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An institution builder, leader 
of men, strategist and decision 
maker, who never lost sight 
of the value of ethics, or the 
common touch, KSN Centenary 
was commemorated on 30th 
January 2019 with the former 
Prime Minister of England  
Rt Hon David Cameron 
gracing the occasion. 

KS Narayanan or KSN (1919 - 2012) 
was the multifaceted patriarch of The 
Sanmar family. An astute entrepreneur, 
quick to sight opportunities and 
acquire businesses and grow them into 
successful enterprises with his excellent 
understanding of technology, superior 
people skills and his wisdom and wit in 
the face of challenges.

A doyen among a pioneering generation 
of industrialists, 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. 

In the late 1940s, soon after his 
father Mr SNN Sankaralinga Iyer 
promoted the India Cements Limited, 
KSN travelled to Denmark where he 
equipped himself thoroughly for the 
cement industry. Over the decades 
that followed, he acquired knowledge 
in a wide range of industries and was 
involved in the promotion of varied 
enterprises such as Chemplast Sanmar 
Limited, Sanmar Shipping Limited, 
WS Industries Limited and Tamil 
Nadu Dadha Pharmaceuticals Limited.

“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.  

An astute 
Entrepreneur
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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 

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.

He was associated with the top management 
of India Cements for about 40 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.

KSN sowed the seeds for the success of The 
Sanmar Group, now a large and diversified 
industrial conglomerate. 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. He 
travelled extensively, identifying appropriate 
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“Industry is an edifice raised on a foundation of people”
                                                                                         - KSN
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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. 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.

“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

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 Hindustan Machine Tools, 
Kothari Madras and MRF, among 
many such positions he held. He held 
many important public offices—in 
industry and commerce, education, 
sport, culture, social and spiritual 
causes. 
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True to his core belief in giving back 
to society several-fold from the fruits 
of our labours, KS Narayanan 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. 

Support has been rendered 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 
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A discerning  
Philanthropist

Sabha, Cancer Institute, 
Madhuram Narayanan Centre 
for Exceptional Children, 
Sankara Nethralaya, Chennai 
Willingdon Corporate 
Foundation, Voluntary Health 
Services (VHS), Sri Sankara 
Schools 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.

His generosity and 
humanitarian deeds were never 
heavily publicised since he did 
not crave for recognition. 

KSN was a true patron of sport. 
The KSN Sports foundation 
promotes cricket, tennis and 
other sporting activities even 
before corporate sponsorship 
became fashionable. He also 
supported fine arts and was 
a member of the Executive 
Committee of the Music 
Academy and a life member 
of the Indian Society for 
Technical Education. He was 
also Chairman of the Indian 
Education Trust which manages 
Sri Sankara Schools in Chennai.

“Of all the non-commercial projects I have been involved with, the ones nearest to my heart had to do with education.  
I was no flower cultivated in the hothouse of a management school; my engineering skills grew out of handling machines 
with my own hands, and my managerial or financial skills were acquired in the school of experience. But while  
I believed in the value of my own kind of education, my family's tradition of scholarship was too strong an influence for 
me to abandon respect for the regular path.”   - KSN
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KSN was a compassionate leader. 

Those who worked for him were 

treated as his extended family. His 

unique people skills, gained him their 

undying loyalty. 

“The management gurus these days 

gabble on about ‘people skills,’ as if 

these might be picked up in a crash-

course. Perhaps they can. All I know 

is that most of the ‘skills’ I had in this 

matter were intuitive rather than 

learnt.” - KSN

Friendship was everything to  

KS Narayanan. Easy, informal and 

patient, he made friends for life. 

“I have been especially blessed, all my 

life, in my friends. None of my best 

friendships was strenuously sought; 

they came to me as if by nature’s decree, 

and were sustained without effort on 

either side for years, sometimes decades. 

Adversity–as when I suffered crippling 

financial losses–only seemed to nourish 

them.” - KSN

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.

