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A Man for All Seasons

KS Narayanan (KSN), Chairman Emeritus, The Sanmar Group, breathed his 
last on 28 September 2012. He was 93.

‘Nana’ to family and friends, KSN distinguished himself in his long tenure with 
India Cements, founded by his father, and conceived and guided Chemplast, 
the flagship of what is now The Sanmar Group.

He held many important public offices—in industry and commerce, education, 
sport, culture, social and spiritual causes.

He was an entrepreneur, institution builder, leader of men, strategist and 
decision maker, who never lost sight of the value of ethics, or the common 
touch—the human dimension of all activity.

He was a man of vision, enterprise, principles, honour, compassion, humour, 
grace and dignity.

He led a full life—full of ideas, full of adventure, full of fun.

Above all, he made friends for life.

Friendship was everything to him.

He was truly a man for all seasons.
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Milestones
1919 KSN was born to SNN Sankaralinga Iyer and Pichuammal in Kallidaikurichi, 

Tirunelveli District, Tamil Nadu.

1935 KSN married Madhuram when he was barely sixteen, and she fourteen. Later 
that year, he joined Indo-Commercial Bank, promoted by his father.

1937 KSN was appointed Agent of the Palghat branch of Indo-Commercial Bank.

1938-1939 KSN took over a printing ink factory and learnt his first lessons in keeping 
customers satisfied.

1940  The South India Rubber Factory found itself in trouble; KSN took over the 
company and turned it around. Soon, he started making plastics in the same 
factory. The South India Rubber Factory was later renamed Nanco Rubber Works.

1943 KSN took over a carbide factory (Industrial Chemicals) and turned it into a 
profitable business.

1945 His first son N Sankar was born.

1946 KSN sold Nanco Rubber Works to some of his friends. Sankaralinga Iyer started 
a cement factory, India Cements, and KSN joined him.

1946-1947 The assignment took him on a training stint in cement technology to Denmark 
- the beginning of a long association with that country. Also visited Egypt to 
study cement manufacturing. Travelled to other countries like the UK, Norway 
and Sweden to acquire expertise in printing and calcium carbide technology.

 On return in 1947, he joined the management of The India Cements Limited, 
an association which lasted for about 35 years.

1950 His second son N Kumar was born.

1963 The incorporation of Chemplast with KSN as promoter director • Technical and 
financial collaboration with BF Goodrich of the USA • The dawn of an era of 
joint ventures for the Group.

1969 On the 28th of September, KSN became the founder President of the Southern 
Regional Council of the Indo-American Chamber of Commerce and also Vice President 
of the Apex body. Appointed Director and Chairman, WS Insulators of India.

1973 Chairman, Tamil Nadu Dadha Pharmaceuticals Limited.

 KSN was appointed Sheriff of Madras.

1975 KSN became President of the Hindustan Chamber of Commerce for the year 
1975-76. First Indian to become Consul for Denmark. Held this honorary post 
till 1989. Became Director of HMT.

1980 KSN laid down office as Managing Director of India Cements. He became 
Chairman of Chemplast and South India Shipping Corporation.

 Her Majesty The Queen of Denmark conferred the ‘Order of the Dannerbrog’ 
(Knighthood) on KSN in 1983. 

 He handed over the reins of administration to sons Sankar and Kumar but 
continued to guide them.

1990 KSN gradually shed his multifarious responsibilities including the chairmanship of 
these companies. He was appointed Chairman Emeritus of The Sanmar Group.
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Chemplast Sanmar, Mettur.

Marine Terminal Facility, 
Chemplast Sanmar, Cuddalore.
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Entrepreneur

What really decided the issue of my future in 1935 was the fact that I was 
now married—to a very charming young lady called Madhuram. I was soon 

the juniormost member (Bill Assistant) of the staff of the Indo-Commercial 
Bank. It was 1935, and among my fellow-clerks in the Vijayanagaram branch, 
where I started off, was TS Narayanaswami,‘Abboy,’ soon to become my  
long-term business associate, my most discerning adviser, and by a sort of 
natural progression, my closest friend.

When I look back on my involvement with industry, I marvel at the chain of 
circumstances by which I came to contribute to the building of a substantial 
and successful group. My forebears were bankers. My father took the first 
cautious step into the terrain of manufacture for the oddest reason. He 
wanted each of his eight sons to have a flourishing and independent concern. 
He launched my career (while himself remaining a banker) by buying the first 
of our factories: Nanco Printing Inks. 
   - KSN

Within a twenty-mile radius of Kallidaikurichi were four or five families 
in the forefront of the development of modern Indian industry: the 
TVS family, Anantharamakrishnan of the Simpson group, KR Sundaram 
Iyer’s and Eswara Iyer’s families, and the SNN family, which set up 
many of its factories in the state.
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Sanmar Sonnet  
Oil/ product tanker.

The India Cements Ltd,  
Sankar Nagar factory.

TCI Sanmar Chemicals 
S.A.E. Port Said, Egypt.
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... Entrepreneur

KSN was an entrepreneur by nature. He gained expertise in manufacturing 
through hands-on experience in a wide spectrum of industry segments 

ranging from printing ink to PVC resins. 

He started his working career in 1935 at Indo-Commercial Bank founded by 
his family. His very first independent enterprise was the takeover of NANCO, 
a printing ink factory. Later, he acquired the South India Rubber Factory in 
Coimbatore. KSN then graduated to the manufacture of calcium carbide, and 
later cement, an industry where his experience and expertise were matched 
by few other entrepreneurs.

