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Shakthikulangarr 

Case Study - A 

The Headload Pis1. Vendor 

I was born and brought u.p in Shakthihlangara very near t he  

present boat je t ty .  I n  those days, when I was a child, we could 

just waD over t o  the  bay. Now, the  place has changed bey& *cog- 

nition with sheds and fac tor ies  l ined up a l l  along. 

Our hut was so close t o  the  sea shore t h a t  we were always 

scared of i t s  being weshed away. The area was exposed t o  intense 

erosion erd very often palms and huts  w d d  g?t washed away in the 

monsoon season. However f o r  us, i t s  locat ion was very convenient. fls 

my giu'~L,~crtlh?r r ~ c k e d  f c r  a b ig  t1,~use close by as a maid servant. 

The family she worked f o r  was a leeding fami&- of this v i l lage ,  i n  

terms of not only wealth, but a l so  education. 

Family backgruund 

My grandm~ther was raised in this family as a child. She 

must have s ta r ted  helping i n  the kitchen from the  age of 5 or 6.  

Though she Lover got married, she had three children, one boy and 

two girls, who g r e w  -dp in tha t  very house. My fa ther  Janice was 

one of these three children. Even t o  t h i s  day we never have asked 

mother about the family backgrmd  of my fa%her, we knew it 

,was smet'ning we could not be very proud of. 



My ,nother re?llly g r e w  up 5. Quilon city, some 10 kilcmetres 

south of Shalcthikulangara. Her p2rents lived by street  singing. 

A t  one time F. whole ccmmunity of street  singers lived behind the 

Quilon Railway Station. My mother's parents would cane occasimally 

t o  the two Christian fishing villages t o  sing on special occasions. 

That i s  how they came t o  know my father's mother. My perents were 

married i n  a simple ceremony 5n the Church with no dowry. After his  

marriage my father put up a thatched hut a t  a l i t t l e  distance from 

the big hmse where my grandmother worked. 

My brothers a d  s is ters  

My parents had seven children. Of these two died as infants. 

All her children were delivered by mother in the ht. My mother was 

married only fo r  14 years, when first my thirteen years old brother 

and then my father died i n  n cholera epidemic in q s c k  succession. 

My mother l-ecame a widow a t  t 1 ~ ; - - s i x  xi th  four children t o  raise. 

She was i l l i t e r a t e  and had acquired no special skil ls .  Before her 

marriage she had knmn s t reet  singing and af ter  marriags she w a s  

raising her family with a child born t o  her p rac t icd ly  e v e n  two 

years. She did manage t o  do some part-time work as  a water carrier. 

This meant carting water t o  the houses that needed drinking water 

from the wells and she would be paid for this service. Water was 

a very scarce resource i n  those days and we had t o  commute long 

distances t o  cart water. It was virtually rationed i n  the households 

and most of our quarrels centered ar& it i n  the  family. This 

was an important source of employment t o  many wanen. 



Trip t o  Singapore 

When I was around t e n  years old the people with whm my 

father ' s  mother worked were looking f o r  a young girl t o  go with 

the i r  son and h i s  family t o  Singapore for  four years on a teaching 

assignment. I was chosen as a domestic help on my grandmother's 

recommendation. I remember the long sea j-ey and haw I got sick. 

I did not e a t  f o r  days on end u n t i l  we reached Kuala +r. Looking 

back, I enjoyed my stay i n  Singapore. They looked a f t e r  me very well. 

I had t o  help them with t h e i r  t h v e  l i t t l e  children. DuI-ing my. f a r  

year s tay in Singapore, my food and clathing were en t i r e ly  taken care 

of. litso, I was given some pocket money. 

cur contact with &er na t iona l i t i es  was minimal, we were more 

or  l e s s  confined t o  social iz ing with people frw Kerala. I did meet 

some Malayalee young men hut  the  question of my marrying one of them 

did not z r ise .  1 was t o  have cc, e back with t h e  family after four 

years. 

The f i r s t  marriage 

Within a year of my raturn frcm Singapore my marriage was 

wranged. There was a woman water car r ie r ,  a Syrian Christian, 

who had migrated from Ernakulam t o  b i l o n ,  by t h e  name of Eliyaauca, 

a loca l  der ivat ive f o r  'Elizabeth. Haw a Syrian Christ ian woman 

-me t o  l i v e  among Latin Christ ian fishermen has remained a mystery. 

: le worked f i r s t  f o r  t h e  Jus t in  family, which has always been pro- 

minent in po l i t i c s .  Later on, she got a job i n  t h e  l o c a l  church. 

school on t h e i r  recarrmsndation. Thou& I had met he r  son, Yohannan, 



even b ~ f o ~ . ~  I went t o  Singapre, ; h-4 no idea that  I had made any 

impact on him. Apparently he had made up his mind and l e t  it be 

known that  he would wait for  my return. A t  the age of fifteen, 1 

was married t o  Yohannan who was twenty-four. It was a Church wed- 

ding and we were married a t  t h e  St.Bri t t .0 '~ Ckrch. A sum of Rz.300 

was handed over t o  Eliyamna as dowry by my former employers. 

Once married, I had mwed t o  Eliyamma's house t o  l ive  with 

Yohannan. I must have gven b i r t h  t o  our f i r s t  child within one 

year. It was delivered a t  hme. It lived only fo r  sixteen days. 

When I was expecting my seccnd child, Eliyamma took me t o  tb gover- 

nment hospital i n  Quilon. I delivered a boy. He wae baptized as 

h tony .  
- .  

I become a widow 

When our son was hardly six months.old, Yohannan died in an 

accident a t  sea. !,,Jhile the other crsw members swam t o  the shore, 

Yohannan could not, ao he was not a goad swimmer. miyamma and I 

l o s t  aar sole male support with an added responsibility of an id& 

t o  look af ter .  Eliyamna was kind encugh t o  ask me t o  continue t o  

stay with her. She saw in her six-month old grand son her sole con- 

solation and drive t o  live. I s ta j jd  home for about a year. Then 

I took t o  fish vending, the only job I could possibly do. Eliyarmna 

would take care of the child when I was out vending fish. 

My second marriage 

While Eliyamma supported me and qy son with an open heart, 

she was keen that  I must think i n  terms of remarriage. It was she 



who founr! a :,BCCP.~ m:tch fsr 10. . ~ : i ; -  has an orphan bay who hnd 

been adopted by a family i n  the  v i l l agc  on the ather sidp of the 

creek. He was twenty-five p a r s  old then and had bee? working as a 

coolie fisherman f o r  soma years. B 7 ~ t  he ha1 never he,-r? ;yo school. 

Eliyamma offered t,o @ve t he  7no rupees dowry which I had 

brought in a t  the  t i m  of my morriage t o  Yohannan. If a fir?. becm!ez 

a widow at  a young age, the dowry money must be returned so tha t  sh~; 

can remarry. 

To  staart with, I moved ts  Xavier' s foster-hone. a i j r a m a  

offered t o  kecp my toddler  son with her.  Dut we did not s tay i n  Neen- 

dakara for more than a few months. I misped my son and also FLiyanma. 

14orewer, I f e l t  t ha t  I wos an added burden on Xavier' s foster  f m i l y .  

Once I cmld persuade Xavier on moving with me back t o  Shakthikulmgara, 

we lost no time. Eliynrmna welcomed us with open 0 6  a ?  allowsd us 

t o  s t a y  i n  her hut.  I de l ivere i~  m y  f i r s t  child from Xavier, Sosha, 

a girl,  in Eliyamma' s hut. 

The reason I did not go t o  hospi ta l  f o r  my delivery was t!?nt 

I was taken by surprise by pa-ins and there was l i t t l e  time fo r  rnc t o  

be removed t o  the hospital .  &er thak, I had f ive more ckildren, 

three sons and two daughters. n e y  were a l l  delivered a t  the Frc- 

ject liospital. I had no problem with any delivery, but during qr 

fifth and sixth pregnancies I was asked s"vera1 times i f  I would hme 

them terminated. "Haven't YOU had anough? Why don ' t  you people con- 

centrate on the ones you have already?" These were the questions I 



head often when I went t o  hospital. Somehow the idea was friqhten- 

ing. I did not even discuss it with Xavier or any one else. After 

my sixth child the doctors told me that it was time for  me t o  go in 

for ateri l ieat ion but both Xavier and El iyem,  on whan I deperded 

f o r  all advice and help, were reluctant. S t i l l ,  I could smehm 

bring them around. Neither of them wanted me t o  have more children, 

but they were worried that  there might be posLoperation cmplica - 
tions. I had had my first child when I was only 16 and since then I 

had been doing l i t t l e  other than delivering and feeding babies and 

also working. I am really happy that  I do not have, t o  bear any more 

children thanks t o  the operation. But it has l e f t  me weak and 1 

get, as a result, severe headaches and backaches once i n  a while but 

ther;? are no other canplic?tion. The dcctors feel  I am imagining 

and it is due t o  my age and general weakness. I am not sure whether 

they are -elling me the  t ruth  or %st consoling me. 

Cur separate hut 

Soon af ter  the bi r th  of Sosha, my f i r s t  child fran my second 

marriage we put up a separate hut on a piece of land Eliyarmna had 

bought recently near t o  the plot on which her am house was bui l t .  ' 

That is when Xavier and I m d  along with l i t t l e  Sosha t o  cur house, 

and Antoqy stayed behind with Eliyannna. Since we continued t o  stay 

in the same c o m p d ,  I never really f e l t  separated from my son. It 

is i n  this hut that  I brought up Sosha and the other five children, 

altogether four boys and two gir ls ,  from my seconcl marriags. 



Our hrt 

Our hut is of very rncdest proportions. Wit3n a total  built area 

3f 16'x 13', we have three s m a l l  roms anda long verandah. The lwlg 

narrow wooden table is i n  the verandah along with a bench. Menfolk 

have thei r  lunch and dinner on t h i s  table. B u t  the velarrlah serves 

also as wr l iv ing room. I have kept three wrought-iron chairs, with 

back and seat woven with plastic cane, for  the use by our visitors. 

The photographs you see'above the two doors on the whitewashed and 

brick w a l l  me mostly of my children a d  grand children. Eliyamma's 

pictures taken of her send'-off frcm the school she was working for, 

are in the most prominent place. The clothes-lines running across 

the whole verandah is  t o  keep ore's work clothes fo r  the night. We 

don't have any cupboards t o  fold and keep our clothes, men's or w& 

men's. These clothes-lines, strings tied from one w a l l  t o  the other; 

are our curho@s. 

My child from the first marriage 

A n t w  is  my first son, as you know, by my first marriage t o  

Yohannan. He was r i t h  me only for three years, even less. After I 

got re-married, he stayed with his grandmother, myamma, even thm& 

I saw him practically every day. Ho has vir tually been raised by her. 

He went t o  the same school where Eliyamma was the water c d e r ,  and 

studied till the  tenth s t d a r d ,  but never got through the final school 

leaving examination. Now, Antony i s  twenty-seven years old, marri- 

ed to the daughter of an owner of a mechanised boat. He ~ n s  a mutual 

saving scheme (knm a71 over South India as a Chit M) on a modest 



sca le .  It has been formally rf?gistrr,i, ae tthe operations are 

subject  t o  ce r t a in  public r e s t r i c t i ons  thrmgh s p e c i d  legislation.  

