its international market presence.

 It has grown from a 3409-person organisation as on 31
March 2006 to a 5660-person global conglomerate

Advanced Technology
Latest technology. More efﬁcient. Wider portfolio.
Stronger customer base. That is the Sanmar
business model.
Over the years, The Sanmar Group invested in
contemporary technologies to strengthen competitiveness
across its businesses.

with a thermal reclamation system and LPG installations.
The Investment Foundry, automated the shelling process
with a robot to improve process consistency and capability.

The Group acquired technologies through strategic means:

The upgradation was accompanied by capacity expansion at
SFL and improved efﬁciencies that will enable it to address
captive requirements of its Engineering constituents and
castings for on-the-road and off-the-road vehicles in the
domestic and international markets.

 By establishing joint ventures with global giants in the
1990s, resulting in the manufacture of import substitutes
of engineering products for the domestic and international
markets.
 Investments in advanced technologies, through
indigenous development and through imports.
 International acquisitions in its foundry business to
acquire efﬁcient and updated technologies in new product
lines.

Metals
The acquisition of Eisenwerk Erla, Germany, graduated
Sanmar to the new product segment of iron casting
products. The automobile industry is the largest consumer
of iron casting products; the acquisition widened Sanmar’s
customer base to cover high-end European auto makers.
More signiﬁcantly, it provided Sanmar with an immediate
access to patented technologies, a rich R&D base and
advanced technical skills.
Sanmar upgraded Sanmar Foundries, (SFL) Viralimalai,
India through full automation with latest technology.
Sanmar Foundries’ 25-ton moulding line was automated
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Sanmar Foundries’ operations were strengthened through
the acquisition of Matrix Metals LLC, with three state-ofthe-art steel foundries in North America with machining
capabilities and a trading arm.

Chemicals
The Group converted its caustic soda manufacturing
process at Mettur from mercury to membrane cell
technology in August 2007, a superior and environmentfriendly technology
enhancing energy efﬁciency. The PVC manufacturing

facility in Cuddalore, currently under implementation,
will use advanced imported technology to manufacture
PVC from VCM.
Going beyond statutory compliance, Chemplast Sanmar
commissioned a zero-discharge facility in March 2008
that completely eliminates the discharge of liquid
efﬂuents and facilitates a 99 percent recovery of water

TCI Sanmar Chemicals LLC, Egypt

from efﬂuents. The complex process technology was
sourced from an American multinational, making
this initiative a pioneering one by a chemical
process plant in India.

Shipping
Sanmar entered into an agreement with China
Ocean Shipping Company (COSCO) for the conversion of one of its product tankers, Sanmar
Symphony into a 53,000-dwt bulk carrier. A unique
technology will replace the hull of the product
tanker with a new hull redesigned as a bulk carrier
at a cost far competitive compared to the current
market price.
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25 years of
Xomox Sanmar

Xomox Sanmar Celebrates

Proud to be a Xomoxian – white collar and blue collar brushed shoulders as Xomox Sanmar employees came together to form the
name ‘Xomox’.

The JV Entity
The Xomox plug valves saga originated more than 50 years ago - established in
1956 as Continental Manufacturing Company in Cincinnati, USA. The name
of the company was changed in 1969 to Xomox Corporation. In 1980, Xomox
Corporation, USA was acquired by Emerson Electric Company, the Fortune
125 company based in St. Louis. In 1992, Emerson took over Fisher Controls
International. In June 2001 Xomox’s ownership changed from Emerson to
Crane Co., USA.

Event at Chennai: Juergen Sonderschaefer, Vice President - Sales, Chem Pharma Flow
Solutions Crane Co., Germany, M N Radhakrishnan and Kesari Prasad.
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Silver Jubilee Year

The Sanmar connection - a 25-year story
The Xomox-Sanmar relationship took form in September 1982 when Sanmar entered a JV agreement with Xomox Corporation and
the JV, Tuﬂin India Pvt Ltd commenced operations in Viralimalai, Trichy for the manufacture of sleeved and lined plug valves. In
1987 the name changed to Xomox India Ltd. In 1993, the company merged with a ball-valve manufacturer, Invest Valves India Ltd
and the company was renamed Xomox Valves India Ltd. In 1994, Xomox India began manufacturing Fisher valves and the company
was renamed Fisher Xomox (I) Ltd.
Xomox to Emerson to Crane, the JV continues today with Crane Co. as Xomox Sanmar Limited. As the JV entity evolved, Sanmar
has stood alongside consistently to play a long innings of 25 years. The Crane-Sanmar JV is being further strengthened by entering
new product segments.
‘XOMOX’ the palindrome (reads the same forwards and backwards) is a strong brand
name; it begins and ends with valves - X is the symbol for valves in engineering design
connotations.
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Plant
Commissioning

Trubore Piping Systems -

Auspicious Beginnings in
Trubore inaugurated its Greenﬁeld PVC
pipes facility at Devarwadi, Kolhapur
District, Maharashtra, on 14 July 2008. The
state-of- the-art facility is fully automated
with equipment from Europe and
designed for a capacity of 20,000 tonnes
per annum. Trubore pipes range from
20 mm to 500 mm in all pressure categories
and suitable for all applications.
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Kolhapur
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Pristine Settings
Around Sanmar

Monsoon
Trubore Facility

Trubore Piping System, Devarwadi, Kolhapur, Maharashtra
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Magic
near Kolhapur
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Board’s Eye view
The Sanmar Group Corporate Board added two new members M K Sharma and V Thyagarajan - who bring in their extremely
diverse experience to add an outside-in perspective to Sanmar’s
strategic think-tank. They talk to Matrix on a host of topics, peppered
with their past experience.