KSN crossed an important milestone when he spent more than a year in 
Denmark in 1946-47 and acquired considerable technical knowledge in the 
cement manufacturing process. 

He was associated with the top management of India Cements for about  
35 years, during which period the company witnessed substantial diversification 
and expansion of its production capacity in its cement units.

A turning point in KSN’s life was his foray into the manufacture of PVC resin, a 
raw material of great versatility. This was the time he realised the importance 
of acquiring the latest technologies in manufacturing. The signing of a technical 
and financial collaboration agreement with BF Goodrich of the USA led to the 
dawn of an era of joint ventures for the Group.
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The Sanmar Group headquarters, Chennai.
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Institution-builder
KSN sowed the seeds for the success of The Sanmar Group, now a large 

and diversified industrial conglomerate. He travelled extensively, identifying 

appropriate joint venture partners for the Group, embarking on a new era 

in its growth path. The Group successfully diversified from Plastics and 

Chlorochemicals into industries in the Engineering, Speciality Chemicals and 

Shipping sectors, thus keeping Sanmar in the forefront of Indian industry.

Even in his fifties, KSN was associated with several leading Indian companies 

as Chairman and as Director, providing mature advice and guidance. He was a 

promoter director of Chemplast, South India Shipping, Industrial Chemicals,  

WS Industries and Tamil Nadu Dadha Pharmaceuticals and Director of HMT, 

Kothari Madras and MRF, among many such positions he held.
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Elder Statesman

After his retirement from active duty as Chairman of the Group, 
KSN continued to be a fount of wisdom and inspiration to Sanmar as 
its Chairman Emeritus. He watched with quiet pride as the Group grew 
from strength to strength, establishing standards worthy of emulation 
in the way joint ventures should be conceived, structured and 
practised. To his satisfaction, the international partnerships steadily 
grew in number, strength and variety as models of good governance 
and mutual trust. The ethical foundations he laid for the Group took 
concrete shape over the decades, to find expression as its mission 
statement, to be codified into practical manuals every employee could 
internalise and follow.

12

Pacific Valves Division, Viralimalai

Sanmar Foundries,
 Viralimalai
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BS&B Safety Systems (India) & Flowserve Sanmar, Karapakkam

Chemplast Sanmar, Cuddalore and MetturTCI Sanmar Chemicals, S.A.E., Port Said, Egypt

Pacific Valves Division, Viralimalai

Matrix Metals LLC, USA

Sanmar Paragon
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KSN was Sheriff of Madras 
from December 1973. He is 

seen here in full regalia. 

KSN receiving the ‘Champion of 
Humanity Award 2006’ from Chief 

Justice of Madras High Court AP Shah 
at the diamond jubilee celebrations of 

the Hindustan Chamber of Commerce. 
He was its President during 1975-76.

Danish Prime Minister Anker Jorgensen and Mrs Jorgensen during their 
visit to India (1977).

Honours
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Ethics and transparency played a very important part in all of KSN’s 
undertakings. The Sanmar Group is known for these values―the very 

qualities that reflected KSN’s character. 

KSN reached the zenith in all he touched. His close and long association with 
Denmark resulted in his appointment as the Honorary Consul for Denmark in 
South India, a position he held from 1975 to 1989. KSN was the first Indian to 
hold the post.

KSN was the first Indian to be knighted by Her Majesty, the Queen of Denmark, 
in 1983.

Founder President of the Indo-American Chamber of Commerce, Southern 
Region and Vice President of the Apex body in 1969-70, and President of 
the Hindustan Chamber of Commerce and Industry during 1975-76, KSN was 
honoured as a distinguished citizen by several organisations. 

For all his accomplishments, KSN spoke of his achievements as providential. He 
was considerate to everyone without a trace of condescension and generous 
without a trace of ostentation.

An ethical leader

If I may offer some advice, while the immediate success of any business 

depends on the business model, the environment, and the efficiency of 

management, over the long-term, it is my sincere belief gained from over six 

decades of corporate management experience, that ethics and transparency 

are the two values that should not be sacrificed under any circumstances. High 

standards on these two heads have enormous spin-off benefits for business 

both direct and indirect. Apart from the grace of providence, I believe it is 

these values that have made me whatever I am today. 

           - KSN
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Graeme Wood, captain of the Western Australia cricket team, with KS Narayanan during the match versus Tamil Nadu 
for the MG Kailis-Chemplast Trophy (1989). HE GB Feakes, Australian High Commissioner is seen behind KSN. 

KS Narayanan with Neil Harvey who dedicated The Sanmar Pavilion at the IIT-Sanmar cricket ground (1998).
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A keen tennis player himself and an avid cricket enthusiast, KSN was a true 
patron of sport. He was the driving force behind the KSN Sports Foundation, 

promoting cricket, tennis and other sporting activities, even before corporate 
sponsorship became fashionable. He was a life member of the Tamil Nadu 
Cricket Association and a patron of the Tamil Nadu Tennis Association.

KSN also supported the fine arts and people development. He was a member 
of the Executive Committee of the Music Academy, Madras, and a life member 
of the Indian Society for Technical Education. He was Chairman of Sankar 
Polytechnic of India Cements for four decades. He was also Chairman of the 
Indian Education Trust which manages Sankara Schools in Chennai for about 
three decades.

Patron of sport, arts, education

A whacking forehand

“He had a whacking forehand. Today’s youngsters who find it difficult to play 
under lights can take a leaf out of his book. He always played under lights 
at 5.00 a.m.”

- Ramanathan Krishnan on KSN
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R Venkataraman, former President of India, inaugurating the  
KS Narayanan Block at the Sri Sankara Vidyashramam Matriculation 
Higher Secondary School, Tiruvanmiyur (14 July 2000).