Being fair and transparent, being fair 

to people, to the environment–this 

was the style KSN adopted–the most 

important foundation on which The 

Sanmar Group rests.

“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. 
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.

- N Sankar 

“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”. 

- N Kumar
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The Paplu Club.

KSN with his tennis partners at 
MCC - ‘Morning Tennis Club’.

Welcoming Tom & Mary Halley Nantz, BF Goodrich.

With R Venkataraman, President of India.

With Henning Holck Larsen, founder of L&T and  
KM Mammen Mappillai founder of MRF.

With Australian Cricketer Neil Harvey.
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The next year in 2017, two stalwarts of 

their respective professions - Deepak 

S Parekh, Chairman, HDFC, and 

Shekhar Gupta, Editor-in-Chief, The 

Print, shared their experience and 

David Gower in conversation with Aakash Chopra and Vijay Sankar on “Whither cricket?” (L to R): N Kumar, Deepak S Parekh,  
N Sankar, Shekhar Gupta and Vijay Sankar. 

The KS NarayaNaN oraTioNS

The KS Narayanan 
Oration 2016 

The KS Narayanan 
Oration 2017 

In its inaugural edition, the KS Narayanan Oration was dedicated to 

cricket, as part of the celebration of the Sanmar family’s association with 

Jolly Rovers Cricket Club for 50 years. Former England captain David 

Gower spoke on “Lessons from the cricket field” followed by a discussion 

on “Whither cricket?” with Aakash Chopra, former Test cricketer.
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(L to R): N Sankar, Uday Kotak, Anu Aga, N Kumar, Adit Jain and Vijay Sankar.

On 30 January 2018, two outstanding exponents in their fields, Anu Aga, 
Director, Thermax Limited, and Uday Kotak, Executive Vice Chairman 
and Managing Director, Kotak Mahindra Bank came together. Ms Aga and  
Mr Kotak delivered the Oration on the topic: “Doing business in India 
today - Does it call for compromises?” Adit Jain, Executive Chairman, 
IMA India Private Limited, moderated the proceedings. 
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The KS NarayaNaN oraTioNS

The KS Narayanan 
Oration 2018 

expertise in diverse areas including 

economy, demonetisation, financial 

policies, and the future of the Indian 

economy.

This year on 30 January 2019, we 
had the Rt Hon David Cameron, 
former Prime Minister of England   
(2010-16) deliver a keynote 
address on “The New Geopolitics” 
followed by Q&A session 
moderated by N Ram, Chairman, 
The Hindu Publishing Group.

The KS Narayanan 
Oration 2019 
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The family of KS Narayanan and  
The Sanmar Group commemorated 
the birth centenary of KSN in 
Chennai on 30 January 2019 at the Taj 
Coromandel with a stellar Centenary 
Oration.

The keynote speaker for the  
KS Narayanan Centenary Oration 

was the Rt Hon David Cameron, the 
dynamic former Prime Minister of  
the United Kingdom from  
2010-2016. His presence was much 
appreciated as he had flown all 
the way from London to Chennai 
for just a few hours to deliver the 
keynote address despite his onerous 
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commitments and amidst the fluid 
political situation in the UK.

In his welcome address, N Sankar, 
describing his father KSN said, “As a 
person who was most happy building 
friendships and being in the company 
of friends. This love and focus on 
building an ever growing relationship 

with people was the primary reason 
for his being such a great institution 
builder.” He emphasised this virtue 
of KSN by quoting him, “Industry is 
an edifice raised on a foundation of 
people.”

He spoke about the objective of 
the annual The KS Narayanan 
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Oration which was to bring together leaders of 
diverse background to spend an evening of learning 
and bonhomie, representing the core spirit of KSN's 
personality.  