V Thyagarajan

His 38-year career-span starting at Glaxo is as colourful as a United Colours of Benetton advertisement. The pendulum of his
assignments swung from one division to another, one part of the world to another, almost as if Stanford professor and writer
Robert Sutton’s ‘Weird Ideas that Work (11 ½ practices for promoting, managing and sustaining innovation) was being put
to test! Life to the 33-year young Glaxoite was calm until he was plucked out of nowhere and packed off to study the Glaxo
operations in Spain. The spunky young man knew the consumer product divisions, sales, marketing and product management in
the pharmaceutical business in Glaxo, India - but he knew no Spanish. 8 lessons later, young Thyagarajan with a smattering of
Spanish had to understand the dynamics of the Spanish operations, also laced with hostilities from senior management personnel,
and present his value additions. He went on to accomplish ﬁve such assignments. Was it a maverick’s perspective that he brought
in or was it an insider’s perspective coming from the outside? Either way, ‘VT’ left his stamp across the Glaxo operations in
Europe. The launch of the drug Zantac in Middle East, Africa and Eastern Europe (Zantac was the world’s top selling medicine
by 1986), change management during the SmithKline merger, the restructuring at the time of the Glaxo-Wellcome merger were
some of the other landmark initiatives that he landed with a perfect ten in his career bar-hop. ‘In order to innovate, forget
past successes’ suggests Sutton. Every project VT undertook, he had to unlearn his learnings and learn afresh. This is the unique
proﬁle of Venkatraman Thyagarajan, Independent Director at The Sanmar Group Corporate Board.
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Ha v i n g b e e n t o s s e d o u t o f a
m u l t i - c u l t u ra l c a u l d ro n , yo u r
professional moorings were shaped
from a ring side view of different
leadership styles across the globe. What
does it take to be a global leader?
One has to have a global mindset – it
is all about going beyond your normal
way of thinking to look at things from
a different perspective. It is about
understanding and being tolerant to
diverse cultures and people, being open
and receptive to vagaries in people.
Most of all it is listening hard, accepting
people as they are and respecting them
for whatever they are. It is also important
to have a natural curiosity and interest in
things around you, an awareness of what
is happening globally.
What about leadership?
For a manager to be a leader, he should
have character. When things are stacked
up against a person, someone with a
sense of character will do the right thing
and emerge a leader. A leader will help
people achieve their potential. It is all
about having a ﬁne balance of hands
on-hands off approach according to the
context. It is imperative however, that
the leader knows and understands the
business thoroughly; there is no getting
away from it.
Managing change at the time of the
Glaxo-Wellcome Group merger
At that time, Glaxo was a stodgy, conservative,
behemoth on a burning platform. It had to
change, people totally accepted that. This
was the change enabler.

I grew up with Glaxo and I knew what
had to change. As Director of South Asia,
I was overseeing the Indian operations
directly.
As a lead architect for change, I had a
core group of change agents to work
with me. We downsized from nine
factories to two. The social context had
to be kept in mind and people had to
be treated with fairness, dignity and
respect. The central change point was
the ﬁeld orientation towards proﬁtability.
Sales people had to be oriented towards
thinking commercially, stop promotion
of non-viable products and so on. Over
a period of time, the demographics of
the company changed dramatically.
The organisation had younger people,
became less hierarchical, HR policies
were changed; I’m deeply satisfied
that the company I grew up with
changed dramatically and it was in pretty
good shape when I left it to become
Regional Director, Glaxo-SmithKline
Asia Paciﬁc.
On risk management
Risks are inherent in any business.
What is important is to identify
plans to mitigate risks and advise the
CEOs accordingly. The counsel from
independent directors adds value as
their experience in other industries will
provide a new perspective. When a CEO
is steeped in his own business, he may
not question himself. The independent
directors’ collective and individual
intellect throws new light on the
problem by raising the right questions.
Not just for risk management, even for

a well-run company, this is required to
raise the bar year on year.
What does independence signify in
‘independent directors’?
Boards of companies, globally, are
composed of whole time and independent
directors. Earlier, it used to be a clubby
thing. The CEO’s well wishers and
acquaintances are roped in and there
would be an unwritten pact that the
apple cart shall not be upset. Today
things are different. Shareholders’
expectations are high. It goes beyond
conforming to governance practices and
extends to protecting shareholders’ and
investors’ rights. So in today’s context,
independence means giving advice
which is right for the company however
unpalatable it may be. Independence
means bringing to bear one’s cumulative
lessons learnt to help the company
perform better, asking uncomfortable
questions without being swayed by
personal relations. That is the fine
balance – to challenge agreeably.
For India Inc ‘internationally
incorporated’, what should change
in current corporate governance
practices?
In the last ten years, India has brought up
to speed its operational practices in line
with international standards of quality to
compete globally. Similarly, India needs
to raise its sights to be more aligned to
international parameters in corporate
governance and not just to best practices
in the Indian context. To name a few
parameters 25
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Transparency around accounting
standards - Increasingly there is a
convergence of standards. The US GAAP
is of late, adopting IFRS standards.
Indian accounting standards should also
facilitate this convergence.
Transparency in related party transactions
- treating all shareholders fairly and not
circumventing the rules.
Sustainable development - The concept
of sustainability is changing. Good global
companies are moving towards sustainable
practices including environmentally
sustainable operations not because it
is mandated but because it is the right
thing to do.
Having good board practices is part of
the journey towards best governance
practices. Many companies are at different
milestones on this path. Progressing
on this journey requires enlightened
thinking. Sanmar is one such group of
companies. It has a Group Corporate
Board even when it doesn’t have to.
What are the key ingredients in mergers
and acquisitions?
Acquisitions are different from mergers.
When a company acquires another, the
acquiree’s writ runs and most often the
culture that dominates is that of the
acquiring company. At the same time,
when you acquire a company you are
also acquiring capabilities. Learning from
the other company should happen and
the acquiree has to be ﬂexible enough to
adapt the change and send out the signals
of its openness.
In both mergers and acquisitions, the
people aspect is paramount. The right
people should be on board irrespective
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of their lineage to any company. There
also has to be a clear vision, a key
driver behind mergers and acquisition
and this has to be communicated to
people. Communication is extremely
important - internal and external, formal
and informal, because people’s lives are
impacted and their anxiety has to be
eased out.
‘MNC’ is a bad word among NGOs and
large multinationals are stereotyped to
be focused on ‘money not community’.
How did you approach this?
The skepticism and antagonistic mindsets
are characteristic of both sides. MNCs
also consider NGOs as misguided
activists. At Glaxo, we engaged with
NGOs, sat across the table and discussed.
Initially we were also defensive.
R & D costs $ 800 million. How were
we to recover this cost, leave alone proﬁt?
Take the case of drugs for malaria. Our
business opportunities for the product
lay in countries that could not afford the
drug. So we had to change our business
model, work with governments and
NGOs and share the burden. With HIV/
Aids drugs, the industry learned a huge
lesson. The drug costs were phenomenal,
but millions were dying. With a social

issue such as this industry couldn’t throw
up its hands and walk away. Publicprivate partnerships are the way out.
After all NGOs are part of the society
and society is telling us something.
We have to ﬁnd common ground and
use collective intellect to resolve issues.
NGOs should also realise that not all
corporates and MNCs are ‘bad’. The
change in perception will happen only
if industry engages with NGOs and
communicates to society.
In your second coming, what is the role
you wish to play?
I hope to be more of an advisor than
a doer. I will use my accumulated
experience to act as a senior level partner
to executives, a sounding board to them.
I have been a small cog in the great wheel
of the pharmaceutical industry for 38
years. Being in a leadership position to
me is not just about the bottom line.
My measure of success lies in how I have
impacted people so that they become
better humans, better managers, and
better leaders with character.
I would also love to give back to society,
work with NGOs and provide them with
leadership advice.