It i s  r e a l l y  a Saving Club and in Shdcthikulangara, these days it 

e x i s t s  i n  all s izes .  From t h e  very beginning, Eliyamma did not want 

him t o  have anything t o  do with f ishing.  fUl the lump sum amount 

she got on her retilsmont from school service m d  what Antony g& 

in cash by way of d a n y  a t  the time of his marriage, have been i.c- 

vested in this c h i t  fund business. With experience he has started 

. doing reasonably well i n  h i s  business. More aml more mopie come 

t o  him t o  keep t h e i r  ex t ra  cash. But he s t i l l  has t o  go a r f M  t o  

c o l l e c t  the contributions as  they f a l l  due, t o  keep t h e  defaul ts  as 

s m a l l  a s  possible. On that, in fac t ,  depends the success of t h i s  

business. 

Eliyamma, Antony, h i s  wife and their one year old son l i v e  

i n  a l a r g ~  house made of baked br4rks  and. cement concrete roofing. 

I n  t h e i r  15 cents of land they have put up two ident ica l  houses. 

They l i v e  in one house and have rented the second house which i s  i n  

f r o n t  and close t o  t h e  road t o  a doctor who runs a c l i n i c .  Iie gets 

a rent  of Rq. 100. 'he houses have e l e c t r i c  connection and proper 

ba th  and t o i l e t s .  But they s t i l l  have t o  r e l y  on the wells as 

there  i s  no proper water connection. They have dug a well in t h e i r  

own c ompcund . 
Antony i s  of ionnense help t o  me and my family. I and 

Xavier and my grown up sons are all mmebers of one or t h e  other 

of h i s  c h i t  funds. When we are i n  need of flmds, he i s  ~ l w a y s  w i i -  

l i n g  t o  help us .  



My daughter Socha 

Sosha, t he  e lder  of my ,two daughters, i s  now T.5 p a r s  old, 

married, with two children, a daughter and a son. 1 kept Soshn a t  

School only f o r  four years. When she w a s  fourteen years old she 

st.arteci helping me with not only housekeeping chores and child care 

but a lso with my work. She would peel the  prawns, I hrought home i n  

the evenings. T h i s  was a help as  t he  export companies accept prawns 

only i n  peeled form during cer ta in  specified haurs. I got Sosha mar-  

ried when she was only f i r t e e n  because we got such a g o d  match f o r  

her. The boy was t e n  years older t o  her, no dmbt ,  bu t  he was a 

well educated young m, a trained welder and already making a dec- 

ent livin,. He has been i n  schoc' for some t e n  ,year: and i s  a had-  

some looking young man. His fa ther ,  though from a far off f i sh ing  

village, has been v i r tudiy  l i v i n g  i n  ShakthiMangara with his daugh- 

te r .  We agreed t o  give !s.2,5(?0 i n  cash a s  dowry jewellery worth 

60 grams of gold worth Rs.l,ZCIO. A l l  told,  it rreant an expenditure 

of Rs. 5,000. The decision t o  get Sosha married was a col lect ive 

one of Xavier, El iyama and myself, though I was the  one who pursued 

the matter most actively.  We pooled money fo r  t h e  dowry from various 

sources.. E l i y m a  l e n t  us some, and some we had t o  borrow from neigh- 

bows and f r iends.  Also, Xavier an3 I had some savings in cur  c h i t  

finds. Sosha's husband used the  dowry money including the cash ho 

could r a i s e  by p~~wning the jewellery t o  go t o  t he  Culf. .He has been 

rorking there  f o r  t he  l a s t  four  years. 



My child re^ from the  second marria,;e 

T i t u s ,  my second child from my marriage with Xavier is some 

% years ycnmger t o  Sosha. He studied .till the seventh stand& 

and started working thereafter with his father on the traditimal. 

craf t .  He t r ied  t o  work for  mechanised crafts ,  but that makes him 

sick. He cannot stard the diesel smell and the vibrations. Sosha's 

husband has arranged fo r  a no objection certificate, what i s  popularly 

known as N.O.C. He w i l l  go am3 work for  a l o c a l  contractor in 

Kuwait as in unskilled labourer. We have spent almost Rs.15,000 in 

all on the N. 0. C.,  his air t icket  and his clothes. &ony has been 

a great help in raising the local flwls. Soshats husband w i l l b e  

paid straight back directly by T i t c q  once he starts earning i n  K u w a i t .  

T i t u s  is m y  good son. He does not smoke or drink. He brought 

back home all the money he earned as a fisherman. So I have no 

doubt that  le dl1 not only repay ;U the m m y  we borrowed for him 

but also help us with whatever additional funds ,we need for settling 

cqr other children and constructing a better  h m e  fo r  aurselves. 

Eighteen years old Joseph has stays i n  school t o  complete the 

ninth standard. He is naJ a fill time f i s h e m ,  going with Titus 

on cur Kochuvallom, the small traditional craft .  With T i t u s  gone 

t o  the  Gulf, he w i l l  be needed more by hte father. But I would like 

him t o  start working fo r  a mechanised craf t  where the earnings i s  

much higher althwgh seasonal. Even i f  ho too wants t o  go with his  

br i ther  t o  the Gulf, I would be happy, we wlll be able t o  save in a 

short while the money needed'for his N.O.C. and air ticket.  



The seconi daughter's affairs 

Mariamma, cur secod daughter, was studying i n  the eighth 

standard, when she had an affa i r  with a neighbw' s son. Since she 

was expecting, we had t o  save the situation by somehow getting the 

two married before people came t o  know abcut the  affs l r .  She was 

three years under age however. With the new legislation, the b c h  

w a d  not a l l o w  a q  g i r l  t o  marry before eighteen. We had t o  put 

great pressure on the parish priest f o r  getting her married. The 

boy has been a t  school only far  f arc years. He has not settled down 

t o  propsr work, not even as a fisherman. None of us are happy about 

the choice. We w o d  have mobilised enough fund8 t o  get her married 

well. Now it i s  no use, Mariamma i s  already expecting her f i r s t  

child. 

The l a s t  two 

Vy last+,wo sons, Jose 13, and Joy 11, are still  i n  school. 

Jose i s  in seventh standard and Joy in the fourth standard. If they 

shm sufficient interest in studies, I shall have no objection t o  

their completing school. In fact  we all wmld very much l ike  them 

t o  go i n  for some technical training thereafter so that they too can 

go t o  the Gulf, i f  it i s  s t i l l  possible t o  do so. Even for a good 

living here, they would probably need such training even more. M m -  

over, we can a f f o d  t o  have them i n  school longer. I would have 

liked even Mariama t o  complete her school but her s tars  evidently 

were not in the right position. 



My daily 1 autine 

I get up quite early a t  about six O'clock i n  the morning. I 

then go t o  the bushes and then t o  watch out for  the incaning c&rg. 

crafts.  I carry qy basket with me. Other female f i sh  vpndors of 

t h i s  village, most of them i n  the i r  l a te  forties, also come t o  the 

sea  shore. The landing centre for  country craf ts  i s  close t o  the old 

lighthcuse, which stands a si lent  lponument t o  the old days. A l l  the 

craf ts  including Xavier's are berthed on sand. During rough weather, 

they are pulled inland. I buy f ish  for vending from any craft.  Apart 

from the fact  that  the time when Xavier canes back with his catch may 

not always suit me most, it makes l i t t l e  difference from whom I buy 

my fish. Even Xavier's f ish catch must go through auction, for often 

he had t o  share the proceeds with one or two persons from outside of 

our am family who work as crew members. Actually, i f  both the boys 

went out with Xavier, then they would not need any outsider. But I 

am always scared t o  ssnd all the  three at t o  sea i n  one boat. I f  

there i s  an accident we would lose a l l  of them. 

After buying fish I walk back home. Sosha would by then kve,  

cleaned the  house and cooked breakfast. Very rarely do ve depend on 

the l e f t  over rice and rice gruel of the previous night any more. 

Those days are luckily l e f t  behind us. We cook fresh breakfast every 

day. After breakfast I go f i sh  vending with the basket on m y  head. 

I go t o  the houses of my regular customers i n  Marathadi, a locality 

within Shakthikulangara where the Hiniu population is residing. There 

are also a few tea  shops who buy frcn me f i sh  for  the i r  daily require- 

ment. 



I . z l l  mostly on cash basir but there will always be some 

who cannot b d i a t e l y  pay me either i n  part or i n  full .  Usually 

they pay up the next day or the day af ter  that.  Often they ask me 

i f  I w i l l  go back l a t e r  i n  the day t o  collect money. So 1 go back 

t o  them af ter  disposing of the l e f t  over f i sh  i n  a w&y side market. 

If the quantity I have t o  dispose of i s  lmge, I go t o  the main market 

where there i s  a section f o r  women f ish vendors. We zll sauat on the 

floor with our baskets placed in front. On way back hane, I stop 

at a tea shop for  a cup of tea. But I take my midday meal a t  hcme 

Kith Soaha, who does the major par t  of the housekeeping includhg 

cooking, in our house. After our midday meal, I help Sosha with the 

cleaning of vessels before lying down for about half an hour. Lunch 

consists of r ice  and f ish  cuny and rarely tapioca. Men do eat  a t  

home, i .e . , lunch and dimer . I and Sosha have lunch only a f te r  the 

men have eaten. They eat  on the  long bench-in the verandah and we 

eat in the lcitchen i t s e l f .  There is enough food for  a l l  so we do not 

make any difference in the distribution of focd between girls and 

boys. Children take fried f ish ,  chutney a d  rice t o  school which i s  

considered clean focd as it does nat drip end is easy t o  handle. 

I get ready t o  reach the jetty by about three in the af'ter- 

noon. I have been going there for the last four years. A t  'he jetty 

1,participate i n  the auctions of shrimp catch. A s  a meohanised craf t  

lands i t s  catch, the, auction i s  organized immediately fo r  each bas- 

ket. The auction agents are a l l  men and the bidders cluster a b n d  

the basket. If the basket contains expensive prawns, m & l y  men 

hidders bid fo r  it. I f  it contains a mixed assortment then women 



coqete with each other for  it. I s e l l  t o  the representatives and 

agents of exporting firms who do not have the time and energy t o  

watch out for  every boat and participate i n  the auction. I often 

s tay on a t  the jetty till about 6.30 or 7 in the evening. Late in 

the  evening the bidding does not go very high since much fewer people 

are there t o  participate. If amd when I buy a t  the evening auctions, 

the  prawns have t o  be taken home t o  be sorted, peeled, and cleaned. 

Then they have t o  be taken t o  o m  of the factories with which I have 

an arrangement t o  se l l .  Though there is much more money in bringing 

the  prawns home, peeling them and then selling them, I cannot do it 

on a large scale. For that  I must put up a peeling shed of my own 

and have a m b e r  of women working fo r  me. Also, it is becoming 

very diff icult  t o  get someone t o  car t  the prawns home a t  a reasonable 

price. I do plan t o  give up f ish  vending because it is both time 

consuming end low paying and concentrate on just -$uying of prawns 

and sel l ing them away a t  profit  without processing it. If I give up 

f i s h  veriding, I shall  be able t o  go t o  the jetty i n  the forenoon as 

well. 

For participation i n  the auction I need ready cash with me, 

though on msale the reimbursement is  immediate. Only when I se l l  

d i rect ly  t o  the factories as I do for the evening catch, I have t o  

wait fo r  three t o  f m r  days on per* t o  be reimbursed. The cash 

I generdly carry with me nlns between Rs.300 arsl 4~.500. During the 

monsoon months when the prawns catch is  a t  i t s  peak I can do with even 

more cash. I n  these months, there are times when I make a profit of 

18.50 in a single day. But then there are lean months and also months 

when there is  no business at a l l  t o  do. A l l  the same, 1 am now a full- 



fledged wurker in my own I-!$%. n fact,  I sanetimes wonder i f  I 

should not cut down on my work so as t o  devote a l i t t l e  more time 

t o  my family, particularly t o  my two sons s t i l l  i n  school. 