He reminisced some of the personal moments with his 
father, who was called by everyone as KSN and said that 
he, his brother Kumar, his son Vijay and The Sanmar 
Group clearly benefitted from his father’s mentoring. 
He further added that, thanks to his father’s mentoring, 
The Sanmar Group has now expanded its footprints 
to the US, Mexico and Egypt while diversifying into 
the Chemicals, Engineering, Shipping and Foundry 
businesses.

This was followed by a video commemorating the life 
and achievements of KSN. 

(Video can be viewed at http://www.sanmargroup.com/
KSN-Centenary-Video.php).

Vijay Sankar, introduced Mr Cameron, as a global 
leader who is widely recognised across the globe for 
helping re-write the global goals on aid and sustainable 
development.

Rt Hon David Cameron in his keynote address on the subject of “The New 
Geopolitics” spoke on four critical issues that will shape the international 
landscape, namely, Globalisation, Emerging New Powers, Terrorism Based on 
Ideology and Climate Change. He interspersed the address with references to 
KSN which was received very well by the audience.

14

N Sankar presenting a memento 
to Rt Hon David Cameron. 
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“It’s always great to be in India.  It 
was one of my missions in politics 
to take our countries’ relationship 
to the next level... Why did I make 
that such a priority? Because our 
partnership is not just founded upon 
a shared history…It is about a shared 
future,” he said.  

“There is the backlash against 
free markets and concern that 
globalisation isn’t working. There 
is the uncertainty about how to 
handle the rise of great powers. There 
is the speculation about whether 
open, liberal democracy is still the 
right model for success.  There 
are the questions like how do we 
fight terrorism in the age of the 
Internet? How do we safeguard our 
environment when it’s clear the 
climate is already changing?” 

The audience gave a standing ovation 
at the end of his exhilarating address.

In the lively discussion with N Ram, 
Mr Cameron commented on various 
topics including Brexit, the situation 

in the Middle East, the financial crisis 
and implementation of the major 
austerity programme in the UK, how 
the global interconnectedness could 
be harnessed for greater prosperity and 
even about Mr Cameron’s personal life 
and his liking for the game of cricket.

The spontaneous and candid style of 
the conversation was well appreciated 
by the discerning audience.

Delivering the vote of thanks,  
N Kumar appreciated the efforts of 
friends who had come from outside 
Chennai including some from outside 
India and felt that his father would 
have been extremely happy to see the 
gathering present here.

After the formal ceremony,  
Mr Cameron met with a few guests. 
The excitement and energy created 
in the room by the KSN Centenary 
Oration was very obvious when the 
guests enjoyed the eclectic dinner 
spread from across India, specifically 
created for the evening.

15

N Kumar presenting a memento 
to N Ram.
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Guests interact 
with

Rt Hon David Cameron
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KSN CeNTeNary iN The NewS
Many national newspapers (The Hindu, Business Line, The New Indian Express, Deccan Chronicle,  
DT Next), and a host of online sites paid rich tributes to KSN on his centenary. Here are some news stories.
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reMeMberiNG 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

“Narayanan was among the last doyens of Tamil Nadu 
industry who was part of a pioneering generation 
of industrialists. He, along with the TVS family, 

Amalgamations, Murugappa Group was part of a golden  
age of TN industrialisation. It’s the passing of an era.” 

Venu Srinivasan, Chairman, TVS Motor Co. 

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

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

Warm, affectionate tributes were paid by friends 

and long-time associates when KSN passed away 

on 28 September 2012. Here are some excerpts:

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
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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

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) 

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

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

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

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

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.

Ajit Singh, former Consul General of Singapore in Chennai

KSN belonged to that constellation of ethics, aesthetics  

and integrity that seemed meant to work together. 

Gopalkrishna Gandhi, Former Governor of West Bengal

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

A Krishnamoorthy, Amalgamations
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“I had the privilege of being closely associated with him 
in the 1970s. He managed India Cements and its group 
companies very ably, particularly as cement was under 

price and distribution control in those days.”

N Srinivasan, Vice-Chairman and Managing Director,  
India Cements
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A publication of The Sanmar Group