1998 - SmithKline Beecham and the World Health Organisation announce
a collaboration to eliminate lymphatic ﬁlariasis (elephantiasis) by the year
2020.
1999 - Glaxo’s HIV/ AIDS campaign in Press won the ﬁrst prize for the
best “Social Responsibility Communication”, awarded by the Association of
Business Communicators of India (ABCI).
The Positive People Campaign entitled ‘Real Friendships Don’t Die with HIV’
also won the Global Award from the New York Festivals.
2007 - Launch of the Oxfam Report, a report that assessed the contribution
by pharmaceutical companies for increasing access to medicines since 2002.
Glaxo was a major contributor to this report.

M K Sharma

M K Sharma, has worn numerous corporate hats in his long career, almost obscuring his own persona. But as he speaks with
a ﬂamboyant ﬂourish of words, his lawyer ‘instincts’ surface. Talking to Matrix, he throws light on matters springing from
his 33-odd years of corporate wizardry, some of it gleaned at Hindustan Unilever Limited, through various positions he held,
including-board membership. He has been one of the lead members of the core teams in Levers which managed 14 mergers, 5
acquisitions, 5 joint ventures and 15 disposals. He is presently on the board of about six companies such as ICICI Bank, ICICI
Lombard, Mitsubishi Finance, Bata India, Fulford India, etc., and The Sanmar Group Corporate Board. In his second innings,
post-retirement from Hindustan Unilever, he consults on corporate laws and regulatory matters.
Trainee turned legal manager and
upwards, you have seen HR, Corporate
Affairs, Real Estate, M & As, divestments
and more.
I dabbled with HR in my younger days. I
am passionate about employment laws, IR
issues, collective bargaining process and
corporate litigations. I carried out most
functions wearing my larger corporate hat
that tapped into my understanding of the
business environment, presentation and
negotiating skills. At Levers, while we had
an uninterrupted record of bilateralism and
settlements with our work force at most of
our units, at a select few we also had a long
trail of litigations!
What is the Houdini’s key that breaks
a deadlock? You must be someone who

thinks from the other person’s shoes.
Absolutely. Negotiations can never be ‘My
way or highway.’ I believe, to be successful
in negotiations, you have to look at things
from the counter party perspective and then
put up a proposition which he or she would
be comfortable with.
To negotiate successfully it is imperative
to have a clear idea on what is critical and
non-negotiable from your own perspective,
what are the issues you are willing to yield
or shield or make concessions on and put it
across upfront. Consensus is the key. Once
you know what is non-negotiable from
either side, the focus areas of the deadlock
to be worked upon are clear and you can
look for a win-win solution. In business
nothing works except a win-win solution

whether in IR, commercial dealings or joint
ventures – anything else would reﬂect the
short-term compulsions of one of the parties
and this could pose serious implementation
challenges. Simple solutions albeit more
expensive, should be preferred over complex
and structural solutions.
Talking of joint ventures, in the early days
JVs with Indian companies were more
regulatory led? In present times, what
makes for successful JVs?
Historically the Indian joint venture partners
saw their role as managing Delhi and inputs
for success in the business came from the
overseas partner. Today, understanding of
the Indian market, the Indian distribution
system, bringing in hardcore manufacturing
skills and competencies in the Indian
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environment, etc., are far more relevant.
Lever has a 50:50 JV with Kimberley Clarke
Corporation of the US. They provided
the technology for Femcare and childcare
products from the US and we put together
our expertise in the distribution process,
and the synergies in terms of buying
advertisement space apart from seconding
quality managerial resources to man the JV.
Being an FMCG company we had access to
advertisement space at signiﬁcantly more
competitive rates than anybody else in India.
That was seen as a huge beneﬁt in these
nascent product categories where consumer
communication was key to building the
market. But technology and branding were
clearly the forte of the overseas partner. We
positioned ourselves as a substitute Indian
entrepreneur and it worked pretty well.
Hindustan Lever, though an MNC,
functioned as a substitute Indian
organisation for Unilever.
In the larger Indian environment, Hindustan
Unilever has always been considered more
an Indian company than an MNC. Partly
to do with the name and partly to do with
the management culture and the belief that
what is good for India is good for Hindustan
Unilever.
In the mid ﬁfties and mid sixties, Unilever,
even in the absence of a legal requirement,
made issue of capital to Indian investors;
this enabled the Company to have local
listing with concomitant accountability for
performance. This increased further, with
the dilution of Unilever’s share holdings
from close to 85 % to 51 % to comply with
FERA regulations. Post liberalisation, one
major investor concern was that given our
size we were not as nimble-footed as our
competitors to adapt to market changes.
Competition was in the form of large
MNCs like Colgate, Proctors, Henkel and
large Indian corporate like Godrej, Marico,
Tata Tea, etc., on one side and low cost
manufacturers like Nirma, Ghadi, Cavin
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Care, etc., on the other. We responded
well to these changes in the environment
and people said, ‘the elephant has learned
to dance!’ We came out with a low cost
detergent, ‘Wheel’. We also pioneered
the introduction of low unit price packs
of shampoos, skin creams, detergent
powders, to grow the market with easy
affordability. We introduced new products
speciﬁc to the Indian market that became
successful internationally. Fair & Lovely, a
cosmetic product is a local organic product
contributed by India and is globally
marketed by Unilever today. Traditionally,
in the food industry, Unilever had instant
foods like soups, etc., In India, we entered
the staples business with Annapoorna brand
wheat ﬂour and salt. We believed that in
India if you had to succeed you had to be
in the centre of the plate of the consumer.
Today, the Annapoorna brand is marketed
in many countries and is a vibrant brand
in Africa and the Middle East. These are
some of the value additions that the Indian
operations brought to the global Unilever.
What else did the MNC do to ‘Indianise’
its operations here?
The most important step was to build
a cadre of talented Indian managers to
man its operations in India from the preIndependence days. The mid ﬁfties saw
the introduction of Management Trainee
Scheme to develop local talent. In the sixties,
the Company started exporting talent to
Unilever and by 1980, an Indian joined the
Board of Unilever.
Hindustan Unilever was very responsive to
the government’s call for action. When the
government wanted import substitution, we
responded. When the government wanted
industries to go into no-industry districts we
made those investments in the no-industry
districts in the back and beyond. In response
to the call for revival of sick units, we came
to the forefront, took over a large number of
sick units and revived them. We did a lot of
things clearly led by national priorities and