KSN seen with M Karunanidhi, Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu 
and Dr V Shantha at the inaugural function of Mrs Madhuram 
Narayanan Block at the Cancer Institute, Adyar (9 Aug 2000).
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KSN never claimed credit for his acts of generosity, nor did he seek any 
publicity for deeds that came straight from his heart. True to his core 

belief in giving back to society several-fold from the fruits of our labours, 
he and The Sanmar Group have over the years contributed wholesomely to 
the growth of several institutions playing vital roles in education, health, 
medicine and rehabilitation of the dispossessed, directly and through the 
charitable trusts associated with the Group such as Mrs Madhuram Narayanan 
Charitable Trust and Foundation, The Sanmar Welfare Trust and KSN Sports 
Foundation. Some of the many beneficiaries of his largesse are the Andhra 
Mahila Sabha, Cancer Institute, Madhuram Narayanan Centre for Exceptional 
Children, Sankara Nethralaya, Chennai Willingdon Corporate Foundation, 
Voluntary Health Services (VHS) among others. He was actively involved in the 
management of several educational and philanthropic organisations including 
the Indian Education Trust, Mrs Madhuram Narayanan Charitable Foundation 
and The Sanmar Welfare Trust.

Champion of worthy causes

Inauguration of the Madhuram Narayanan Complex at Sankara Nethralaya by Bharat Ratna Prof APJ Abdul Kalam (2001).
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With the grandchildren −Vijay, Madhura, Mayura and 
Madhurika.

N Sankar, N Kumar, KSN and Madhuram in Madras (1953).

Manas, KSN, Varun, Vijay and Sankar (2012).
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Family man 

KSN gave enormous importance to family and friends, striking the ideal 
work-life balance. In his own words, “I disliked the idea of distance 

between children and parents, and Madhuram liked this openness too. Sankar 
and Kumar learnt their values at her knee, and they were good values too:  
I could trust her judgement in all things.”

“When Madhuram passed away in 1973, Sankar put his year-old son Vijay into 
a crib in my room. That was the beginning of my idyllic relationship with my 
posterity. My grandchildren are my lifeline, the source of my renewal and 
hope and joy.”

Grandchildren on KSN

Vijay 

Following the footsteps of a 
grandfather is a very difficult act 
to do. The precision with which he 
planned and did things, is something 
that I don’t think I have inherited. 
The discipline that he maintained, 
especially in taking care of his 
health, is admirable. He never let 
anything get to him both personally 
and professionally, however adverse 
or difficult the circumstances. He 
was always genuinely happy in 
others’ success rather than his own. 
I’ve learnt from him the importance 
of having good people work for you.

Madhurika 

On non-card playing days (on card 
playing days, of course I come 
second), I go straight to the garden 
and we just sit there and spend time 
talking about day to day things.

He truly symbolises what family is to 
me. He’s an absolute person.

Madhura 

He’s 80 years old and he gets up in 
the morning with a smile! To face 
the world without spite and look 
at everything with a positive eye is 
something he has taught me.

Mayura 

He has always supported in anything 
I’ve done. I’m 20 years old and he’s 
80 years young. He’s a complete 
family person. Thatha is like a pillar 
of strength to all of us. 

(on his 80th birthday, when they were 
still at school or college) (on his 90th birthday)
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Seated (l to r): N Sankar with Amritha, KSN, N Kumar with Manas.  
Standing (l to r): Mrs Chandra Sankar, Vijay, Sukanya, Madhurika, Mayura, Mrs Bhavani Kumar, Madhura,  
B Visweswaran (2010).
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Sons on KSN 
(on his 90th birthday)

N Sankar

“As a son, I feel uniquely blessed, having had the privilege 
of a really wonderful human being, a ‘companion’ for sixty 
years. He has been the single greatest source of inspiration 
and strength I have had. He has been a friend when 
required, an advisor when I sought him out, a supporter 
when I needed it, always a role model, and a constant 
provider of affection and good feeling.

“He is the ultimate optimist. He never lets anything get 
him down. For him everything that happens, good or bad, 
is ‘for the best’ and things will always turn out right, 
eventually. There were times in the 70s when I know the 
combination of personal, financial and business problems 
that hit him were enormous. Many of us would have 
buckled, but he kept his cool throughout this period.

“Everyone refers to Appa as a ‘people’s person’. His ability 
to make friends, and keep them is unique. He has friends 
in high places, in low places, and in the most unexpected 
places; he has friends around the world – in the US, 
Denmark, Norway, and all over India, with some friendships 
extending over sixty years. These friendships are based on 
the trust that he engenders in people, and this has stood 
in good stead on many occasions, including in business, 
at critical times. His friends have helped him and he has 
helped them in many ways, he has never taken unfair 
advantage of them or expected them to break the rules.

“Most important is the legacy that he left to The Sanmar 
Group – the ethics and governance policies. This is 
something that I’ve been focused on even before Enron 
and the likes and I learnt it, not from Management books 
but by emulating my father.

“Being fair and transparent, being fair to people, to the 
environment – this was the style he adopted. The most 
important foundation for the Group was laid by him and 
we owe thanks to him for that.

“I thank God for giving me a unique and wonderful father. 
He is the perfect role model to emulate in both personal 
and business life.”

N Kumar

“His ability to stay cool in tough times is another 
strength to be admired. During difficult times 
in the business, he has managed to keep home 
and business, totally separate. To be honest, I 
was not even aware of the problems he went 
through during my youthful days!