Husbanrl's work 

For the l a s t  four years, our household has had four earning 

members including myself. Xavier has >is am craft,  Kochuvallan 

and three different kinds of nets, including a few nets t o  catch loh- 

stem which has a g o d  market. The two gill nets he has are fo r  

sardines and mackerels. They are all made of nylon a d  cost sanewhere 

between Rs.2,000 and Rs.Z,50O. Lobsters are something wbich have rece- 

ntly caught on as  they have an export market. The lobster net i s  

not a very expensive net except that  it has t o  be replaced frequently. 

It lasts  just six months. Moreover, you need a few of them so that  

they can be immersed in the sea a t  about one mile off from the shore 

where the sea-bdtm i s  rocky and ~ c b s t ~ r s  are found. The lobster 

net i s  actually a bottom se t  net whose meshes are of a rather b ig  

size. Xavier has three of them. The older boys, Titus and Joseph, 

go out fishing with not only Xavier, the i r  father, but s lso  m other 

crafts. 

Xavier started working for  the family t h a t  brought him up 

from a very early age. From what he has told me over the years, it 

appears that he used t o  carry water from the wells with water consi- 

dered safe fo r  drinking. It was only af te r  pipes were la id  under 

the Project t o  connect our three villages with Sasthancottah lake, 

that we s tqped  depending on these wells. I am sure he had t o  do a 

l o t  of other chores for  the  family. However, as he grew up, he was 



in i t ia ted a t o  fishing. When I go': married t o  Xavier, he was working 

as  a coolie fisherman fo r  other people's crafts, big or small. & 

was already considered a gocd fisherman. He was, therefore, not 

short of work, provided the weather was alr ight  for  fishing. Socm 

a f t e r  Titus was born, Xavier negotiated fo r  financing a second hard 

Kochuoallm, a s m a l l  craft, from a neighbwur in the v i l lage .  He could 
of 

raise the money f r c m  friends anJ, relations becausehis reputatim as 

a good fisherman. Ooer the years, he has changed the boat several 

times, but stuck t o  the same small t p .  It is  a more versatile 

craft and can be used for a larger number of days i n  a par. The 

craf t  he owns now was bought a couple of years back fo r  a 6um of 

Rs.3,000. He borrowed some Rs.2,000 by pledging our hcuse and land 

and the balance was raised frw frierds and relatives t o  be repaid in 

s m a l l  ammts  from the earnings from fishing. He has not defaulted 

k! the past, so his credit rating is good. Thcugh he is completely 

i l l i t e r a t e ,  he is  very methdical in his work. He takes great p& 

t o  maintain his crafts  i n  god  condition. 

Managing the household 

For the l a s t  few pars, f m  of us frcnn the hausehold have been 

earning a living. The men, my husband and two sons, give m e  a major 

portion of whatever they earn. They do keep a portion t o  meet nut mly 

t he i r  daily personal expenses on the  t ea  and snacks, but also thei r  

contributions t o  chit  W s .  Each one of us subscribes t o  a separate 

chit  fund. I subscribe t o  one separately. The  managa~nt of the 

hausehold budget i s  l e f t  entirely t o  me. Cmtributing t o  tb family 



budget, with f%r caners ,  seetk... c u r  Jay t o  day requirements 

poses no problem. But new and major expenses have cropped up f rm 

time t o  time. The craft and nets have t o  be repl~ced often. The 

thatch of +,he house has t o  be redone once every two or three years. 

Butthe largest amount we needed t o  raise was for  sending Titus t o  

the Gulf. 'hanks t o  my son, Antony, frcm my first marriage, we 

have not had such problem even then. Also, we dl, individually and 

collectively could contribute a l i t t l e  with our savings. 

Looldng ahead 

The hard work that  Xavier and I have put i n  all these 21 years 

has been reasonably well rewarded. We both are i l l i t e r a t e  hut a l l  

an children have been a t  school for  seven t o  eight years. Given 

mr b a c k b d s ,  both of us suffered from various diff icult ies but 

we have been able t o  give our children a better  s ta r t .  h e  thing I 

am sure of th& without E l i y m a l  s open hearted support we could not 

be where we are today. Our debt t o  her cannot easily be repaid. 

With both the g i r l s  nm married and the boys on the threshold of 

better careers, I look forward t o  a brighter future. I wmld l ike  t o  

send my las t  two children, both sons, t o  College, if they do well in 

achool, and build a brick house. I wculd l ike  it t o  be provieed with 

proper fac i l i t i e s  l ike  water, electr ici ty and drainage. Several 

people here in our own village have been able t o  build goal, comfor- 

table hmsos. We too, I feel,  ought t o  start building one, as soon 

ae am debts are repaid. Xavier is not interested in having a mecha- 

nised boat, but when Titus is through with his job in the Gulf, he and 

Joseph would probably want t o  have one. However, that  is a bridge we 
shall cross when we get t o  it. 



Shakthikulangara 
Case Study - B 

The non-working wife 

Introduction 

I was born in 8 village celled Puthenthumthu, a small island 

village, a short distance away Pq Shakthikulangara where I live nov. 

Even now, my village is not approachable by road. We have to  use a 

boat o r  some kind of ferry t o  go back and forth from Shakthikulangara. 

I come from a large family. O f  the ten children, five girls 

and Pive boys, born t o  my parents, I was the third child. All of US 

=re born in our house i n  Puthentmuslthu. My father was a fisher- 

man ownine e mall craft ,  Kochuvallcm, and a cast net. This is a 

s m a l l  scor-, net made of cotton use4 by the traditional fishenaen of 

the  area when the sea is  rough and they cannot pt the i r  canca a t  

sea. T h i s  i s  a net th r t  one can handle from the beach i t se l f .  My 

mother used t o  collect shells, clean and d r y  them and then s e l l  them 

t o  be converted into lime. Even nur mother's mother, i.e., grand- 

mbther, was a shel l  collector, though she also worked as a midwife 

attending t o  child bir ths in am village. 

Early childhood 

I was never sent t o  schocl. There were no schools in our 

village and i f  one wanted t o  go, one would have t o  depend on the 

ferry. My parents were very hard up and did not possibly see any 

need for  educating children. So, none of us was sent t o  school. 



Sme chilr'ren from our villape r l i  go t o  school in Sekthikulangara 

by boat but they came from better  off families. I stayed hcnne and 

helped my mother xi th the housework and in teking care of  the yamger 

children, who were t h e n  plenty. Iilso, I helped my mother i n  cle- 

ing and dry415 shells. ScmetAmes, I went cut with her t o  collect 

them also. I attained puberty a t  the age of sixteen and a t  the age 

of nineteen, I was meried off t o  Vderian, a cousin of mine l iving 

in Shakthikulangara. He was 23 years old then. We were married i n  

the Church a t  Shakthikulangara, the only d a ~ r y  I got was a th in  

pair of golden ear-rings weighing 20 grams of gold worth Rs.?OO. 

Husband' s household 

In  V;-.lerian's house in ShaM'iiMangara, I was not with st- 

angers. They were my relatives and used t o  visit n[y family before 

our marrisge. l luit is hcu our marriage was arranged. 

E~le;, one knew my father-iy-1. L W ,  as he took n very acti% part 

in the Church. He was e strong and art iculate man, proud of his awag 

Less of pQit ics  and things i n  general. They were certainly being 

gencmus i n  l e t t ing  me enter t he i r  family. They prcbably could 

have gat a girl from a family doing better  than us. May be, since 

I was better looking, it helped. 

My fAher-in-law is now 65 years of age. He had 12 children, 

but mly 10 are living, as two of them (both boys) died, one in 

infancy and the other when he was 2-3 years old. The first m e  died 

whe2 he wan just two months, because of congestion i n  the k g .  Of 

the surviving ones, eight are bcgs and tw6 gi r ls .  My mother-in-law 



kept having children even sf'ter her sons w e r e  married and were rais- 

ing the i r  own families. My husband, Valerian, is thei r  f i r s t  living 

son. 

Eight pregnancies 

During the 15 y.ears of my married l i f e ,  I have had eight pre- 

gnancies, a l l  l ive.  But I have only six children living. Both nq 

first two children, girls, died as infants. I was expecting my first 

child two years af ter  our marriage. I went t o  the Government Hospi- 

tal, i n  W o n  City, for  delivery. C n  the fort ieth day, the child 

i s  usually taken t o  the Church for baptism. But 1 l o s t  my f i r s t  

child, a girl, on the th i r t i e th  day i t se l f .  The Latin Catholic cus- 

tom is  that the couple should stay apart for  a month. This is tke 

m i n i m u m  period of rest  considered necessary fo r  the wife and it is  

supposed t o  giver her time t o  recuperate. During th i s  time, she 

is  given special herbal tonics, oil nassas  wit11 hot baths and 

special f o d .  I was also given a l l  that. Within two months I was 

expecting again. This time also I went t o  the same hospfial in 

Quilon,'but had a premature delivery. The doctors f e l t  the child 

was too weak. I went with my infant girl t o  my parents' home just 

t o  recover from both the mental and physical s train of all this.  

But the child caught Whooping ccugh fran one of my brathers. So I 

had t o  come back t o  q y  husbandi s place and take the child for treat- 

ment t o  the Benzigar Hospital, a mission hospital, but i n  spite of 

all cur efforts,  the child did not survive. Around th i s  time, 

Valerian and I decided t o  go and l i v e  i n  m y  village. Actually, 



my fathe? hz4 mentioned t t &  he ,mid give us sane land as he had 

not given me any dowry. So we put up our hut on my father's land-. 

But soon Vderian and m y  father had a big quarrel and just around 

this time when I was about t o  deliver my third child, he decided 

that we were not stq-g there any longer and that I should go with 

him t o  h i 8  parent,sl house a t  once. But it was la te  in  the evening, 

we had t o  take a ferry. Half-wqy through, I started having severe 

pains. Nearby was l iving qy grand-mother who also was a midwife. 

She helped me deliver the baby that was a boy. Af%er f if teen days 

of stay at  my grand-mother's house, 1 was moved t o  Valerim's house, 

because the child was running temperature and had t o  be taken t o  the 

hospital for immediate treatment. It was found that  'the umbilical 

cord had become septic. The child took six months t o recover com- 

pletely, so he was baptised la te .  We cal l  him Babu. He i s  now 

twelve years old. 

When my fourth child was due, after  a two-year gap, I went . . 
t o  a private nursing home in Shakthikulangara. Earlier, for qy 

-first deliveries, I had gone t o  the Gwernment Hospital. Both of 

the children born t o  me there did not survive. Then I had problems 

d t h  the third one, delivered a t  home with the help of my grand- 

mother. As my due date came closer I started worqing abcut where 

t o  have my delivery. I was irr i table.  and would quarrel with Valerim 

and his people. Then one day he w a s  so angy  that  he beat me up 

badly and I became reaLly sick. I think he f e l t  bad abcut it. So, 

Vae decided that I shovld go t o  a private nursing home, though 

this Would cost h i m  a 13t more money. My fourth child was a girl. 



She w-!s l-:~:~t5zcd 17 Shir1.li.y. 5c  - -  I h.jd hreastfed my children. 