not necessarily dictated by our headquarters
in London. Levers board became an Indian
board with only one or two expatriate
directors - very unusual in the 70s. So much
so that the media, politicians and regulators
saw us as an Indian company. This ethos
was also reﬂected in the way we partnered
local trade - both at the back end to secure
supplies of inputs as also at the front end,
for sales and distribution.
Yet, even good Samaritan corporates
continue to be harassed by litigation,
bureaucracy and the likes. What has
changed from the Raj, the license Raj,
liberalisation until globalisation?
Only change that has happened is earlier
directives were from the notional perspectives
of politicians, bureaucrats and regulators as
to what was good for the people and the
country, often overshadowing economic
and commercial logic.
Now it is replaced by activism of the NGOs,
who are driving litigation against large
corporates. Most often the public interest
litigation is becoming a tool for green
mailing, for harassments, for ulterior motives
at times led by competition, delaying and
increasing project costs. As for government
intervention, in the 70s and 80s, Delhi
played a great role influencing business
growth and prosperity. Today, whether it is
land acquisition, environmental clearance,
employment of locals or location of plantthere is a power shift in favour of States. It
makes the task of national companies more
challenging. However, there is now a healthy
competition amongst States to attract
investment. This bodes well for growth and
development on the whole, but could pose
a challenge in terms of a balanced regional
growth in India.
Does this shift make things any easier?
In a way it’s easy depending on how you
tilt the balance of power and value addition
that you bring, by creating a competitive
environment. If you have a Rs 500-crore
investment to make, you have a value

proposition for the state and you can choose
the state where you are most welcome.
However if your investment is committed
and restricted to a particular state or location
e.g. next to a mine to be leased/licensed by
Government, then they have a stranglehold
on you. The stance has to be taken before
making the investment decision and
announcing it to the public.
You have managed investor relations at
Lever and the corporate communication
functions. What is the framework
for investor and external stakeholder
communication?
Communication to investors is more about
what you are doing, how you are doing,
being more transparent about governance
norms and standards, etc., and holding
yourself accountable for performance both,
in an absolute sense for the Company and in
a relative sense vis-à-vis competition. When
it comes to civil servants, media environment
and community at large, I would say it has
to begin with a clear articulation of CSR
(corporate social responsibility) philosophy
of the group and communicating it.
What parameters should deﬁne a CSR
policy?
A CSR policy should clearly represent what
the organisation stands for and not the
personal belief of some senior managerial
personnel. You have to identify the negative
elements of your business and initiate steps
to counter it. If you are drawing too much
water, how would you replenish it? If you
are using land, how would you make the
rest of the land doubly productive? How
would you provide alternative sources of
livelihood to people who get displaced as a
result of industrial activities? How can the
corporate help in dealing with issues such as
global warming etc. CSR initiatives should
be partly restitution/partly rehabilitation
and focused around the organisation’s
material issues. The other aspect is to build
CSR taking note of needs of the society
and community which can be linked with

your company’s business. At Levers 90% of
our product’s purchase decisions are made
by women. Hence women are important
stakeholders for us. We started Project
Shakti to empower rural women and provide
them with economic independence. Being
in the health and hygiene business we ran
a Lifebuoy Swasthya Chetna campaign to
create awareness about the health beneﬁts of
hand wash to reduce incidence of disease.
Most often CSR initiatives and corporate
reputation initiatives suffer if they are not
rooted in corporate ethos but based on the
hobby horses of the senior executives. 50%
of CSR budgets are wasted in India by
most corporates. PR related expenditure
and CSR budgets should be segregated.
Bulk of the budgets should be channelised
only to designated initiatives so that
there is responsibility, accountability and
measurement against objectives.
To ensure credibility, CSR initiatives must
be put into practice over a period of time
before you communicate it.
Sanmar is looking at a 3-fold growth in 3
years. What is the need of the hour?
The growth path Sanmar has chosen is indeed
remarkable in many aspects. In seeking to
become a truly global organisation, it is
exposed to incremental risks –
1. High leverage to ﬁnance the growth and
a concomitant requirement ensuring timely
project execution and revenue generation
from these projects to meet the ﬁnancial
commitments.
2. Political and environmental risks in new
geographies which the Group may not understand
as well as it does in the local geography.
3. Integration of a diverse workforce in
terms of retaining the core values of the
Group which has contributed to its success
so far while being open to imbibing
best practices that the newly integrated
organisations have to offer.
4. Due to the pan-global nature of operations,
systems and processes should be made more

robust and tweaked to adapt to the new
global context of its operations.
5. Finally, no corporate can ignore the risk
or challenge in the context of war for talent
– both recruitment and retention!
The Group will need to constantly evaluate
and examine whether certain businesses
which it currently owns, have better growth
opportunities (hence better prospects for
employees, suppliers and customers) with
someone else who can derive and deliver
better value, and ﬁnd appropriate homes
for such businesses/ business units. This will
generate ﬁnancial resources for the Group
to fuel its growth in its chosen categories
while affording the business segment better
opportunities for growth and rewards, in a
new home.
A simple risk minimisation approach for an
organisation on a high growth trajectory is
one in which growth is achieved in steps
rather than in a linear fashion. In a growth
phase, the primary focus is on project
execution with focus being on asset creation
at optimal cost and making these productive
in the shortest possible time. In order to
ensure success, there tends to be cost and
resource over-runs. This does lead to certain
temporary weaknesses and inefﬁciencies.
If the growth phase is intercepted with a
consolidation phase, these inefﬁciencies and
weaknesses could be corrected.
Looking back at your career, what would
you consider as your single greatest
achievement?
Simply put, serving the organisation with a
clean conscience. A corporate lawyer has a
business development/enabling role and a
gate-keeping role. I believe that I struck the
right balance in performing these two roles.
My greatest achievement during my career
with HUL as a Corporate Lawyer, was that
every single working day, I looked forward
to going to work and thoroughly enjoyed
what I did – whether as a gate-keeper or as
a business enabler.
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Group Annual
The Sanmar Group Annual Day 2008 was held on the
26-27 August. The evening dinner with invitation extended to
spouses of employees had a festive air about it with game stalls
inviting participation and prizes luring everyone. The business
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Day 2008
sessions, as is customary were insightful and informative. This
year, the globalisation of The Sanmar Group was evident in
the diversity of the gathering which included our overseas
colleagues.
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VIJAY SANKAR