“He earned the respect of all those who worked 
with him, including the workers in his factories. 
He respected his team and delegated tasks with 
total confidence in them. I always wonder, when 
books are written on modern management, 
one must really look at what Appa has done 
in the 70s and 80s. His favourite quote is “I 
have entrusted the job to him and if there is a 
problem he will call me”.

“His patronage of cricket as a sport is legendary. 
It was Appa who started cricket in India 
Cements. When the Sankara Schools ran into 
rough weather my father took a silent but 
strong view and helped the school tide over 
the situation. This school is very special to 
me as my father-in-law started it, and late  
Sri R Venkataraman was the Chairman, and 
now my father. He has given the Madhuram 
Narayanan Centre confidence and support to 
keep it going without forcing a decision on any 
of us who managed it”.
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Loyal friend
‘Morning tennis’ and ‘Paplu’ clubs
“I am a very clubbable man. Like other businessmen and sociable people,  
I joined my share of clubs; the MCC, of course, and the Gymkhana Club in 1953; the 
Cosmopolitan Club when India Cements moved into the Dhun Buildings in 1959; the 
Madras Club in 1966. But the clubs that I have belonged to that have given me greatest 
gratification were the impromptu ones. 

An activity I took up would often become a nucleus around which a whole coterie would 
form. My passion for walking led to the Walkers Club that had dedicated early-morning 
constitutionalists. The walkers who took frequent rests and were unashamedly garrulous 
during these breaks formed a sub-group that was reviled as the Talkers Club. 

And the gin-rummy players who made up the Paplu Club - the club house being my 
residence – would, I am forced to admit, sell their souls for a chance to outwit each 
other. ...What I clean up on each game I generally return to the loser, or put away for 
some charity, and this gesture has acquired the title ‘KSN’s Subsidy’.”

KSN and his hand-picked group of tennis partners met every morning at the Madras 
Cricket Club tennis courts at the crack of dawn. Initially starting at 6 in the morning, the  
‘MCC morning tennis club’ as it was called sent its first service down as early as 4.30 am 
once lights were installed in the courts. KSN continued to play tennis till his late seventies.

“I have been especially 
blessed all my life in my 
friends. I seem to have 
been blessed with more 
than one man’s share of 
good fellowship. I never 
had to go seeking friends; 
they drifted into my 
life by some decree of 
Providence, and just made 
themselves at home, to 
my vast satisfaction”  

        - KSN 

25

KSN with his tennis partners 
at MCC - ‘Morning Tennis 
Club’.
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At Cairo in 1947, posing 
on ponies with his friends  
K Eswaran and  
R Venkataraman.

Admiring a baby 
elephant with Paul 
& Mary Jackson, 
Durametallic 
Corporation, USA 
(1976).

The BFG-Chemplast 
family: N Sankar,  
S Ramaswamy, KSN,  
TS Narayanaswami, 
Harry & Virginia 
Warner, Marv & Anna 
Marie Larson,  
Mrs TS Narayanaswami, 
Dan & Mary Campbell 
and Madhuram (1967).



27

Welcoming Tom & Mary 
Halley Nantz, BF Goodrich.

With Bim Rudinger, FLS Denmark.With Mr & Mrs Robinson.

Global Citizen
KSN first travelled overseas in 1946-47, when, accompanied by V Balakrishnan, later 

general manager, India Cements, he visited England, to pick up machinery for the 

printing works from the firm of Torrance. He also went to Norway (to buy carbide 

technology and a furnace from Elkem). Later that year, he travelled through Denmark 

learning cement production technology in the factories of FL Smidth (FLS) plant in Aalborg 

and also visited their plant in Egypt to study cement manufacture.

At FLS, KSN acquired a friend in Ib Worning, who eventually became chairman and COO, 

Corporate office of FL Smidth. He and his wife Bodil (she was his fiancé then) became 

lifelong friends of KSN, even visiting Narayanan at Chennai on his 80th birthday. An early 

friend was Mr Robinson, Managing Director of Coats India, who stayed as a houseguest 

of KSN and Madhuram. Robinson had been a friend of Hollywood star Errol Flynn, and 

his stories about the dashing hero endeared him to Sankar and Kumar.
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At a dinner in Aalborg. 
Ib Worning, KSN, 
Morg, Balakrishnan 
and Anderson (1947).

At the inauguration 
of the Indo-American 
Chamber of Commerce, 
with Kenneth B Keating, 
American Ambassador 
(1969).

Laying on the hospitality 
for Baron Thyssen and  
Mrs Thyssen at the 
India Cements Guest 
House (1967).
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On a Norwegian fjord 
with Emil and Synovve 
Fjermeros. 

Global Citizen

Emil Fjermeros, Managing Director of Ganges Inks, which bought into Nanco Inks after 

negotiations with Coats failed, was another intimate, lifelong friend. Fjermeros handed 

over a cheque towards the price of the Nanco Inks factory to Sankaralinga Iyer even 

before the legal documentation was completed, after KSN walked out in protest over 

some misunderstanding. He said to the puzzled Sankaralinga Iyer, “If a man can get as 

mad as that about a question of honour, he’s got to be honest.”

From the US the Larsons, Warners, Leaders, Nantzes, Jacksons and Recknagels; from 

Denmark the Rudingers, Wornings, Mortensons and Hovers; from Sweden the Petersons; 

from Norway the Fjermeroses and Gylseths; from the UK the Robinsons; these were some 

of the many couples from all over the globe, with whom KSN and Madhuram developed 

and maintained lifelong friendships.