But soon a f t e r  3 , i r l e y '  s b i r t h ,  I hi.d problem x i th  my breasts. Sa 

f o r  a while I had t o  pt, her  on diluted cow's milk. She was fed 

with a piece of c l d h  soaked i n  m i l k .  Zut ??one i n  the  family quite 

approved of it. Sc I switched Shirley back tr! breas t  milk as som 

as the  doctor f e l t  t ha t  it was perfect ly  safe t o  do so. 

I breast-fed Shirley f o r  a l i t t l e  over one year before I 

conceived again. T h i s  was my f i f t h  conception. That depressed me 

a great  deal .  I had heard about family planning already and thwfh 

0,s Catholics we were not supposed t o  use contraceptives or get ste- 

r i l i z e d ,  I f e l t  t h a t  I could no t  go through pregnancies any mow. 

But I had no courage t o  t a l k  t o  any one on t h i s  subject. When I 

went t o  hospi ta l  f o r  my delLveSy, qy kidneys were found t o  be 

infected.  This time, f o r  m y  confinement I had gone t o  a C h u ~ h - m  

hospital .  Keeping i n  mind my hic'm-y of cmpl ica t ions  md iuy 

s t a t e  of health, the doctor there  accvised me t o  go in f o r  s t e r i l i -  

zation a f t e r  d .e l ive~y.  I would have gone in f o r  s t e r i l i za t ion  i f  

Valerian had been even half-willing. He was w o s e d  t o  it stubbo'f- 

nu. After I delivered a boy, I returned home after three d-. 

I was weak had not suite overcome my problem with t h e  kidneys, 

I got scabies  and passed it on the boy. 

Valerian and I s ta r ted  hrving frecyent exchmge of a r p n t s .  

I f e l t  he and h i s  people d id  not worry enough about my health. &so, 

I f e l t  very weak. So I was packed off t o  iny parents' home alcng 

with my three children. I was v i r tua l ly  separated from Valerian for 

almost t h ree  years. During this time my parents had t o  look after 



us. I wad afraid  t h a t  I and ny ckilclren w d d  become a permanent 

burden on m y  parents i f  I did not go back t o  ba l e r im .  

Then Valerian'came one day t o  take me hme. Within l e s s  

than a year of this I was expecting again. Not t h a t  I wanted a q  

more children but I was now resigned t o  going through any number of 

pregnancies regardless of what happened t o  my health. I did not 

want t o  be packed off again. So within t h e  next four pars I had 

two more children. On t h e  eve of my eighth delivery, I was very 

sick and f e l t  r e a l l y  so  low t h a t  I thcught I would not 8UIVive it 

for very long. 

The s t e r i l i za t ion  

From my s ix th  del ivery onwards, I had been going t o  t he  

Project Hospi td  in Rrthenthura f o r  treatment and confinement. 

There tile doctors a d  other medical staff do not l i k e  wmen t o  have 

many children thmgh they never serd you away. Every time I went 

there in pregnant condition, they would ask me i f  I would like I@ 

pregnancy t o  be terminated i n  view of nIy poor health. But who w a s  

I t o  say 'yes '? Valerian t o o  would be asked whenever he was with 

me. He always said  'no' .  I f e l t  t ha t  he was really not convinced 
. '  

about the  need. However, c o n s i d e h g  my condition during t h e  course 

of my seventh pregnancy, he t o l d  t h e  doctor t h a t  I could be s t e r i -  

lized if it was absolutely necessary f o r  heal th  'reasons. 

I stayed in t h e  hosp i ta l  f o r  s ix  da,ys a f t e r  m y  d e l i v e ~ g  and 

s ter i l izat ion.  Soon thereafte?, I was running high temperature 

because this s t i t c h e s  had gut sept ic .  I had t o  be readmitted in 



hospital f n r  treatment. I never f e l t  so weak as a t  th i s  time. NCW 

I have a nine-manth old baby with my health in u t t e r  ruin. I feel 

weak in the lungs and get t i red veIy soon. But I must somehm keep 

home and cook for Valerian and our five surviving children. 

Cur hut 

We l ive  in th i s  small thatched hut 15 feet x 12 feet, t o  the 

back of the house in which Valerian's parents l ive.  The land belongs 

t o  Valerian's grand-mother. The hut was put up by us, some eight 

years back when Valerian brought m e  back f r m  my home af ter  a three 

year separation. The two feet  elevation helps t o  keep the rain 

water f r o m  entering the hut. Of the two rooms, 8 feet  X 6 feet each 

a t  the back of our fifteen feet verandah, one is  used as a store-CUE- 

bedroom and the other as rn kitchen. A part of the l i t t l e  space 

tha t  l i e s  i n  between the two rooms, 3 feet X 10 feet, serves as ax 

prayer room. A l l  Latin Catholic homes have thei r  best room as a 

prayer room. You can see here our collection of calendar and poster 

pictures of Jesus Christ and Virgin Mary. I keep a small candle 

lamp burning there all the time. In  the evening, a l l  of us get tog- 

ether t o  offer our prayer t o  the Sacred heart. I n  the dore-cum-bed- 

room, Valerian hangs a l l  his clothes on a str ing t ied across the roam, 

from one w a l l  t o  the other. In  fakt, even my clothes and the chil- 

dren's clothes are hung there. T h i s  i s  the only way t o  air the clo- 

thes and ksep them safe from rat8 . Hanging them on the Lines helps 

keep the clothes out of everybcdy's way. Then the few extra fishing 

nets  of Valerian are also kept in this room dumped in a corner. 



My time dlsposi t ior  

I spend most of my waking hours moving in and out of the  

kitchen. It takes some t e n  minutes to reach the  public water t a p  

for  me or f o r  my daughter, Shir ly  t,o co l lec t  water. We depend on 

th i s  t ap  f o r  our dfi&ing water. For washing clothes and c lsm-  

ing vessels,  I use t h e  pond in frozrt of our hut. Most of the  area, 

i s  only two yards aSow the sea level ,  so  it i s  easy t o  reach the 

water level .  But the  water i s  contaminated and has a high l eve l  of 

sal ini ty .  So, I use t h i s  water f o r  a l l  other purposes except f o r  

drinking and cooking. 

I ,m t he  first t o  wake up i n  t he  doming except on days 

when Va~er ian  goes out f i sh ing  in the s d  hours of t he  morning. 

I clsan the  f ron t  yard, b r ing  some water and then go t o  t he  bushes 

for toilet .  r;q?cse?. Wc have three school-going children, Shirley, 

Solomon ~d Raju. Babu, my fir? son, has given up school already. 

Before she gets ready f o r  school., Shirley helps a l i t t l e  in t h e  

kitchen. She i s  able $0 30 more odds and ends a f t e r  she gets back 

frw school. I always keep some l e f t  nrer r i c e  and gruel frcm the 

previous night. Children have t h i s  f o r  breakfast before going t o  

school. Usually, 'Jderian gces t o  t h e  s t r e e t  corner t e a  shop for  

h i s  t e a  and breakf-ast. I make t e a  o r  black coffee just f o r  myself 

and have it with t h e  l e f t  over r i ce .  The chiidren get ready by 

themselves and Shir ley helps Raju who i s  just  s i x  years old. The 

school i n  not f a r  away and i s  run by the Church. The. children can 

walk back and fo r th  by themselves. Once the school-gcing children 

are out of my way, I attend t o  .the two young ones. I am st i lL 



feediro ? I- ywngest one on brea:? m i l k .  It i s  not enough and I 

k213 t o  supplement it with some rice gruel. 

I ottsnd t o  washing of the vessels and the clothes after 

tha chil6rsn are taken care of. Washing c ldhes  is  a time con~uming 

a f f a i r  as the clothes are so dir t j j  and I cannot spend much on soap. 

So you have t o  s c x b  and heat them h&. Washing clothes takes me 

L ,cro hours every dajr in the foren=on. Then I get back t o  the kit- 

c h x ,  I use firewood t o  do my cooking and kerosem f o r  lighting 

the wickker lamps. Though there are no cocon.! t rees m ax' larid, 

xllen. are sm.9 20 t ~ e s  on Valerian's father's land. These trees 

yield p i t e  a quantity of dry shrubs that  one can use ror l i@t-  

ing  a fire. The children collect them f o r  me when they get back 

_"i.o.:; sclicol. But shrubs are not enmgh. We have t o  buy proper 

rizw~ocxi as k - e l l .  It is  available from a corner firewood s ta l l .  

FL3i nr -1' . w ~ r k  and temperament 

Thin@ would not be so diff icult  for  s- if Valerian was 

1 1 ~ :  ~ 1 1  i n  work and was mom cooperative and kind. He not only 

gets n n , ~  but usually his anger i s  turned on t o  me. He feels bad 

ths.; ha is not doing as well as a fisherman, as many others in this 

villocp. Omr the years he has become even more bi t ter .  While sev- 

or11 o t h ~ ; ~ s  tri the village, some very close relatives, am mechani- 

7?d boats, Vderian has only a wall craft,  Kochwallm, of his  am. 

We hnv? not been able t o  lay by enmgh t o  imprwe cur position. 

Last p a r  hqs meed was even worse when the doctors diagnosed and 

dcclai-cd him a diabetic. T h i s  upset him no end. HW t o  avoid sugar 



and eat e. -ugh t o  do the kind of ad work that  i s  necessary on a 

traditional craft,  this was his problem. Then of course was his  ad- 

diction t o  liqmr. % was strongly advised t o  cut it d m .  But he 

i s  finding it hard t o  do that .  On top of it all, two additional 

misfor'bes occurred. In the heayy monsoons l a s t  year, a x  hut col- 

lapsed and we had t o  mare in to  the hmse of Valerim's parents. 'Cje 

were really not welconme there, but there was no other alternative 

open t o  us. Then I f e l l  sick and the doctors wanted me t o  be h o s p  

italized and have my uterus removed. When I got back from the hos- 

pital, I was completely drained of energy and was a t  the mercy of 

my in-1 aws . 
Not much l o w  is los t  between me and q y  in-laws. Mg mother- 

in-law has new dauwers-in-law wno have brm&t in mch larger 

dowry and are healthizr and possibly more hel;~?ul. My father-%law 

just talks too much. He also spnds  a l o t  of money on drinks, pos- 

sihly 5c::uss h? ';la7 vustcci t .?~ g\;oi opportunities that  came hie 

way.  After a l l  he was one of the  first t o  be allotted a mechanized 

boat when the Projeci; started. 

Own evaluation/prospects 

With men l ike  Valerian and my father-in-law, nolle of us wmen 

can have any voice. We must only reproduce children and take care 

of the home without protest. I would have liked t o  work and contri- 

bute to  the family income i n  spite of q bad health, but they w o u l d  

not hear of it. I would have a t  least  been l e s s  dependent. They 

fsel that men a t  the boat yard are not only dIunk and badly behaved, 

but also take advantsge of wanen who go t o  work there. So I was 



never pernritted t o  50 t o  t1.e >oat n r d .  

Now that I cannot have children any mom, I feel  I can gradu- 

a l l y  overcome my health problems. Then, i f  Valerian i s  unable t o  take 

care of us completely, I shall  be happy t o  go out t o  work. I am 

only thiry-five years old. I am quite ycung. I see so many older 

women from our neighbcurhocd working a d  making money. 1 too would 

l i k e  t o  t r y  m y  chance. G f  course, Valerian thinks t h a t  the children 

w i l l  soon s t a r t  contributing thei r  e t e .  Babu, cur eldest, has al- 

ready stoppd going t o  school. He can a t a r t  going t o  the sea with 

h i s  father. But I would l ike my other children t o  go t o  school lon- 

ger in l i fe .  How else c m  I make certain that I am taken care of 

well in my old age? 