Deputy Chairman, The Sanmar Group.
Vijay Sankar’s presentation
provided an overview of the Group’s
various businesses, status of the
expansion projects - domestic and
overseas, investment commitments,
projections, integration of acquired
businesses overseas and strategic
initiatives.
He also apprised the gathering on the
new initiatives in the management
processes, the criticality in
completion of expansion projects
that called for execution excellence
and decision making. The highlight
of the presentation was the
enumeration of the challenges in
managing a large global entity in the
coming years. The Sanmar Group
has committed to huge capital
investments globally and is expected
to grow almost three-fold in the next
three years with a diverse employee
strength - 36 % overseas and 64%
domestic employees by 2008-09.

Caught gaming!
N Sankar

32

M N Radhakrishnan

Prasad Menon

Editor-in-Chief , The Hindu.

In the midst of an era of sustained growth, rising
consumerism and the middle-class populace, N Ram
highlighted the performance of key institutions of
democratic India. The Indian model of elections with an
independent Election Commission and fairly high electoral
participation, especially from the rural areas has done us
proud. The institution of government, with a tradition
of opposition politics is a valuable part of our political
landscape. The performance of the news media has been
fairly good - diverse, pluralistic, hysterical and even chaotic
but still performing a valuable function of a kind not seen
anywhere in the world. India being the second largest in
terms of circulation of newspapers (ﬁrst being China) and
ahead of the United States, has a lot of scope for growth.
The rise of India is a consequence of the strength of the
economic system. The country’s neighbourhood policy is
good and we can draw hope from this. Yet another success
story is the India-China bilateral trade amounting to about
$ 40 billion, achieving the target well in advance. Public
health and primary education has been woefully inadequate.
Corporate India however, has done us proud. Notably, the
excessive preoccupation with IT/ ITES sector has been
corrected. While there is no clear cut prognosis, no recipe for
managing the national political system, the social, economic
and institutional resources are available with us. The role of
the government is key and it has to do its bit.

N RAM

N Ram’s analysis of the Indian political scene took out the
shine from the euphoria of ‘India Shining’. According to
him a reality testing against deﬁning themes in India and an
objective evaluation of thought is needed. India’s position
in 2020 would be complex, contradictory, paradoxical and
hopelessly inadequate in the context of the present political
scene. Yet, despite a gloomy political scenario, India has
some silver linings. He enumerated a host of things that
went right and also those that didn’t.
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Vice Chairman, Murugappa Group.
“Value Creation in a Commodity
Business” by Vellayan was a true to life
case study, an innovator’s guide to beating
extreme volatility and business cycles in
the fertilizer business. Coramandel
Fertiliser’s track record is a shining
example of out of the box measures taken
at every milestone. Taking the company
on a growth trajectory through inorganic
growth rather than pumping capital
into expensive Greenfield projects,
integrating and turning around of
acquired businesses - domestic and
overseas (GFCL and Foskor, South
Africa), ensuring forward and backward
linkages - these were some initiatives
that kept the company robust. Notable
is the management of risk subsidy
by entering non-subsidised fertilizer
products, indeed a blue ocean strategy.
The value creator for the organisation
is the entry into the rural retail sector
through ‘Managramam’. With effective
distribution, the company is successful
in taking the product directly to the
farmers, eliminating intermediaries and
passing the advantage to the farmer.

A VELLAYAN
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Rajiv Memani’s presentation, “Economic Scenario and Business Transformation”
covered two aspects –a macro economic snapshot of the Indian economy and
value creation by developing the ‘soul’ of the organisation. The Indian economy
is facing a pause in growth as compared to the last few years and is expected to
go through this correction period for another year and a half. He highlighted
that both India and China have been following an investment-led growth. But
the difference is that the investment cycle in China is complemented by beneﬁts
in terms of economic value creation and money circulation within China. In the
case of India, the challenge is that the investment cycle is being fed by critical
money spend being imported out and hence the impact on the economy in
terms of opportunities and economic value generation is not happening. Many
investments have been delayed across sectors and the price of oil will play a
major role in the months to follow. Growth will be muted and the lag effect
of a high interest rate regime will be felt. The micro-economic perspective is
not so bad but the macro economic situation is indeed challenged.
From an organisation’s point of view, he spoke about the softer factors that will
be more critical in evaluation of business performance. Key to sustainable value
creation for organisations is customer, employee and investor loyalty. He spoke of the
3 Vs - Verve, Vision & Value that will develop the soul of the organisation
which will help it to perform better.

RAJIV MEMANI

CEO and Country Manager, Ernst & Young Pvt Ltd.

RAJAN KAICKER

Executive Vice Chairman, Franklin Covey Asia.
Kaicker presented the nuances of taking a measurable approach in
‘Building and Sustaining a Culture of Execution’. The hallmark of a
great organisation is to build ‘intensely loyal customers’ and develop
‘intensely loyal employees’ who make ‘distinctive contribution.’ In
building a culture of execution, he prescribes a diagnostic process
before the execution plan. The execution gap is the difference between
the result you want and the result you get. The driving forces for
execution are people, ﬁnance, technology, etc., - all of which are
assessed, measured. Rajan focuses on measuring and diagnostics
of the restraining forces of execution- lack of teamwork, synergy,
commitment, etc. The diagnostics is focused around six principles
– focus on goals, commitment to it, knowing your role, translation
into action, enabling synergy and accountability. The Execution
Quotient is balancing Emotional quotient, Intelligence quotient
and Spiritual quotient (related to engaging people). The four-step
formula for execution is - understanding of execution capabilities
through diagnostics, consultation, roll out of program and the tools
to measure execution.
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SUBROTO BAGCHI
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Gardener, Mind Tree Limited
We have heard of physical infrastructure and intellectual infrastructure
but emotional infrastructure? Subroto Bagchi talked about emotionally
bonded organizations where the emotional infrastructure is very high
and he explained how leaders could build this. The institution of family
is the oldest and most lasting one which is purely based on emotional
bonding. Bagchi explained the concept of emotional infrastructure by
drawing parallels to and adapting 8 emotional infrastructure building
factors prevalent in families that can be applied in an organisation.
Leaders should consider these eight factors to build an emotionally
bonded organisation.
Proximity, Rich Communication, Myths and Rituals, Bonding Through
Adversity, Voluntary Support Networks, A Bold Vision, Deeper Values,
Extreme Exclusivity.