(continued)

KSN with Ib and Bodil Worning on his 80th birthday.  
SB Prabhakar Rao looks on.

Riding an elephant (!) with John Leader.
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Friends from all 
walks of life

Receiving Prime Minister Jawaharlal Nehru and K Kamaraj, Chief 
Minister of Tamil Nadu, at India Cements (1956).

At a ceremony to unveil Kamaraj’s statue at New Delhi (from l to r): KSN, Prime Minister Rajiv Gandhi,  
Vice President of India R Venkataraman and TT Vasu (1985).

Dr Manmohan Singh and KSN. N Sankar is 
seen greeting them. Next to Sankar is Bjorne 
Sorensen, Danish Ambassador (1991). 
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With R Venkataraman, President of India 
(May 1988).

With KR Narayanan, Vice President of India 
(1992).

Felicitating R Venkataraman on his appointment as  
Vice President of India in 1984  

(l to r): ND Sundaravadivelu, Rev Fr Arulappa, 
MP Sivagnanam, C Subramaniam,  

R Venkataraman, MG Ramachandran,  
Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu, KSN,  

KSG Haja Sheriff, Justice T Ramaprasad Rao and  
MV Arunachalam.

31



32

With MG Ramachandran, Chief Minister of Tamil Nadu.

With K Kamaraj, Chief Minister of 
Tamil Nadu.

(l to r): KSN, TS Sundaram of Panyam 
Cements; PR Ramasubrahmaneya Rajha of 
Madras Cements, TS Narayanaswami,  
CS Loganatha Mudaliar and  
R Venkataraman, Industries Minister in  
Madras State, at the launching of the 
Cement Allocation and Co-ordinating 
Organisation (1966).

32

With Bharat Ratna C Subramaniam (1968).
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Friends...

33

With VD Swami and  
TS Narayanaswami.

On KSN’s election as President 
of the Hindustan Chamber 
of Commerce, 1975. In dhoti 
is Sadiq Pasha, Tamil Nadu 
Minister. Also in the picture are 
MV Arunachalam, Mammen 
Mappillai and others.

With Henning Holck Larsen,  
founder of L&T and  

KM Mammen Mappillai founder  
of MRF.
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With KM Mammen Mappillai,  
MA Chidambaram and  

V Selvaraj IAS.

With N Ram and N Ravi of 
The Hindu.

Friends...

The India Cements Golden Jubilee 
Celebrations at Sankar Nagar  
(21 February 1996).
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The Sanmar Family
With VS Dhandapani and N Sankar.  

With R Kalidas, PR Mahalingam and Chemplast associates. With MN Radhakrishnan. 

With S Ramaswamy, SR Seshadri,  
and MS Sekhar.
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A Jolly Rover
about another tennis fanatic, HVR Iyengar of Parry’s. 
When Narayanan met Iengar at a party one day and 
commented on his long absence from the courts, 
Iengar told him that his doctor had asked him to stop 
playing tennis because of his heart condition, “So, I 
have taken up golf.” 

KSN in characteristic fashion responded, “But I have 
heard of more deaths on golf courses than on tennis 
courts,” and was surprised to be tersely told to 
“shut up.” Later in the evening, when they found 
themselves a quiet corner, KSN wanted to know what 
that had all been about. And Iengar whispered, “My 
wife was standing by me. If she had heard you, she 
would have stopped my golf too.” 

On another occasion, when he discovered that I had 
been in printing, he sat me down to tell me how he 
started his industrial career by fortuitously getting 
into printing ink manufacture. And then he chuckled, 
“If you ever used Ganges ink, I’m sure it would not 
have been like when I made Nanco in the 1930s. Ink 
is not what it was.” 

Nanco Inks Ltd., instead of Nana & Co, is what he 
chose to start his industrial career with on Guindy 
Road, Adyar. When Ganges Ink from Calcutta, headed 
by a Norwegian, Emil Fjermeros, took over Nanco, 
there began the family’s connection with Scandinavia. 

This narration took place soon after his son, N Sankar, 
had helped to resurrect Madras Musings. KSN was one 
of its most loyal readers. I’ll miss that occasional call 
from him commenting on one story or another. 

(Reprinted with permission of The Hindu)

(S Muthiah’s tribute in Madras Miscellany, his 
column in The Hindu on 8 October 2012). 

Our paths did not cross too often, but when they did 
there were always two things that KS Narayanan left 
in my memory: one, his ever-present smile and, two, 
a born raconteur that he was, the stories he’d always 
have to tell me. Given his personality in company, 
it is no wonder that he named the cricket team he 
sponsored from the 1960s the Jolly Rovers. There was 
a jollier side to life that he always saw. 

KSN, another of those from the Deep South who have 
contributed significantly to industrial development 
in Madras and Tamil Nadu, first with India Cements 
and then with the Sanmar Group, will no doubt be 
remembered in the wider context for that signal 
contribution. But there are many, certainly most of 
all his closest friends, who will remember him for 
his passion for sport, particularly cricket and tennis - 
and those games of cards for which his friends would 
gather regularly at his home till almost his last week. 

A similar KSN group would meet for tennis at the 
Madras Cricket Club every morning from six to 
about 7.30. Once the Club got its lights, they’d 
be on the courts at 4.30 a.m.! I remember when 
writing the history of the MCC, he got me out 
there one morning to meet the gang: Chandra 
Chellam, Mohan Punja, Jimmy Thambuswami, 
MV Pratap and Bobjee, and a perennial guest,  
CC Ganapathi. KSN was in his late seventies at the 
time and age certainly did not stop him moving about 
the court like a younger man. 