Summing up 

I have had seven children end more or less  have been respon- 

sible for  cheir care. Dccasie~mm,y when I have been sick, either 

my parents or Valerim's parents have cared for them cu t  of sheer 

necessity. The two main sources about which I have some information 

i s  the school and hospital. I do not read papers and we do n& 

own a radio. Sanetimes, I hear men talking t o  each other and that 

is the only source of information. Our main source of income i s  

from that of Vderians fishing. We have no other source whatsoever. 



Shaidhilnilangnr~. 

Case Study - C 

MARY 

The Prawn Peeler 

I c,me t o  Shakthikulangara a f t e r  I got m a r r i d  t o  Napoleen 

in 1965. I was twenty years old then Etnd liapolean was 24, just a 

few years older. Usually, the  age difference between the boy and 

g i r l  i s  greater than what it i s  between Nepolean and myself. 

1 come from a f ishing hamlet i n  Chavara vi l lage.  C h a v m i s  

a predminantly Hindu v i l lage  with co i r ,  t he  coconut husk fibre, as 

the main base of economic ac t iv i ty .  Even i n  f ishing households, 

whether Hindu or Christ ian,  while men =re engaged la rge ly  i n  fish- 

ing, women as  was t he  case with my grandmother and mother, earned 

some money r e t t i n g  and de f ib r i ry  zoconut husks. Both I and m y  s i s t e r ,  

older t o  me bjr qne aud a half years, learned t o  spin co i r  ropes. 

As y a u g  children, we would work f o r  one or  the  other many small 

rope producers in t h e  v i l l age ,  spinning ropes of d i f fe ren t  strengths, 

a t  the Ratt, t he  wocden spinning wheel spec ia l ly  designed f o r  the 

use of c o b  f ib re .  Cut of us eight  children f ive  boys and three  

girls, the  two older girls were never sent  t o  school. The remain- 

ing f ive went t o  school though f o r  varying p e r i d s .  

My parents 

Both my parents, Jerome and Augustina, belonged t o  t he  same 

village, Chavma. They were actual ly  neighbaurs, but  t h e i r  marriage 

was an arranged one. My fa ther  was a f e w  man transpoI-ting goods 



along the backwaters and my mcther aef'ibred c a r  and made coir ropes 

by herself. They had in all eight children, three girls and five 

boys. They are all alive. All the children were delivered i n  the 

hut i t s e l f  with the help of a midwife a d  relatives. 

I m the fourth child in the family. I have two older b r b  

thers  and one s i s t e r  older t o  me. My first brother, Michael, still 

l ives  in Chavara with his five children and wife who also belongs 

t o  same village. Michael who went t o  school' for ten years, has gone 

in for  vasectcrmy, something that  normally men among the fishing hcu- 

aehclds don't go in for. He owns two Chinese nets and his'wife 

works as a coir rope maker. Augustina, my older sister,  is just 

two yeari ycunger t o  Michael. Thcvyh Michael went t o  school, Augu- 

s t ina  and I, as I told you already, were never sent t o  school. 

h g u s t i r .  i s  L I L - ~ ~  3~ Sha!rthildungara. They have been alloted. 

f ive  cent: of land by the Church .:-,der the ni le  that  all families 

who were squatting for  more than a certain numher of years were t o  be 

given the right t o  se t t le .  After her sixth child, Augustina went 

i n  fo r  s teri l izat ion.  Her husband i s  a fisherman and Augustina her- 

se l f  i s  engaged in buying and sel l ing of prawns. 

My brother Yesudas, two years yamger t o  Augustina works as 

a boat crew and his  d f e  is a f i sh  merchant. They have only three 

children but his wife has already gone in for  sterilization. 

I am two years younger t o  Yesudas. Since I was never sent 

t o  school, I started defibring coir husks as quite a young kid. 

Whatever l i t t l e  1 earned 1 gave t o  my mother. I elso helped her i n  



the house in the case of mv p .mg. r  hrothers a d  s is ters  while kgu- 

stina helped her with the household bhores. 

My other brothers and. s is ters  

I have three brothers and one s is ter  younger t o  me. The 

brother imnediately af ter  me, &or@, has studied mly for fmr 

years. He started going for fishing in the backwaters, but l a t e r  

on switched over t o  a mechanized boat as a crew member. That i s  how 

he migrated t o  Shakthikulangara and stayed with us for a while. 

After he got married t o  a girl from Kadavoor, a fishing village near 

W o n  they decided t o  l ive  permanently in Shakthikulangara. His 

wife i s  very enterprising. She runs a shop selling not only tea  but 

also grocery and f i e 1  wood. Her parent3 are in th i s  business in 

their village. They huve three children. N ~ I  she has gone in for 

sterilization. The two brother? younger to  George also came away 

t o  Shaktllihulaigara f i r s t  nnd ~ r i e d  for jobs. Antony worked 

for a while in Bangalore and then t r ied fo r  jobs. Antony worked for 

a while in Bangalore and then went t o  the Gulf. Later, he fwnd a 

job for his younger brother, Lubis, also now in the Gulf. My younger 

sister Itita and her children stay with me while her husband is  away 

ca a job in the Oul f  . My parents have also come away from Chavara. 

They stay with George, but eat the i r  meals with me. 

My marriage 

My parents never were really doing well, thmgh both of them 

worked. My father, though basically a ferry man, spent more of hi8 

tfne running an i l l i c i t  liquor joint. One of his  custamers a t  this 

joint was :m uncle of Napolean. 1% was through him that  my marriage 



was fixed. It 'turned out that  Naplean's parents hat reservations 

about our family, on the score mainly of my father's liquor business, 

but they would not go back on the wold given by Napolean's uncle to  

my father. Napolean's parents have been very genercus ever since, 

considering the kind of reservations they had about my family and 

the smallness of dowry given t o  me. I b m g M  with me just 300 Npees 

i n  cash. After qy marriags, I moved t o  Shakthikulangara t o  the 

hcuse of Napolean's parents. I was not a stranger t o  shakthikulangara. 

Klready, nor s i s t e r  had been living there with her husbwd and childran. 

I n  three or four years, we put up a s m a l l  hut of a,m clwn on a plot 

of land belonging t o  Napolean's father. 

Cur hut 

It is, as  y m  can see fo r  yourself, a very modest hut, all 

made cut of thatch, walls as well as roof, cawring an area of less 

than 300 square feet .  The mly  rrcm other than the kitchen serves 

as the household store. 

I have lived heremm for aver ten p a r s .  I moved here sane 

time i n  1970. Now, my father-in-law is obliged t o  s e l l  this land t o  

ra ise  money fo r  dowq t o  be giwn a t  the time of the marriage of hie 

youagest daughter. However, this w i l l  not create any problem for 

u s  since we have already bcught a five cent piece of l w d  close t o  

our present plot and are busy putting up a new house them. My brc- 

thers, who are working in the Wf, have been helping us financially 

t o  plt up aw new hcuse. We waild soan have a comfortable brick 

hcuse, with f m ~ f i v e  roam6 and also f ac i l i t i e s  l ike  p i p d  water, 



electicit , .  and d r a i n a ~ , .  T sn VET much looking f o w d  t o  our move 

t o  the new house. 

Our children 

Five children were born t o  us, two daughters and three sons. 

However, only four of our children are living now. 

I was expecting my first child after two years of our marriage. 

Around the seventh month, I went back t o  my parent's house, and deli- 

vered my first child there. The very next day a f te r  delivery, I was 

bitten by a snake. I was given scme Ayurvedic treatment imdia t r , ly  

and I recovered. But it seemed t o  have affected the infant girl. 

relatives f e l t  that she also was poisoned as I was breast feeding 

her. She died thirteen days afte: her birth. We did not have time 

even t o  take her for baptism. My oldest surviving child, a Sm, i s  

now fourteen years old an3 i s  studying in the 8th standard, we ca l l  

him Prasau. We decided t o  fnl!ow the fmhion and give our children 

Indian names rather than old fashion biblical names. He was born 

two years af ter  my f i r s t  delivery. T h i s  time I did not go back t o  

my parents. Instead I stayed on in Shakthikulangara. A nurse work- 

ing for the Project hospital looked after  me when I was expecting. 

She also came t o  attend on me fo r  delivery. We were really hard up 

for money at  that  time so I was not given any of the apecial atten- 

tion in terms of tonics (ayurvedic) and baths, that  a wanan i s  sup 

posed t o  receive in the  days inmediately following delivery. 

There was a gap of six years between our f i r s t  and second 

son, who i s  now eight years old. He i s  studying in the t h i d  stan- 

dard. I cannot quite explain the reaeon for the gap between my 



second and third delivery. I was nck on any medicine; nor were we 

using any other spacing device. It just happened l ike that. This 

time I was under complete care of the Project hospital. I went 

there quite regularly for  my pre-natal check up. I had my baby 

there and I went t o  the baby clinic thereafter for  the i d s a t i o n  

programme. The baby clinic i6 also run by the Project hospital. Me 

c e l l  t h i s  son Rajan. 

My steri l izat ion 

Before my fourth and l a s t  delivery, it was found out by the 

doctors in the Project hospital that I was going t o  have twins. 

When the doctors' asked i f  I would l ike  t o  be sterilized after  the 

delivery, Mapolean and I gave our consent. That was in 1974. We 

both f e l t  that  feu? was quite a god  nuuher and that  we did not w a n t  

more children. S e w d  women frcan the village had already undergone 

t h i s  operation. So there was ncthing t o  be scared of. Even the 

Church had started accepting steri l izat ion though publicly, it spoke. 

and cmtinues t o  speak against a l l  forms of family planning. I must 

confess, however, that  my health has not kept well af ter  the sterili-  

zation operatim. I get headaches axxi backaches quite frequently. 

Everyone here believes that these a l l  are due t o  the operation. Still 

I am happy that  I do nut have t o  have more children. Instead, we can 

help those we have t o  grow up well. 

Dur household size 

Our household size is somewhat LIIIUSU~ i n  the sense that  it, 

i s  much larger than cur family.. i A number of my relatives have been 



staying wLth u s  from time t o  time. Vq gamger brothers and s i s t e r s  

were anxious t o  come away from Chavara t o  f ind work opportunities 

here. A s  soon as prawn catches became larger ,  the  whole area a r d  

Neendakara Harbour became the  centre of work opportunities. How 

could I close my door on my own k i t h  ild kin  when they came. 1 am 

sure that  a t  the  time of our need they too  w i l l  help  us. M y  s i s t e r -  

in-law, Ceorge's wife is d i f fe ren t .  She is not suf f ic ien t ly  warm 

t.o them. So they a l l  come t o  me. My younger s i s t e r ,  H t a ,  migrated 

here with her  husband and t h e i r  two children. She i s  still staying 

with us  but her husband l e f t  recently f o r  t he  Gulf. He has got a 

job there with the help of my brother, Antony, who has been working 

them f o r  some years now. Antony had recent ly  come ham on leave and 

was staying with us  f o r  a few months. Then my youngest brother, Lubis, 

who worked in the  Gulf f o r  one year had t o  come away xhen his firm 

there wound up. He i s  now tryinR for  another job in the FUf.  Stay- 

ing with me i s  a lso a s ixteen year old girl, Angela, from a n e i g h b ~  

uring d i s t r i c t ;  she helps me with my household chores. She has been 

with me from the  age of ten. 