In My Opinion...

It was not only my
ﬁrst Annual Day but
also my ﬁrst time in
India. So everything
was really new and
exciting for me. At
the evening dinner,
I was very happy to
meet so many new
and outgoing people
from The Sanmar
Group. The business
session speakers and
their topics gave me
inspiration to think on
a wider frame.

Maik Hudalla,
Eisenwerk Erla,
Germany

The GAD was a great
for um for getting a
broad based exposure to
critical challenges facing
businesses in India. A
wide range of topics from
political to financial to
people management along
with an actual case study
(Murugappa Group) was
covered in an effective
manner. Also, I appreciate
the opportunity to interact
with other leaders and
managers at Sanmar and
got some understanding
of some of the internal
challenges we face as a
group.

I was grateful for
the invitation and
opportunity to attend
the Group Annual
Day. It was nice
to meet so many
great people. The
speakers not only
opened insight to a
new culture for me,
but I also absorbed
many useful tools for
business practices. I
look forward to the
future and growing
within an organisation
that truly values
their employees and
community.

Krishna Kumar
Rangachari, Ph.D.,

Nathan R
Heisler, Matrix

Cabot Sanmar Limited,

Metals LLC, USA

India
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The Group Annual Day
celebration was a unique
experience for me.
The awards function
showed how much the
Group acknowledges
the performance of
individuals. The number
of long service awards
showed how people
love to work with the
company. The second
day was a wonderful day
with a lot of food for
thought, especially from
Mr Subroto Bagchi and
Mr Vellayan. My sincere
appreciation to the
organising team for the
excellent arrangement.

It was a real pleasure
to attend the Group
Annual Day. The
speakers were
very informative
and gave us
some interesting
foresight on the
events in the
coming year. I
certainly enjoyed
the opportunity
to discuss with the
other business unit
heads the new and
exciting things that
they are doing with
their companies.

“The GAD was a
great experience,
It was great to
meet everyone
i n t h e Sa n m a r
family. Based on
the conversations
and presentations
at the GAD, I
look forward to
the global presence
that Sanmar is
pursuing and the
future relationship
Matrix Metals has
with The Sanmar
Group.”

Larry Key,

V Venugopal,

Matrix Metals
LLC, USA

Mexico

TCI Sanmar Chemicals
LLC, Egypt

Acerlan, Foundry,

Tim Weiss,

Employees of the Year
V Ramesh, Chemplast Sanmar
“In the last two or three years, Chemplast embarked on major expansions at Mettur and Greenﬁeld projects at Cuddalore
and Karaikal. Ramesh, Deputy Managing Director, Chemplast Sanmar has held overall responsibility for all of them,
involving a total investment of over Rs 1200 crores. The projects include expansion of caustic soda capacity and the
marine terminal facility at Karaikal, the gas-based power plants there,
the conversion to membrane technology of caustic soda production at
Mettur, the zero liquid discharge facility, the 50 MW coal based power
plant there, and of course the 225,000 tpa Greenﬁeld PVC plant at
Cuddalore. The variety and the scope of these projects threw up huge
challenges which Ramesh took in his stride. In the last several months
he, along with many others, has also had to face up to the tension and
aggravation of the unexpected developments at Cuddalore, leading to
many difﬁcult times. He has handled all of them with aplomb, and
more important, has taken his team along and provided them valuable
leadership through these difﬁcult times.
For his many contributions to the Group over a quarter century, I am
delighted to recognise Ramesh as ‘Employee of the Year’.” N Sankar

R Rangarajan, Finance (Treasury), Sanmar Corporate Division
“R Rangarajan, Finance (Treasury), joined the Group as Executive Director just two years ago, but in these two years, I
would boldly say that he has raised more ﬁnancial resources for the Group, than was raised in its entire existence earlier.
The two years that he has spent with us, the Group has had to fund its acquisition of companies in the US, Egypt and
Germany, embarked on major expansions in India in the Chemical and Engineering businesses, and re-ﬁnanced its
Shipping funding all this, apart from the normal growth in working capital funding for the different businesses. I would
estimate that Rangarajan and his team have over these two years raised about 1000 crores in rupee funding and close to
a billion dollar overseas. The number of banks and ﬁnancial institutions we are dealing with has multiplied dramatically,
and with the higher leverage positions that we are now in, the need for continuous relationship maintenance with them
has become critical.
On the international scene, we could probably not have picked a worst
time to raise the USD 800 million requirement for funding the Egypt
project. The sub-prime crisis, and its fall out impact on banks around
the world, led to a situation about nine months ago, when it seemed
almost impossible to get the ﬁnancing done, but a fantastic effort by
the entire team coordinated by Rangarajan has put together the entire
package. This is a pretty unique achievement in project ﬁnancing in
the current market.
Rangarajan has handled all these difﬁcult tasks very capably and
successfully, while facing difﬁculties on the personal front relating to
his health and the passing away of his father. I would like to thank him
and recognise him as a “Sanmar Employee of the Year.” N Sankar
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Employees of the Year
A Govindarajan, Investment Foundry
Employee of the Year
for a second time in a
row, Govindarajan is
being recognised for
sustaining his previous
year’s performance and
achieving 99% on-timedelivery and zero overdue line items
throughout the year. Thanks to his efforts,
the investment foundry has achieved
this feat for the last 17 months. He led
and mentored his team. His forethought
and innovative methods to maximise
production with available resources have
contributed a great deal to the success of
the Investment Foundry.
K S Sampathkumar, Chemplast
Sanmar
S a m p a t h k u m a r ’s
process improvements
have resulted in
tremendous cost
saving and efficient
functioning of
equipment. Reduction
of kerosene consumption in VCM
furnace and prevention of tripping of
burners, modiﬁcation to the alcohol heat
recovery system ensuring continuous and
highest on-stream hours of operation of
the equipment and reduction in the water
consumption in EDC washing system to
160-180 kilolitre per day which resulted
in reduction of equivalent effluent
discharge from monomer have brought
about cost and equipment efﬁciencies.
His next initiative of increasing VCM
production from 192 tpd to 210 tpd is
almost complete. He was also responsible
for on-time commissioning of the EDC
unloading facility and streamlining the
unloading operation for smooth turnover
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cycle of the trucks coupled with washing
improvements on the upstream side.
Ramkumar Shankar, Chemplast
Sanmar
Ram has been wearing
several hats in the
previous year - as PVC
Business Head, Global
Sourcing Head for key
feedstock and Project
Lead for Chemplast’s
McKinsey study. He
successfully tied up VCM feedstock for
the Cuddalore project, sourced ethylene
for the Indian operations and planned
for ethylene sourcing for the Egyptian
facility as well. For these achievements
and for leading the McKinsey study
team, he is awarded the Employee of
the Year.
A r j u n A n a n t h , S a n m a r Me t a l s
Corporation
Arjun deserves
applause for anchoring
the McKinsey study,
t h a t p rov i d e d t h e
strategic road map for
Sanmar Engineering
Corporation and
Sanmar Metals Corporation, ensuring
quality of work and keeping the team
focused on the right priorities. He is
also being recognised for his role in the
successful acquisition of Matrix Metals
and the divestments of ASCO and
Vishay Sanmar. The acquisition and
divestments involved complex legal and
due diligence processes calling for both a
macro and micro level perspective.
M R Sw a m i n a t h a n , Chemplast
Sanmar
Swaminathan took on the responsibility