And it was there that he had yet another story to tell 
me, just as he had wherever we met. This one was 
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Pragmatist

“Without being at all a saintly sort 
of person, I have nevertheless made 
a point of patience, a virtue of 
forbearance, even, once or twice, to 
the extent of tolerating behaviour that 
bordered on the criminal.

O t h e r  p e op l e ’s  s l ow n e s s  o r 
incompetence has seemed to me 
only a temporary thing, to be waited 
out; and many people who were 
encouraged by my support in the 
face of their failures thanked me for 
it later, and became my most loyal 
friends or employees.”



“I was never seriously depressed by 
the failures in my own life. I learnt 
that troughs were invariably followed 
by crests.”



“It is a fact that I have never had much 
truck with ritual of the more communal 
type, or in the intercession of priests, 
godmen and other middlemen in my 
dealings with the Almighty; yet I would 
call myself a true believer.”



“My sister said of me once that if 
I was travelling in one bullock cart 
and it stopped, I would simply get on 
another and carry on. A metaphor for 
my resilience!”



“I never worry about any problem, 
especially in the nights. The next 
morning in the office I worry about 
how to solve it. I never carry problems 
to the house... including financial 
difficulties, because I believe that it 
is not me but some other super power 
which is controlling these things.”



“As long as I am alive I want the same 
life to continue. I’m very happy. The 
business, which my sons are looking 
after, is doing well, and my family 
life is very happy...”
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Friends remember KSN...
Warm, affectionate tributes were paid by friends and long-time 
associates to the memory of KS Narayanan at the memorial function 
held on 24 November 2012 at Chennai. Here are some excerpts: 

A Krishnamoorthy, Amalgamations

He was not a particularly religious person, but respected 
people who were against card games and sun-downers 
both of which he was himself fond of. Nana was truly a 
man for all seasons.

***

Nana Mama—as he was to my generation—and 
my family hailed from adjacent villages. My father 
Anantharamakrishnan and brother Sivasailam had strong 
bonds with SNN Sankaralinga Iyer’s family. Thanks to 
the examples of KSN and TS Narayanaswami in setting 
up and developing India Cements, many potential 
industries were identified and substantial employment 
was generated in the region. I had the good fortune of serving under KSN. Much 

of what I am today is a result of his guidance and 
encouragement. He could be a firm person, but he was 
always encouraging of young people. At Board meetings, 
he always sported a smile, but was always careful to 
ensure that we followed the law in letter and spirit.

V Srinivasan, WS Industries 

His quick grasp of complex situations was impressive, 
thanks to his varied commercial/ industrial background. 
My company benefited a great deal from his leadership. 

I was his tennis opponent in games that started 
at 4.45 am under lights. His constant partner was  
Dr Biswakumar and mine the late G Ramanathan. Nana  
competed fiercely on the tennis court, and with the help 
of Marker Madurai, he ensured Ramanathan’s smashes 
against him were always called out.

The different industrial groups derived happiness from 
the progress of their counterparts in the region and there 
was much cooperation among them. KSN and the other 
pioneers had the faith and ability to stay the course 
in times characterised by many constraints. He was a 
generous person and my family was a recipient of that 
generosity. He had a kind word for everyone and never 
uttered a negative expression. Nobody was too small for 
him. His full-throated laughter was infectious. 

His well articulated thoughts on India’s economic policy 
shaped Sankar and Kumar, who both became spokesmen 
for industry respectively heading Assocham and CII. Nana 
Mama’s major contributions to The Sanmar Group were 
the traditional values of ethics and integrity.

***
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VL Dutt, KCP Limited 

To Nana, I was like his elder son, perhaps because I 
was born at Tirunelveli. Both our families also happened 
to be in the cement business. 

During the 1960s we met regularly at the Cement 
Manufacturers Association meetings and had furious 
debates before and after the meetings. I remember one 
visit to Bombay for CMA meeting when he, Kumar and I 
were all at the same hotel and the good times we had 
in his room.

However, his phone calls to the office leaving messages 
with the secretary about the meeting being adjourned 
or scheduled for a certain time were invariably about 
the Paplu Club activities. In times of trouble during the 
card games his loud calls to Muruga invariably gave him 
just the cards he needed. 

I was the most boisterous member of his famed Paplu 
Club, to which he was hesitant to admit a new member. If 
persuaded to include someone and the new member was 
found acceptable in every way, he would shower praise 

“Nana Mama’s major 
contr ibut ions  to 
The Sanmar Group 
were the traditional 
values of ethics and 
integrity”. 

- A Krishnamoorthy, 
Amalgamations

on the proposer as well as the new member. Whenever 
the arguments at the card table grew too loud, he took 
off his hidden hearing aid and smiled beatifically at us.

His sterling service as Danish Consul from 1975 to 1989 
led to his receiving a rare honour from the Denmark 
government—the Order of the Knight of Dannebrog, the 
first Indian to be so decorated.

***
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Though he travelled and lived abroad long before 

globalisation, he never lost the common touch in his 

treatment of the ordinary man. He had a sharp intellect, 

nuanced approach to international relations and rare 

humility.

As Denmark’s Consul and in his role in the execution of 

the Danida Project in Tamil Nadu, his contribution was 

exemplary, resulting in his being knighted by the Danish 

government. We struck an instant rapport unaffected by 

the age difference between us. I found his conversation 

inspirational. He shared with me, several anecdotes while 

enjoying his favourite brandy. With his network of key 

political and business connections, he humbled me by his 

analysis of local and world politics. He never boasted of 

his many accomplishments.