It is t r u e  t h a t  we are  quite crowded. Our present hut was 

never put up t o  accommodate fourteen persons. During the  day time, 

hwever, there  i s  not much of a problem. The menfolk usually leave 

home ear ly  in the morning a d  get back only l a t e r  in the afternoon. 

Children go away t o  school. Rita, my younger s i s t e r ,  anl I go away 

in the afternoon t o  the j e t t y  t o  peel  prawns. It is only in the  

night t h a t  you r e a l l y  f e e l  the congestion but we have managed sme- 

how. Next year, when we move t o  our new house, we sha l l  f e e l  the  

congesti:ns very much l e s s  than now. 



My first ten years a f te r  marriage 

I must hrve started going out t o  work f rm the age of six or 

seven. A s  a young child, I knew hm t o  defibre retted coir husks, 

rotate the spinning wheel and l a t e r  when I grew up 1 could spin ttm 

end three ply ropes. Until the time I got married, I worked for me 

or the other r a t t  owner. Whatever I earned, I gave t o  my mother. 

bfter  I got married and momd t o  Shakthikulangara, I did not go out 

t o  work for  abcut ten years. I started having children straightway, 

and also there was not much activity related t o  coir i n  Shakthikula- 

ngara. Defibring of coir had already been mechanised here and coir 

spinning was something tha t  only a very few r a t t  m e r s  in the v i l -  

lage were involved in. Morewer, the wages i n  coir had remained so 

pitiably low that  them was not much I could have contributed to the 

family k i t t y  by working i n  the coir  industry. Whatever c o b  defib- 

r ing and spinning remained i n  Sha..tWkulangara was completely in the 

hands of Hindu women from Ezhava caste. I dont' s recall  any women 

from the Christian households in this village working for r a t t  owners. 

For the l a s t  five years, hm-ever, I have started going t o  work. It 

i s  easier  now as even my two youngest children, the twins, are a t  

school. 

My domestic help 

When I had twins, I really had a hard time. It was then 

that  my brother-in-law brought a ten year old Christian g i r l  f r m  

Alleppey, a town sane seventy kilmetres t o  the north. Her parents 

wanted t o  migrate t o  Goa in search of work and were short of f'unds. 



So we ga-76 them fi f%y rupees UrAC they left the child t o  work for  us. 

She has been living and working with me for ths l a s t  five years. She 

takes care of practically all my househald work now. Thus  I have a 

full time housekeeper. We plan t o  get her married when we can find 

a proper match for  her. That i s  our moral respmsibility. Also, my 

sister  Rita ~110, as you know, i s  living vith us gives me a hand i n  

all household chores. I do not really have to.worry, therefore, 

about the running of the house, though the number t o  be taken care 

i s  unusually large. 

My present work 

My elder s is ter  Angustha, who too i s  married in this very 

village, has been engaged i n  p r a h  business for the l a s t  ten years. 

So entry into the bu~iness was no problem fo r  me. To be with Augu- 

stina was a great help t o  s ta r t  with a t  least.  A t  the boat yard 

them i~ not only much of physical jostling and pushing about, but 

also a lot. of aggressive male ta lk  that  relatively yomger wanen 

find it rzther hard t o  take regardless of whom the ta lk  may be aimed 

at. Most men a t  the jetty are, no doubt, from Shakthikulangara an3 

known t o  us. S t i l l  it is different when you meet them at  the  jetty 

than when you see them socially. Probably when you participate i n  

an auction, every one i s  on his  own and has t o  stand his g r u  

firmly. To gain acceptance as an equal bidder with men takes time 

probably for dl wmen. It is particularly so i f  you are young and 

on ywr own. Further, one has t o  deal wi-th agents, peeling shed 

owners, auctioneers, peelem and coolies, A l l  ofthem except peelers 

are men. We, women, have therefore t o  develop a thick skin in order 



t o  be' succsssful in th i s  type of 5:nrlr. 

Ini t ial ly,  we women prefer t o  participate in s d  auctions. 

These consist of s m a l l  luts. Str ic t ly  speaking, there is no rule 

against us, wanen, participating in bigger bids. In actual practice, 

harever, f o r  large, expensive lo t s  of p r a m ,  where the bidding 

i t s e l f  opens with Rs.1,000 mostly men participate in auction. Wcmn 

l i k e  me with lodest cash on hand bid only in the smaller acutions, 

where prawns both smaller in quantity and of inferior varie 

are auction. But I cannot say that there operates any segregation 

i n  work based on sex. While participation of wanen i n  the bigger 

bids may be close t o  10 per cent, the ra t io  of men t o  wcmen partici- 

pating in smaller auctions, women very much cutnumber men. 

It is usually a r d  1 O'clock i n  the afternoon-that Rita ad 

I go t o  the jetty. Each of us carries three t o  f w  -red rupees 

in cash. This is the minimum working capital one needs t o  p r a t e  

in a modest way. Many other women as well as men would be there al- 

ready. It gets very crowded by 3 p.m. when the boats cane i n  quick 

succession t o  land their  catch. 'Phe l a d  comprising the jetty on tb 

western side of the highway belongs t o  twelve Latin Christian families. 

All of these have becane rich both because of the regular income 

from the use of thei r  ld by incoming boats but also because of the 

enormous increase i n  the price of the land. 

Ap and when necessary, Augustina, Rita and I pool w capital. 

Then it is Augustina who participates in the  bidding on our behalf. 

Often, however, we operate separately t o  be able t o  bid in more than 



one auction since 3t;veral auctions are going on simultaneously. When 

a bid materialises i n  my favour, I transfer it t o  the nearby peeling 

shed of the firm with which we have been having our deal-. Thne 

teenage Hindu girls from a neighbouring village who have been work- 

ing foi. us for  Some gears now peel the prawns. The girls get paid , 

according t o  th3 number of basins peeled. On an average, they make 

five rupees a day each. While we don't pay f a  the use of the shed, 

we have t o  buy our own ice. However, we have t o  leave behind the 

shelled peels -so that  the shed owner can s e l l  it as m-. We s e l l  

our peeled prawns t o  the firm. I have already mentioned, according 

t o  the size and weight but the prices keep fluctuating from day t o  

day, inded hour to~haur ,  dependin? an the incoming catch. When the 

catch ie good, the price i s  l d w .  Each N q  displays the price it i s  

wi l l ing t.2 i.q f.2: T 2 5 x 2  s i z c ~ .  C n  a g o d  day, Ftita .d I can net 

in as h:m a9 seventy-five ru-pees fogether after deducting our expen- 

ses on sorting, transporting, ice and peeling. T h i s  happens during 

Cne pdi months sl" June to  August when the catch i s  maximum. On a 

lean day, our earnings may be as l o w  as ten rupees. h n  though 

on such days we t r y  t o  do quite an ammnt of peeling curselves. Then 

there are several days when there i s  l i t t l e  t o  buy, peel and se l l .  

So cne makes next t o  nothing. 

The firm we deal with clears its b i l l s  only cnce every week 

and that i s  what creates headaches f o r  us particularly during days 

of peak business. For, t o  be able t o  buy shrimps worth Rs.1,000, in 

the course of one day, the weekly working capital we both require 

works out ls.5,000, a sum that  is not slways quite easy for us t o  



mobilize. Both FKta and I' are miscr ib ing  t o  c h i t  f'unds t o  keep by 

am sa*ngs in a form t h a t  we can t a p  readi ly .  

Napalean r a i s e s  bank loan 

The year 1980 has p-oved t o  be a year of d i s t i n c t  improvemelt. 

for us. Napolean, m y  husband, was able t o  r a i s e  two bank loans, to- 

t a l l i n g  Rs. b, 000, and buy a kochuvallom and a couple of nets.  Nm 

he owns, a l l  t o ld ,  ten d i f fe ren t  kinds of nets  so  t h a t  he can go 

out t o  s e a  mol't? often than i f  he had only two o r  three nets.  Me have 

o f ten  thought of a mechanised boat., but it i s  s t i l l  far too expnsive 

f o r  us .  A new boat d o n e  costs  a t  l e a s t  Rs.1,35,@00 and the  gear w d d  

cos t  another Rs.25,@00. So it is c l ea r ly  beyond our reach. Napolean 

could have enrolled as  a crew for  a mechanized boat, but he i s  his 

own master now and prc f e r s  t h i s  s ta tus .  l l f ter  all, what he can make 

on a good day on h i s  c ra f t  i s  not a t  a l l  so bad. I t  i s  when one has 

no c r a f t  a t  dl c r  an cl? kcqt w~.ich c z r ~ o t  be put t o  sea as end 

when necessary t h a t  one's posi t ion becomes d i f f i c u l t .  Then you am 

no b e t t e r  t ha r  a l m d l e s s  labcurer. 

My d a i l y  routine 

My first task i n  the morning, i s  t o  see  t h a t  the  house i s  

cleaned and the children get ready f o r  school on time. We cook fresh 

r i c e  f o r  breakfast unless suf f ic ien t  quantity is l e f t  over from the 

n igh t ' s  meal. The school i s  close by and the children come home t o  

have t h e i r  lunch. A l l  t he  school going children, my four and , 
R i t a ' s  one, have t o  be washed, bathed an3 dressed f o r  school i n  

c lean clothes. Pagela t akes  care of this, while I and Rita get 



breakfast &Lug. Prter the chilclxm leave for school, Rita &md I 

have our breakfast. We do not w a i t  f o r  the  menfolk. But if any 

of them is them, he is served breakfast before we wanen sit down 

t o  aws. Men prefer t o  eat  at- the tea  shops rather than share lef't 

overs. After my breakfast I go out t o  do my daily shopping. 

Lunch is the main meel we cook. The r ice and tapioca we 

cook has t o  be sufficient t o  l a s t  the whole day including fo r  the 

night meal. We make a fresh f i sh  curry again in  the evening. Napo- 

lean, my husb&d, leaves the hause on m o s t  days a t  5 O1clcck in the 

morning and is back only a r d  lunah time. He has his tea and bre- 

akfast a t  the tea shop, but lunch at  home. Angela i s  t2are t o  

serve him lunch i f  I am not there. Very often both Eta and 1 

w o u l d  have gone away t o  the jetty by the time he is back. lifter 

lunch he l ikes t o  sleep and the house is usually quiet fo r  that .  If 

he is  a t  tame fo r  some reason, we '-&e lunch only af ter  he has been 

fed, a conventicm that all hmsehdlds follow. 

Looking ahead 

Both Napolean ard I are virtually i l l i t e r a t e  but we want t o  

give a good education t o  the children. 

With Napolean now owniry; his own cr& and nets and my work 

going on wasonably well, it should not be a di f f icul t  target for  us. 

I think we have imprwed drir status from where we started. We 

shall soon move in to  a prcper brick house. If and when I need any adi- 

t i m a l  funds fo r  my business, or Napolean needs them fo r  his work, we 

can be still reasonably certain of help frcm lqy brother still in the 

Oulf. 
I see much better  days ahead for  my children and also ourselves. 



Shakthikulangara 

Case Study - D 

L I U Y  FRANCIS 

The boatowner's wife 

Sakthikulangara is  i n  my bones. Both my parents belong t o  

this village. So did my grand parents and great grand parents. V i r -  

tua l ly  every other family i n  the village is related t o  me. h o s t  

all the marriages among Cristians here take place within t h i s  village. 

This way not only can the family members keep in touch with each other 

but also the dowry money stays within the village. hy husband Francis 

i s  from the same neighbmhood as our own. I had seen Francis before 

we got married but I had never spoken t o  him un t i l  af ter  our marriage. 