to successfully
commission the new
membrane cell plant
at Mettur. He also
ensured smoothing
out the bottlenecks
upon commissioning
and trained people to
operate the facility. Alongside, he also
undertook the dismantling of the old
mercury cell facility without any hitch
and ensured proper documentation in
conformity to Tamil Nadu Pollution
Control Board norms.
Ranjeet Bhise, Flowserve Sanmar
Ranjeet has been
extremely resourceful
in building up project
information for the
Flowserve marketing
team. He maintained a
high level of customer
intimacy, liaisoning and
coordinating effectively with consultants,
contractors, project owners and OEMs.
His efforts have built up the order books
for Flowserve Sanmar and established
strong customer relationships.
S Lakshminarayanan, Chemplast
Sanmar
Lakshminarayanan’s
contribution
in mechanical
maintenance and
project work at
Karaikal has won him
the recognition as
Employee of the Year.
His role in the commissioning of the
Marine Terminal Facility for the ethylene
project, ethylene storage, ensuring the
smooth functioning of the unloading

arm and the commendable work in
resolving issues in the refrigeration
system wins him the recognition.
Victor Asir, Flowserve Sanmar
Victor Asir lead his team
conducting monthly
communication
meetings, OTC process
re-establishment and
prioritising monthly
sales plan based on
customer needs, ensured
signiﬁcant reduction of overdue line items,
exceeded delivery performance during the
second half of the ﬁnancial year to 90%
and also exceeded sales targets.

S Gopal, Fisher Sanmar, Control Valves
Division
As Head of the Customer
Service function at
Fisher Sanmar, Gopal
worked tirelessly
to meet customer
timelines, supervised
commissioning
activities at our prime customers’ location
and ensured customer confidence.
His excellent product knowledge and
exceptional diagnostics and trouble
shooting skills have helped to provide
value added service to customers.

H Karthick, BS&B Safety
Systems India Ltd
Self-driven and
confident, Karthick
h a s e xc e e d e d h i s
sales targets, ensured
OEM customers
with prompt service,
contributed to
development activities
for new product applications and has
exhibited sound product knowledge.

Performance Awardees at Vedaranyam
Performance Awardees, Corporate Ofﬁce
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A High Loyalty Quotient
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Long Service Awardees
Standing: R Venkatraman, B Venkataramani; Seated: S Venkatesan, J K Menon, N Sankar, S B Prabhakar Rao and S Sankaran. Third from
right is Vijay Sankar.

40 years at Sanmar

“Loyalty and good performance are like
two sides of a coin. Even the best of
performance management system will
not be effective if the loyalty quotient
is not factored in and the highest
loyalty quotient will be worthless if
not accompanied by performance.” S B
Prabhakar Rao, who has put in 40 years
with Sanmar.
N Sankar giving away the long service award to S B Prabhakar Rao.

Long Service Awardees Corporate Ofﬁce, seen with Senior management.
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N Kumar gives out the long service award to N Sankar.

Employment
Opportunities

Sanmar at the Job Mela in Nagercoil
A job mela was organised on 9 August
2008 in Nagercoil as part of the 85th
Birthday Celebrations of the Chief
Minister M Karunanidhi. Member of
Parliament Ms K Kanimozhi inaugurated
the job mela and gave the inauguration
speech. Minister for School Education
Thangam Thennarasu and Tourism
Minister N Suresh Rajan were present.
Rev Jegath Gaspar Raj, the Managing
Trustee of Tamil Maiyam, the organising
partner of the job mela, gave the welcome
address.
Responding to the call for action in
providing employment, The Sanmar
Group among other corporates,

participated in the event. A team from
The Sanmar Group was present at the
mela scouting for suitable candidates.
About 15,000 candidates turned up on
the day and many received job offers.

Encouraged by the success, a second
job mela was organised from 28 to 30
September 2008 in Vellore. On the ﬁrst
day totally 8,000 candidates turned up.
Sanmar, is an active participant this time
round as well. The HR team interviewed
and screened candidates and short-listed
several of them for a ﬁnal interview in the
respective locations.

K Kanimozhi, MP, addressing a function on the
sidelines of job mela in Nagercoil.
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Legends from the
South

S S Vasan
Writer, journalist, adman, magazine
publisher, ﬁlm distributor, studio-owner,
ﬁlm-maker and ﬁlm producer. S S Vasan
(1904-1969) was all these rolled into
one.
He was a translator of English pulp ﬁction,
and author of serial novels and nonﬁction, including the successful Indira
Kumari and Mysteries of Wedded Life.
He was a pioneering mail order salesman
and publisher of crossword puzzles for
prize money. He revolutionised the ﬁlm
industry with his lavish productions and
box-ofﬁce records in many languages.
His Gemini Studios as well as the weekly
he ran, Ananda Vikatan, were household
names for a whole generation. Ananda
Vikatan continues to be a successful
magazine, though the family exited the
cinema industry after his death.
Thir uturaipoondi Subramania
Srinivasan, or S S Vasan, was born on 4
January 1904, in a poor Brahmin family
in Thiruturaipoondi of Tanjavur district
in Tamil Nadu. His father died when he
was barely two years old. His mother
Balambal brought him up independently,
spurning assistance from the family. She
ran an eatery where she offered ovenhot idlis to her customers, something
unheard of for a widow in her circles.
Vasan’s mother was well read though
unschooled, well versed in Sanskrit and
Tamil classics, epics and religious lore.
She instilled love of literature in Vasan.
Mother and son migrated to Madras in
search of economic well being, but life
in the city was harsh.
Balambal’s ambition was for Vasan to
obtain a B.A. degree, like every respectable
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Brahmin boy of the period, but poverty
prevented him from graduating. He was
an enterprising young man, though,
and he entered the challenging world
of advertising, selling space for Madrasbased publications. He was a one-man
ad agency who wrote copy for Tamil
publications for which he also obtained
ads, travelling widely. Vasan also started
a mail order business, a novelty in the
country then. He needed a publication
of his own to improve the mail order
business and that is how he came to
buy Ananda Vikatan for Rs. 200 (The
founder of the magazine, Vaidyanatha
Iyer, charged Rs. 25 for each letter of
its name!). In fact, Vasan had submitted
a story for publication and gone to the
Vikatan ofﬁce to ascertain its fate, when
he found out the magazine was in the
doldrums, and made an instant offer.

