PONDICHERY,
MON AMOLR

leied preservationist Rakoli Banerjer traces her ongoing

journey in vestoring the Freneh town s vicl heritage

I am in bowe, hopelesaly and madly, wath my city
It is not abways that yvour place of barth or whene you grow
L B yoalr hemne My first visat o Puduchermy, in 2000 at the
agze of 36, was only for a couple of hours. T wasn't sure if it had

anything to offer

By the year 2007, arcunstances prevasled and  having
bought a dilapidated Franco-Tanul house i the French
preanct of the town, more by detault than
desgn, | was here o stay. My iniend Jyon
Satkta and | spent three years restoring the
house, which we call GILATTT L.!Hf', ,ifnn,!.:
with our dear departed tmiend and @nde, Ajit
Kouplg, then comvenor of the INTACH
chapeer of Puducherry
By 2010, the ary

I e mrahe owe that whesn vou make 3 choee

had become home

.

Kakol Barnerjee

as an adule o adopa a city as vour owm, a plice whene you do
not have roots, you try to neach out and embrace all that it
has 1o offer. In a (short) gpan of eight years, the umique nux
of Franco-Tamil cubture, the distinet yogic philosophy
theorsed by Sri Aurobindo and put mto practice by thie
Mother, the city’s proximuty to Auroville wath i rich ghobal
duspora, and s ability 1o have retaned a small-town tlavouw
gave me a deep sense of belonging. Here | st
specific allv mennon the Mother, Murra Albssa,
whom | consider my spirinal gude and
mentor. Ongmally from France, she chow to

imake

coliborared with Sn Aumobundo i a fantasti

N :
mducherry her home in 1920 and

spiritual journey. She gnve us a4 vision thiat

became Aurowille—a comumumty  close o

1- Byadicheree thit brings topether people toom



all over the world wo create 2 ary of the fumure. She

carmne o be called dhe Mother becawse Sr Aurobindo
!'.'-.-.'ﬁ:__'!llx_'d tnn her an "“I.I"\-h'ﬂ::'t'.'“r of "“Shakn” the
chvmamue, creatve force of Hindy philosopln

Io the
[he French Raviera
'Esi

bngest French colony i India,

l"'-'-'55-1_ I"':h:i.ln.l‘.l.'l:-. % |_:-u,- 'h|:..'.,1_=. an
of the Eaa, La Cie d' Azur d
for a reasomn. It was the
.l.rh! evien tockn, rJ-.L-n; IS & stronge
French influence, .||:|||151 vistbe
iy the mey ankd French smeet
NS,  IPOSITgE
Franco-Tannl  archatectune

the houses are typecally nestied

§
r.-ll.| Wi O

swithin walls, wath a2 magnitcent
door thar leads ome to an mner
ganden or courtyand surrounded
by columns. and verandahs—
and quant  bakenes  and
boutgues. Yet there s something distincty Indian about the
srecticapes as well There 5 2 chaotic juxtaposinon of
clements: Tamal wood pillars on the ground floor support
sately French masonry pillars on the first. Athangudi-tiled
foors are laid next o European black and white checked
aone fAoors: dainty, vermacular frills of an eaves boand run
dong with ornate cast iron railings on the balcomes; hush
mopical bougunvillea spreads over the walks, adding a
Mediterranean touch
A vibrant mix of mces, both residents and visitors, gives
Puducherry 2 rare culture, The local Tanml .u‘ui Creole
population have adopred the French game of peranqgue as
their owm. Every day at 5:00 ps.at one of the nuny P!.'LI[II.]!IL‘
grounds, one m-“ ~.;-.|.' elderdy Tarmil ;:’r’d'-'“W" in their lungis
wilmg the  boules cowards  the
gachonnier. The Jocal fishermen have
0 learnt how to navigate suling
Boats in onder to participate i the
International R cpgatta off the coast.
H].' the nme | \:_'ITJ-'.'I.{ 11,
Mﬂl-'ht."rr‘_n was on 15 wxy o
bfml!uwg a litde gem of a phce
With it well-nstored  henge
. and was  rapdly bemng

(Clockwise from top left) Resdiants
eyeling through tha town
Baneres’s home GRATITUDE
thie Cluny Embeoedary Contre
Tha Madra in aarly 2014

[hen in 2014, we lost our crusader
Ajir. Withan 2 month ot his passing.
we Jost The Maune, an  com
Lindmark  thar the Town
Hall during the French regame and

|II..1I1 h-'!'l.'ll

later the municipality office, memomble o many couples
because 1t housed the marmage regstrars office, The collapse
of tus bulding wis subsequently attnibuted w0 years of
neglect and bick of mantenance. This double blow was
something that made many of us, residents of Puducherry,
wake up to the fact that “we' needed 10 do something to
preserve the crys heritage. That i how my fmends and
I started the Puducherry Heritage Festival m the year 20015,
The fourth edimon of the month-long Hentage Fesuval,
which concluded on February 18 was 10 express our
atfection for our ay. It s an event by the people and for the
people. A vint dunng this ume gnves one the opportumity to
see beaunful private houses and butldings, viat neartw rural
areas, see our natural hermage up close, get access to world »




Dougaimallea on Roe Suifien

wans

the bown's ohd poat office

(From top) A colourful doorway with

8 Franco-Tamil house with b bt yedlow
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clvs perlorimnances  ageamst i back direves
beaunfil arehitectur PArtCIpate i discusso
wrl talks abowt higory and tibture | ;
mde enorely i Puducherrye and meore. The
intention of the i

ooy by

trval 1% ot just o e IeTtaEn byt
ate young students and nmake them W
of the need 1o preserve

Becane of the cffors of the |r..._,].[|. for
Podiucherrvs e ntage, o owe mamed oo
crllective, once agzan the vorvn hos stareed retting
back its heritage. The Mairie is now 1‘-|:|||.|.:-l-:h-n|}.r
n the image of the onginal. Several other publ
buhdings Like the Calve ¢ 'rl!h‘:.:r and the Old
Court are bemng rewored. Puducherry has oA
started celebrating its heritage, which i mberied
both from ity colonial past and it Tamil origin
from Vedic times. It i this
unique blend that defines and
differenates.  this  former
Freng || 18 0% i}

When viators sk me. “So
wWhat A we  do  in
Puducherry?™ My  reply
usally s, “nothing”. You just
learn o be, pracise the art of
beng a flinenr, the art of jus
walking the cty 1w
experience i, absowb the
harmony of the SreCieapes,
cnpow a mweal m a cafe, walk
along the sea-front
Promenade, take a slow rickshaw ride or hire 2 bicvele to
explore nothing in particular. If vou must shop, | have three
recommenchnons that are my favourites. Buy pottery. The
Golden Bridge Pottery School started by Ray Mecker and
Deborah Smith has given birth w an entre generation of
very creatnve potters. Indulge in some exquisite Anglo-
Indian/Evropean  embroddered  hnen at  the  Cluny
Embrosdery Centre, and finally, dig through the piles of
antiques and furniture that are for sale because we samply
cannot prevent the demolinon of many private old houses.
And of vou want more, take home a bronze crafted in
Kumbakonam wath the lost wax method: A radinoml
technique where molen metal s poured mnto a wax mould,
which is then melted away 1o reveal the finshed product.

Having done all this, if you have an extra moment to spare,
stand 1 front of another dilapadated buikding that needs to be

restored and say a small prayer. @