Marriage 

I got married i n  1967 when I was only eighteen years old. We 

were married a t  the St.Brittoqs church. Francis was twenty-fnu' 

years old then. I had been sent t o  school fo r  just two years. Since 

I was my mother's f i r s t  daughter, it f e l l  t o  my l o t  t o  take care of 

the  housework arad look a f te r  my brothers ard s is ters  as  soon as I was 

old cnmgh t o  help. My parents gave way what was considered then a 

b ig  dowry in my marriage. They gave As.6,000 i n  cash and 70 grams of 

gold worth Rs.1,400 in the form of jewellery. My marriage expenses 

in all ammted t o  wer  Rs.10,000. 

My brothers and s is ters  

Mjr parents.had eight children in all. O f  these, three of US 



were girl.: and -5ve boys. I have t w o  older brothers but I am t h e  

f i r s t  daughter. My mather never went t o  t h e  hospi$al for her  ccn- 

finements and delivered a l l  her children a t  home. A l l  her e ight  

children are l iv ing.  C f  these,  now f ive of us  are married; a l l  the  

three g i r l s  and two boys. I have three younger brothers who are yet  

t o  be married. My two older brothers a m  l iv ing  separately with t h e i r  

families. Both of t h m  are married t o  g i r l s  from Sakthikulangara. 

Each of them received a d m r y  of Rs.5,000 in  cash amd gold worth 

Rs.2,500. My first brother has seven children and t k E  second om, 

four. They have not thought of l imi t ing  t h e i r  families yet. @S, 

-the s i s t e r  younger t o  me i s  married t o  a boat owner in t h i s  -age. 

She has two children.  

The cash (dowry) a t  marriage was handed over t o  Francis 's  

parents d~wing  the engagement ceremony' t ha t  preceded t h e  marriage by 

a few dwrq. Gold was given t o  me in t h e  form of jewellery. The un- 

written ru le  i s  t h a t  the  cash money is r e a l l y  f o r  tlhe groan t o  est-  

ablish himself. However, gold brought by a el is  also a t  the  dis-  

posal of her husband Rnd his parents, as  they can pledge or  8el l  it 

during a c r i s i s  or  use a s  pa r t  of an investment t o  improve the  

family position. The understanding, however, i n  the  case of gold 

i s  that  the  girl i s  en t i t l ed  t o  get back the gold l e n t  by her  sooner 

or l a t e r ,  but there  i s  no hard and f a s t  niLe about it. 

Mother's dry f i s h  business 

My parents could give m e  a substant ia l  dowry because they 

were coing reasonably well. My fa ther  owned a t r ad i t i ona l  c r a f t  

and couple of nets.  However our prosperity rested.on our mother. 



When I was young, my mother was a headload f i sh  vendor going fran 

one wayside market t o  another. Soon, she also got into dry f ish  

business. She would hire a coolie t o  cart  the f ish t o  the c i ty  mar- 

ket i n  h i l m  where she had put up a permanent stall of her own. 

During the peak season, when f i s h  i s  in a surplus quantity, she vaild 

buy it i n  bulk. A l l  of us would help in dSying the fish. T h i ~  meant 

washing, cleaning a d  sal t ing of f i sh  before it was spread out in the  

sun f o r  a day t e d r y .  Small fishes l ike  anchovies and si lver  bellies 

we could just sun dry vithcut using salt. Mackerels and sardines we 

had t o  f i l l e t  and stack them in salt in alternate layers in heaps 

and w a i t  fo r  the water t o  drain out and then dry them in the sun. B& 

ger f i s h  we would stack with alternate layers of salt in a trcuph slvi 

keep them fo r  a day and then expose them t o  sunlight. Finally all 

these dried f i sh  had t o  be packed in baskets with cocornrt palm leaf 

and mde ready for transportatior. t o  the High Ranges and inland mar- 

kets. This business venture turned mt t o  be successfbl and very 

soon she was one of the wholesale dealers in dry f ish,  selling dry 

f i s h  in bulk t o  merchants coming from the midlands and highlands 

where dry f i sh  i s  a major item of ccnsumptim. 

My mother had received some 15 cents of land in dowry a t  her 

marriage. It was on t h i s  pi-ce of lami that  my parents built up 

t he i r  hut where a l l  t he i r  children were born and bred. Land fetched 

l i t t l e  price in those days, those with landed property w o u l d  give a 

part of it in  dowry i f  they couldn't give cash or jewellery. 



My children 

Once I got married, we s e t  up a separate house. 1 have Six  

children in a l l  of which all are sons, the ycnmgest is just a year 

old. I have had all my children in a mission hospital, known as 

Benziger's. It is not a free hospital, but i t  is considered the 

best hospital ,around. We prefer t o  go there because the t r e a t d  

you get there i s  better than what you get a t  the Govenmrent Hmpital, 

though tkey don't fleece you, it is expensive. It costs you ab& 

As.150 these days t o  have a delivery ard stay three days. In the  sev- 

enties the hospital charges came t o  juat about Bs.50. her since then 

it has been consistently going up. Also, if I had gone t 0 a Govern- 

ment hospitd, the doctors there wculd definitely have wanted me t o  

get s teri l ised by now, having had six children already. However, 

~wernment hospicald are absolutely free. 

:'be generd state cf my h e ~ t h  ?as not been so god .  I have 

been on tonics for a few years now. M y  two and a half year old son 

i s  also rather we& for  his age. We bath are under treatment. I 

don't think I can go thrmgh anather pregnancy, but I am scared of 

the operation. There i s  no question of Francis undergoing an opera- 

tion. This is unheard of in this village. Men i n  cur c d t y  feel  

they would not be i n  a position t o  put in hard work once they go for  

t h i s  operation. Francis i s  not even keen that  I should undergo ster- 

ilization. I n  fact, he is not as concerned as I myself am about the 

fact that any more pregnancies could k i l l  me. So I shall have t o  get 

over my own fear of the operation and t o  make up my rwn m i d  one day. 



I must codess  that  if I wew feeling bet ter  I w i l l  not mind having 

a daughter also. You need a t  leas t  one daughter in a family. 

I had qy first child i n  the very first year a f te r  cmr m a r r i *  

For a newly married couple t o  prcduce an offspring early is considc- 

red r ight  and proFr .  I f  one dms not get pregnant f a s t  enough, one 

has t o  answer all sorts  of questions. The family people start wor- 

rying. Childlessness i s  considered a great sin. Between the two 

situations where you do not have children and where you have too 

many, the l a t t e r  i s  preferabk. However, re-marriage among us, 

Latin Christians, is  allowed only on the  death of the spouse ar.d not 

on the plea of childlessness. 

My first son now is twelvc years old. I have had more w 

less  a child every om year and a half. A l l  my children have been 

breast-fed. 1 have now rour school-going children. The younger two 

are st-ln. ~t home under my cnm ace. Recently we moved in to  my 

parents' house a t  thc request of my father. Philomena, my ymges t  

s i s te r ,  was a p a t  help t o  me once we moved i n  here, but now she 

i s  remarried and has gone t o  her husband's village. I am the only 

woman around ix the house and I have my children as well as my father 

and brothers t o  t3ke care of as I have three brothers who are still  

t o  be married. Thatgh there are six men around in the house includ- 

ing my husband and father, I cannot ask them t o  clean, wash, cook o r  

fetch water. It i s  never done. ?.!or would they be willing t o  partake 

of hmsehold chores even if they are absolutely idle. The m o s t  men 

do is t o  take children out once they are cleaned, bathed and fed and 

d o  some shopping and that  too only certain kinds of shopping. The 



s t r a in  of running the  hmse is t c  -. much with my poor s t a t e  of health. 

Anyway, we should be soon moving t o  our own home and then it m i & t  

be easier  t o  take care of just  my family, though I do f e e l  very con- 

cerned about my brothers and fa ther ,  

Description of t he  house 

We are  l i v i n g  here on the 15  cents of lard t h a t  was given t o  

my mother as  par t  of her  dowry. It was on t h i s  piece of land t h a t  

my parents b u i l t  up t h e i r  hut and where all of us  are born. We are 

rather cramped f o r  space here, since I have mowd i n  with my six ch- 

ildren. We are  now six adults and s i x  children Living in the  house. 

When the land was given t o  my parents, there  was just a thatched hut. 

My mother had invested some money and put up a twc-roomed br ick house 

with a verandah and a kitchen. We have a l so  a thatched enclosure t o  

wash our utensils and t o  Live bath. My parents still  have &cut 15 

cents of land but t h e  house cccuyas on ly th ree  cents of land. There 

are abouO 25 coconut t r e e s  but nine of t h e m  have got destroyed due 

t o  lack of care and' neglect. Luckily we have an e l e c t r i c  connection 

and all the  rooms have doors and windows. We have a s m a l l  pond from 

which we take water f o r  washing and cleaning purposes. Since it is 

n o t  protected water, we have t o  bring a couple of pots of .drinking 

water. 

Move t o  my parents' house 

For the  l a s t  two years or so we have been staying here i n  my 

parents' house with my family. I had t o  move in when two tragedies 

struck my family, one a f t e r  t he  other within a span of just  one year. 

First, my younger s i s t e r ,  Philmena becme a widm within one month 



of her marriage. My parents got her married t o  a y m g  man fran 

t h i s  very village who was already working as a shrank, which means 

as  a crew leader, on a mechanised boat. Philcnnena was given a hand- 

some dcwry of Rs.10,000 i n  cash a& 100 grams of gold in the form of 

jewellery. A l l  told, it worked t o  more than Rs.20,OGO. Unfortunataly, 

the  marriage did nut l a s t  for  more than a month. During the m o n t h s  

of June, July and August, prawns move in a big w a y  into the coastal 

waters of Neendakara. But these are also the month8 most dangems 

f o r  fishing. The sea is most turbulent because o f t h e  south west 

monsoon. So we have a number of acciderrts every year during this  

period resulting i n  loss of very valuable l ives of young and daring 

fishermen. It i s  u 5 d y  the more daring who venture beyond the sat% 

limits and get t fappd.  Of course, l e t  us face it, htxever, acc.iden- 

ts  and loss of l i f e  are a part of fishermen's lives. It 5s just too 

bad that  it should happn t o  Pbilmena who was so mcently married. 

Quite often these boats and the l ives  of fishermen are not properly 

insured so that  the families of the dead do not get the  right compen- 

sation. Even i f  the crafts  are insured, they are not supposed t o  go 

during the monsoons. Loss of boats results in major financial losses. 

Men of course are seldom insured against t he i r  lives. In  spite of 

tha t  boat owners are unscrupulous and encaurage the crew t o  take 

great risks in onler t o  make huge profits. 

The shock of F'hilmena's widowhood was particularly f e l t  by 

my mother who was already ailing. She had been a heart patient for  

some years. Within less  than a year of t h i s  tra@y she passed away. 



A grext e a l  of money was s ~ e n t  ;I her treatment, jncluding hospi- 

tal izat ion.  After my mother's death I had t o  move in to  my parents' 

house t o  stay with mjr f t ther .  No doubt I had two si.ster-in-law but 

it would not be the same. Two of my ywnger brothers were there and 

also my youngest invalid brother whc i s  still a heart patient, had 

t o  be cared for .  Though I was not really well, they f e l t  I toc 14as 

needed. Daughters are the ones pop le  turn t o  during periods of emo- 

tional crises. With the addition of us eight, my parents' house has 

beccme rather congested and everyone i s  rather cramped fo r  space. It 

is no doubt a brick hmse, but it has limited space with t o t a l  covered 

ar&not more than 150 sq.f t .  Francis was not to ta l ly  against moving 

here f o r  several rkasons, f o r  one we would be closer t o  h i s  parents' 

hcuse as two of his brothers are working on his boat. Even nly brother 

is working on h i s  boat. Mcremr, our hut was fal l ing apart and we 

were short of fbnds as  all that  we had was invested in buying the 

c-aft. ijy mmh:: +x here. 1;s f x t  be caL5.  keep a closer contact with 

the crew and comutc t o  t h ~  boet jetty easily. 