them, Kalki Krishnamurthy, went on to
become the most brilliant of them all.
A monthly till 1931, it ﬁrst became a
fortnightly, and later a weekly, in 1933.
With Kalki as its editor, it sold 30,000
copies in September 1933, and 45,000
before the end of the year. In the 1940s
and 1950s, the circulation steadily
grew. In addition to Kalki, Vikatan had
excellent cartoonists in the likes of Mali
and Morgan. Serial novels were a feature
of the magazine, which also included a
panchangam or almanac. Assistant Editor
Tumilan, another valuable contributor to
Vikatan, ‘Naradar’ Srinivasa Rao and
Devan (Mahadevan) joined Ananda
Vikatan’s editorial staff and made it a
powerhouse of talent.

Vasan developed a keen interest in horse
racing and earned a minor fortune with
his bets. With the money so earned, he
entered the world of ﬁlms as distributorfinancier in the name and style of
‘Gemini Pictures Circuit.’ In 1941, he
bought a studio in the heart of the city
on Mount Road, Madras, in an auction
and named it Gemini Studio. From 1941
to September 1969 when he passed away,
Vasan enjoyed great success in Indian
cinema.

A Telugu paper, Ananda Vahini and
an English version, Merry Magazine,
were added to the Vikatan stable, but
these were shortlived experiments.
Merry Magazine had a number of
successful contributors in Deisvi (D
Sundaravaradan), illustrator A K Sekar,
Pepys (P P Samuel), cartoonist Mali and
V C Gopalaratnam. SVV the humorist
was another who joined Vikatan. R A
Padmanabhan and his brother Gundoosi
(P R S Gopal), P Sri Acharya and B S
Ramiah were some of the other writers
who made Ananda Vikatan a household
name in Madras.

Ananda Vikatan

Vasan and cinema

Founded in 1925, Ananda Vikatan was
the ﬁrst Tamil magazine of sustained
humour. It had jokes, skits, cartoons,
short stories and editorials, all of them
touched by a sense of fun. Vasan gathered
brilliant people around him. One of

Well known journalist Randor Guy
described Vasan as ‘the Cecil B. de Mille
of India.’ “Indeed he was the ﬁrst Indian
movie mogul,” Randor Guy wrote in
The Hindu. “Spectacle, grandeur and
opulence, he was the ﬁrst ﬁlm-maker

in this part of the world, to invest the
celluloid with such qualities. Like some
kind of rare physician he knew the
esoteric art of feeling the pulse-beat of
moviegoers and learnt the exclusive and
evasive skills of quickening it. He also
understood that whatever might be the
purpose and the value of the medium,
cinema was basically a vehicle of mass
entertainment and not education or
elevation.”
Vasan did not hesitate to reject scenes
shot at great expense, once he knew
there was something wrong with them,
even if the lowliest employee pointed
out discrepancies. On one occasion, a
huge set had been erected for one of his
Hindi ﬁlms to shoot scenes between the

Illustration by V Vijayakumar

villain and the heroine. A boy working on
the set pointed out a logical error in the
scene to a friend. Vasan, who overheard
him, agreed with the lad, ordered the
entire footage scrapped and had the
script rewritten. Another time, for a
ﬁlm with the modern theme of labour
vs. capital, he held a naming contest
among his employees and chose the
best of 2,500 suggestions—Irumbuthirai
or Iron curtain—rewarding the prize
winner handsomely at a function got up
to honour him.
The Government of India honoured
Vasan with the Padma Bhushan in 1969,
for his outstanding services to nation
building through art and culture.

Filmography
(Vasan as director)
1948 - Chandralekha, Tamil
Ranjan, T R Rajakumari, N S Krishnan,
Maduram
A superhit which revolutionized Tamil
cinema. Vasan’s ﬁrst directorial venture.
Chandralekha, Hindi
Ranjan, T R Rajakumari, M K Radha
Vasan’s ﬁrst directorial venture in Hindi
1949 - Nishan, Hindi
Bhanumathi, J S Casshyap, Ranjan,
R Nagendra Rao, M K Radha
1951 - Sansar, Hindi
David Abraham
1952 - Mr. Sampat, Hindi
Motilal, Padmini, Kanhaiyalal, Swaraj,
Vanaja and Agha
Film version of R K Narayan’s novel
1954 - Bahut Din Huye, Hindi
Madhubala
1955 - Insaniyat, Hindi
Dilip Kumar, Dev Anand, Bina Rai, Jayant
and Shobhana Samarth
1958 - Vanjikkottai Valiban, Tamil
Gemini Ganesan, Vyjayanthimala,
Padmini
1958 - Raj Tilak, Hindi
Gemini Ganesan, Vyjayanthimala, Pran,
Padmini, Gajanan Jagirdar, Bipin Gupta,
Lalita Pawar
1959 - Paigham, Hindi
Dilip Kumar, Vyjayanthimala, Raaj Kumar,
Motilal and Johnny Walker
1960 - Irumputhirai, Tamil
Sivaji Ganesan, Vyjayanthimala
1961 - Gharana, Hindi
Rajendra Kumar, Raaj Kumar and
Asha Parekh
1967 - Aurat, Hindi
Rajesh Khanna, Feroz Khan, Pran, Padmini,
Kanhaiyalal, David, O P Ralhan, Nazima,
Lalita Pawar and Leela Chitnis
1968 - Teen Bahuraniyan, Hindi
Prithviraj Kapoor, Agha, Ramesh Dev,
Rajendranath
1969 - Shatranj, Hindi
Rajendra Kumar, Waheeda Rehman,
Mehmood
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