I knew him as a doting, much adored father, grandfather 

and great grandfather. He was above all a good human 

being, caring father and a man of honour. He was an 

outspoken, intelligent, vibrant friend.

***

I was Collector of Tirunelveli when KSN displayed 

remarkable concern for an unfortunate victim of 

circumstances. On 20 January 1968, a police constable 

was shot dead in a dacoity encounter. The Superintendent 

of Police handed over a compassionate allowance to the 

widow and son of the young policeman. Narayanan then 

announced his intention to build a small house for the 

widow. “The poor man gave his life for the safety of Tamil 

Nadu. We must help his family,” he said. I was Collector 

Ajit Singh, Consul General of Singapore in Chennai

TV Anthony, IAS Retd, former Chief Secretary, Govt of TN.

MA Alagappan, Murugappa Group

of the district till 1 May 1969. Before that, I had the 

satisfaction of seeing the constable’s widow enter the 

house Narayanan had arranged to build for her.

He was 15 years older than me, but he was always smiling, 

always laughed heartily, enjoyed his drink.

***

Nana Uncle was a dear friend and steadfast well 

wisher. My father AMM Arunachalam and KSN were very 

good friends. Sankar and I met on the tennis court. KSN 

was a morning tennis player. There was more chatter 

than tennis on the court then. I was in and out of their 

house when the KSN family lived on CV Raman Road and 

later on Cathedral Road. When Sankar was very ill, Nana 

Uncle and Madhuram Auntie looked after him so devotedly 

that he made a complete recovery. KSN played a key role 

when India Cements started Chemplast and later when 

it diversified. Sankar relied heavily on his experience 

and wisdom. There was mutual devotion between father 

and sons.
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Both our families were in the forefront of industrialisation 

soon after independence. The relations they forged 

with government cannot be repeated. Chief Minister  

K Kamaraj and Industries Minister R Venkataraman stood 

shoulder to shoulder with us and even met our JV partners 

to boost investor confidence. Both families proved that 

business can be done with ethics.

***

Mr and Mrs Narayanan were very close to my entire 

family. KSN did not make business his whole life. Family 

and children came first. He had a remarkable ability to 

put you at ease. 

KSN knew the importance of enjoying life, having some 

fun. That’s why he and my father were such good friends. 

They constantly pulled each other’s legs. Both had their 

offices in Dhun Buildings and shared notes and advice. KSN 

was a valuable member of the MRF board for decades. 

Dad and he had intense late night business discussions 

at home, though I don’t know that they accomplished 

anything. 

KM Vinoo Mammen, Chairman & MD, MRF

KSN had a humane 
attitude. People come 
and go, but those who 
see everything beautiful 
in you are soulmates. 
Nana was a soulmate. 

Dr B Biswakumar, 
Neurophysician

The two had many adventures together. My father was no 

champion of exercise and KSN made him take to cycling. 

Dad would go to his place and both cycled all over the 

city together. He was one of the wealthiest men in the 

city but never cared about what people would say when 

they saw him cycling.

While they always had fun, they also stood by each other 

in times of difficulty. Nana Uncle was by my father’s side 

whenever there were difficulties.

***
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I joined MCC in 1977 and resumed my tennis after a long 

break. I was admitted into KSN’s exclusive group which 

assembled at 4.45 am to play tennis under lights at MCC, 

with marker Madurai and two of the best ballboys in tow. 

KSN always chose his opponents. He found that I was an 

OK backhand player, so he chose me as his backhand court 

partner. I was his partner for 20 years, a period when I 

acquired much wisdom. He had a fierce forehand and I had 

to cover the backhand court. His favourite opponent was 

G Ramanathan. At first I used to call his on-the-line shots 

in. KSN gave me a hard look, and said, “Unakku romba 

teriyuma? (You think you know?)” I quickly learnt that on 

the line was out, especially if the opponent was leading 5-4. 

I was later admitted into the Paplu Club. I was a Sunday 

player as my medical work did not allow more frequent 

participation. On the first day, I refused his offer of coffee 

and he gave me ice cream instead. After that he decided 

I liked ice cream, and it was always, “Ice cream for 

Doctor,” even during my professional visits as his doctor. 

KSN had a humane attitude. People come and go, but 

those who see everything beautiful in you are soulmates. 

Nana was a soulmate.

***

I met him in 1978. He did something great for Tamil 

Nadu then. I was the Health Minister for Tamil Nadu and 

Mr SP Ambrose was the Health Secretary. He resurrected 

the Danida (Danish International Development Agency) 

Project for the Salem and South Arcot districts. The Danish 

government had allotted Rs 15 crore each for Tamil Nadu and 

Madhya Pradesh. Thanks to our excellent bureaucrats we 

did a great job and Danida was very happy with the results. 

Dr B Biswakumar, Neurophysician

Dr HV Hande, Former Health Minister, 
Tamil Nadu Government

Gopalkrishna Gandhi, Former Governor of West Bengal

Denmark’s first Labour Prime Minister visited the state and 
I met him through the good offices of Narayanan, who was 
their Consul in the south. We travelled to Mahabalipuram 
and Kanchipuram in a convoy. I was in a car with KSN. The 
Danish PM was a very simple man and even stopped at ration 
shops to check if the people were being properly served.

KSN introduced me to the PM at Mahabalipuram. He had 
obvious respect for KSN. I had never seen anything like 
that in my political life. I asked the Prime Minister for 
Rs. 15 crore more and thanks to his respect for KSN (he 
didn’t know me from Adam), he immediately instructed 
the Danish Ambassador to do his best for me. Once I 
went to Delhi to meet the Ambassador, it all happened 
at lightning speed, and many thousands of families in the 
deep south benefited from the additional Rs. 15 crore. 
With the cooperation of civil servants like Anthony and 
Ramdas, KSN was able to help the state without much ado.

***

His smile signified a combination of an unsullied 

conscience and exemplary purpose. It gave us the 
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confidence that in these times of intellectual and 

civilisational backwardness, we may yet rediscover 

an era that once belonged to stars like K Kamaraj,  

C Subramaniam and R Venkataraman. KSN belonged to 

that constellation of ethics, aesthetics and integrity that 

seemed meant to work together. 

***

...And N Sankar responds

I t has been an evening of wonderful 
memories and warm recollections, which 
came straight from the heart. Appa was 
a true people person. Friends and family 
were most important to him. The more 
people he met in a day, the happier he 
was. The Madras Cricket Club, where he 
played tennis, and his Paplu Club of card 
games gave him more happiness than 
business. Kumar and I were blessed to 
be his sons. He was always content, and 
never did anything get him down. He was 
always there for us, as a parent, friend, 
companion, a shoulder to cry on. I lived 
all my life with my father, and one of the 
spinoffs of that was that I felt always 
young. Now that he’s gone, I feel older. N Sankar & N Kumar

A view of  the audience

He outlived many of his friends, but that did not make 
him melancholy. He moved on and made new friends. He 
had friends of all ages. On his 90th birthday, a lady friend 
said she hoped to greet him on his 100th birthday. “If you 
look after your health, I don’t see why not?” Appa shot 
back. I am sure his friends are waiting for him in the next 
world, to play a game of rummy or have a drink together. 
Kumar and I and all of us benefited from his network. 
Let’s be worthy of it. Thank you for your companionship.

***

A section of the audience.
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Tributes
My first memory of Nana dates back to when I was about 4-5 

years old. We were at Coimbatore and I fell very ill.  
My other brothers and sister were dispatched to Ooty – just in 
case something was to happen to me ! Nana stayed back with 

my father to take care of me. 

Nana was almost 20 years older than me. He was more a 
father figure than a brother. 

KS Subramanian (Suppamani), younger brother of KSN

He was a visionary and it is his foresight and dedication 
that has resulted in the creation of a strong and dominant 

group of companies in the south and his loss would be felt by 
the entire Indian industry.

Deepak Parekh, Chairman, HDFC

As an observer of Trade, Industry and Commerce, I know 
he dominated the field for the last few decades, with a rare 

combination of serenity and humility. 

Nalli Kuppuswami Chetti

He was perhaps the last of the great legends who were 
responsible for putting Tamil Nadu on the industrial map of 

the country. 

N Vaghul, former Chairman, ICICI

His was a name to reckon with as a visionary in the world 
of industry. He also set a benchmark for ethical behaviour 

that very few can match, and even fewer can excel.

MK Narayanan, Governor of West Bengal

He was a pillar of industry in Tamil Nadu and was a role 
model for many aspiring businesspersons. I …was always 

impressed by his modesty and unassuming behaviour.

P Chidambaram, Union Finance Minister

In his demise, we have lost a great industrialist, a visionary 
par excellence and a superb human being.

M Narendra, CMD, Indian Overseas Bank

Nana, with his heart warming friendly  
smile, elegance, poise, humility, sense of humour, friendly 

nature, integrity and generosity was a noble soul, who 
strode the industrial scene in Tamil Nadu like a quiet 

Colossus.

SP Ambrose, I.A.S (Retd) 
I cannot adequately convey the gratitude that staff of  the 
institute owes to your revered father for all his kindness at  

all times.

Dr V Shanta, Chairman, Cancer Institute

He was such a lively character and a big part in India’s 
progress. The measure of the man lives on with his family. 

TD Kenneally, BS&B, USA.

One could almost pen a whole encyclopedia reminiscing 
about Nana. But it would be a travesty of justice, if one 

forgot what an extraordinary and wonderful friend he was 
to us. He knew that first he had to be a friend and then 

making friends would take care of itself. 

Deepak Banker, Industrialist & former President, FICCI

He was a colossus in the field of industry. He covered the 
entire spectrum of every aspect of human endeavour.  

A philanthropist to the core, he enriched the life of many 
including myself.

P Murari, Adviser to FICCI President & Former Secretary to 
President of India
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I learnt from him how to manage the younger generation.  
My children like his also went through the process of 
imbibing the cultures and values of another country, 

during their pursuit of higher education. Managing them is 
something I do not understand at all. The way KSN handled 

his children taught me a great deal in handling my own.

MK Kumar, former Chairman of Best & Crompton, Shaw 
Wallace, and Board of several companies

The book (KSN’s biography ‘Friendships and Flashbacks’) 
is not merely reminiscence of a man who scripted an 

absolutely fascinating life tale for himself, but it is also a 
chronicle of the momentous changes that have happened in 
the Indian business scene, good and bad, in the last nine 
decades. Can we ever imagine a Commissioner of Labour 

giving a decision today, like the one given by the Advisor to 
the Governor in the Nanco Rubber Case?

R Seshasayee, Executive Vice-Chairman, Ashok Leyland

I had known him for several years when I was serving in 
the Ministry of Industry. He was a highly respected person 

and was very friendly and polite to everyone. 

GV Ramakrishna

He was a pioneer in Indian PVC and chloralkali industry. 
He also adorned various positions in public life and was a 

great benefactor of sports and cultural activities.

Takahisa Miyauchi, Executive Vice President,  
Group CEO Chemicals, Mitsubishi Corporation
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