Philo' s remarriage 

Once we mwed in, our f i r s t  task was t o  see that Philmena 

was remarried as fas t  as possible. Among us h t i n  Catholics, not 

aily is re-marriage i n  such cases allwed, but also the girl is enti- 

tled t o  the return of the whole d q .  Where there is dispute, the  

Church steps in and arbitrates. In fact  the Church records the amount 

of dowry given in each case. I n  Philanensfs case, we got back a l l  

that had been given i n  dowry. The problem usually arises because 



t o  get a g i r l  re-married, the dowry demanded i s  much bigger than in 

the  first marriage. Philnnena stayed a t  home for a f i l l  one year 

and a h a .  Finally we found a suitable boy for her. He also works 

as a crew hand on a mechanized boat in a s m d l l  neighbmring village. 

The dowry we gave has added up t o  R~30,000. She comes t o  visit us 

often. Now we, Francis and I, are thinking of building a hr ick hmse 

f o r  ourselves. We wn a seven-cent piece of land on which we had a 

thatched hut. Because of disuse and lack of repairs, the hut now haa 

fal len apart. We donlt want t o  move as yet. With Fhilomena married 

and not close by there .are no female members i n  the house. Two of 

my brothers ~iho are married live separately with t he i r  families and 

are not anxious t o  move in. My second s i s te r  Agnes, who i s  married 

i n  this village is almost not i n  a position t o  help. So that leaves 

just me. Since Francis i s  not objecting t o  it seriously even thmgh 

we are cr mped fo r  space, I don ' t  mind staying on here f o r  some more 

time till we have buil t  a brick house of our own. 

Francis' work 

Francis f i r s t  started going out fishing from the age of fifte- 

en. He studied up t o  the eight s tadard.  H i s  father was a vallan 

owner and Francis went out t o  sea as  one of his father 's crew. Being 

the  eldest son in a family of ten, probably he had t o  start work 

rather early. ELs other six brothers are bet ter  educated than him. 

When I gut married t o  Francis i n  1967, Francis had started going as 

a deck hand on a mechanized boat. However, he was never very comfor- 

table  on a mechanized boat as it invariably made him sea-sick. All 



t he  sane he wanted t o  own one r a t , k r  badly. 

Francis, along with four of his brothers became members of 

a cc-operatite society ( ' ~ a l s ~ a  Utpaddsa Cwoperative society) a d  

then applied t o  the Gwernment as a group of f ive  f o r  the  allot& 

of a mechanized boat (32' t rawler) .  The membership fee  came t o  

Rs.155 f o r  t he  f ive  t o  them. Also, they had t o  deposit Rs.14,000 as 

an advance along with t h e  application. Francis was able t o  r a i s e  

t h i s  amount with t he  help of his two brothers and one b r o t h e l c i k  

law who are in the Gulf. 

After a l o t  of running about and greasing various palms over 

a period of some 24 months, Francis a d  his brothers were d o t e d  

a boat. It cost R?. 1,25,000 which has t o  be paid up in regular mon- 

t h l y  instalments of a t  l e a s t  Rs.2,000. He has t o  pay a seven per cent 

in te res t  on t h e  t o t a l  cosk cf thz  boat. Thus he owns a mechanized 

boat nm. Francis himself does not go out f ishing. H i s  brothers, 

along with my younger brother, Pius, work t o  const i tute  the  boat crew. 

No one from outside the family has t o  be hired f o r  the purpose. Fra- 

ncis  takes  care of all t he  transactions involved including the maint- 

ename and running expenses of the boat. He is  t ry ing  t o  repay the 

loan as  f a s t  a s  possible so t h a t  t he  boat can then be t ransferred t o  

our name a t  the ea r l i e s t .  That i s  the  first p r i o r i t y  f o r  him. But 

a t  t he  time he is laying aside sane amount f o r  the  construction of 

our brick house. Luckily f o r  us, Francis i s  not addicted t o  drinking 

and i s  no t  par t icu la r ly  keen on extravagant l i v i n g  in the  manner of 

several  of his comperes in this Village. So he can save considerably 



more than others. In fact, i f  =$-thing, it i s  my health and 

constitution which i s  a major drain on his finances. 

Last month I had a major se t  back and had t o  be rushed t o  

the  hospital. The doctors were firm and f e l t  I would have t o  under- 

go a hysterectomy operation. We had no alsernative l e f t  and had t o  

give m r  consent. I stayed on the Bemiger hospital for fifteen 

days i n  all. The expenses came t o  Rs.3,000. So now the question of 

having more children does not arise. In  a way I am glad it is FLU 

over. I f e l l  weak but once I recuperate, I am looking forward to  

modng into  our new brick home and taking better  cam of my family. 

With my health I cannot aspire t o  do anything more. 



Shakthikulangara 

Case Study - E 

a deck hand's 'wife 

I los t  my father when I was just two years old. He had gone 

out to  sea fishing and was caught in a severe storm i n  which .Ms 

craft capsized. He was with nine other fishermen on a 1mge tradi- 

t ional  craft  known by the name of Thanguvallan. The plank bui l t  

canoe belonged. t o  all the nine and was jointly owned. My father who 

was thirty-five years old and another younger relative of his, 22 

years of age, both los t  the i r  lives. They m y  father's body but 

they c d d  not trace the ynung man a t  all. -his is a hazard which 

a l l  houselmlds of fishemen f a x  We have t o  accept it as a fact of 

l i fe .  I n  those days i f  a L;snerc~;n was los t  a t  sea, that was the end 

of the story. In recent years, the State Government has started pay- 

h g  compensation t o  the family. Also, there exis t  insurame policies 

which, howewr, only the better  off amonst fishermen can take out. 

When my father died i n  1954, my mother hadalready four children 

was expecting her f i f t h  one. 

Early background of q y  mother 

Both my parents belonged t o  Saicthikulangara. My mother's 

father owned a Thanguvallw. That was a mark of well being among 

fishennen. My grand mother was nut doing anything in particular 

besides house work. My mother, however, was sent t o  school for  just 



three years. The Church co-educationdl school was very close t o  

t h e i r  house but the parents never saw the need t o  send her fo r  a 

longer period. It was not the normal pattern 5n the village fo r  

girls t o  be a t  school fo r  a length of time. But even my father had 

been t o  school for five years only, enough fo r  him t o  read ard Write 

qasonably well. When my parents got married in  1944, my mother was 

+wen?q years old and my father was twenty-five. She was given a 

d o e  of Rs.300 and jewellely worth two r u p e  si lver  weight. They had 

beets married for  n h e  years only when the accident, I have told ycu 

ebmt,  took place. Thus my mother became a widm a t  t f ie  p g  age 

of thir ty.  On her rather young shwlders was thrown a rather big 

responsibility of bringing up thereafter four y m g  children, includ- 

ing a e  on its way. 

Re-marriage was ruled out 

All of my mother's children were delivered a t  home. The 

first four of her children were all girls. One of t b s e ,  her s e c d  

daughter, died before my father 's accident. The child, who w a s  f a r  

years old, drowned herself when she w a s  playing in the shallow back 

waters. When her f i f t h  child m e d  out t o  be a boy, and it happens 

so  soon a f t e r  q y  fa ther% death, everone including qy mother herself 

f e l t  that  God had shown great mercy on her. They f e l t  that  nm there 

would-be s m o n e  t o  take care a? her in her old age a d  give her both 

economic and social support. My gre d parents, i.e., my mother's 

parents, and the  parish priest  suggested considering re-marriage t o  

m y  mother since she was still  rather youllg. Shs f e l t ,  however, that 

she could not take such a step with f an  y m g  children t o  take care 



of. The . > l i e s t  child, Anplo,  w.. ; still only nine p a r  old. L i l l y  

was three and I waa not even two years of age Then she had an in- 

fant t o  take care of a s  well. 

Meeting the  c r i s i s  

Even &er m y  f a the r  died, we continued t o  stay in t h e  sane 

hut, as  t he  land belonged t o  us. My mcther did nut go out f o r  wo& . , 

and her parznts, pa&icularly her  f a t h r  a d  brother l e n t  her great 

moral support. About three years after her widowhocd they l ea rn t  

that  the  l oca l ly  base$ Government firm, Kerala Fisheries Coperation 

was looking f o r  women $0 work in i t s  ice-cum-freezing plant.  My mot- 

ther was encouraged ,bo put in her  application. This was around 1957, 

i .e. ,  f m z  years q e r  t h e  Pmjec t. had come in to  existence. There 

were not many applicants. Also, most women who applied were fishermen's 

widows, tilou&i~ U J  motl=r, I wau told ,  was possibly the youngest. 

My mother's regular factoky job. 

For t h e  11zt ?5 years, my mother has been working in the  Gw- 

ernment factory.  I n  another few months, when she completes 5g years 

of age, she i s  due t o  r e t i r e .  She now makes Rr.4.00 every month and 

when she r e t i r e s  she w i l l  be -en t i t l ed  t o  a lump sum payment of Rs.2,000. 

My mother i s  very sad t h a t  she has t o  r e t i r e  in two months' t im. 

She feels  she i s  quite h e a l t w  and could go on wo&ing f o r  some years. 

She had taken the  b i r t h  ce r t i f i ca t e  from tne Church w h e r e  she was  

baptized. The Hindu co-workers were able t o  understate t h e i r  age f o r  

want of proper evidence. She fee l s ,  she has t o  psy a pr ice  for  being 

born as Lakin Catholic. All the  same, y m  carmot overlook t h e  fact 



that  it was because of the  steady income she earned all these years 

t h a t  she could bring up her children without much difficulty. This 

regular job was a great boon for arr family. 

Gur bringing up 

Angelo, the oldest of us three surviving girls, gave up 

school when my father died. She had been t o  school fo r  only three 

years. But even Lilly and I went t o  school for only three years 

when mr turns came. The need t o  keep us in school longer was evi- 

dently not fe l t .  We just stayed a t  hcme doing the hmse chores end 

taking care of cur younger brother Gilbert while our mother was a ~ t  

a t  work in the factory. One thing my mother saw t o  was  t o  keep the 

boy in  school for the maximum period necessary. He, however, failed 

t o  cmplete his schaol leaving cert if icate even af ter  two attempts. 

Cur marriages and dairies 

W the t h e  of us g i r l s  are married ink0 the families 

belonging t o  t h i s  village. When Angelo was married. off a t  the early 

age of 17, qf mother was unable t o  give any cash in davry. Instead, 

she pranised to  give her a part of the 12cent  piece of lard which 

belonged t o  my father. The dowry transaction in these villages 

can take place i n  cash, land, gold or a combination of these. When 

L i l l y  got married, the normal cash dowry stood mound ls.3,000. 'he  

land my mother gave away was worth As, 5,000. Angslo works as a 

commission agsnt and her huaband works as a shrank ( i t  is the name 

given t o  the overseer who ranks next t o  the driver in t e r m  of the 

share of the catch) cm a mechanized boat. They have three children, 
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one son mr? t vc  4enghter;. ZFL naa ..lL her  children in the hospital, 

but so fa r  has not gone in for any family plarining measure. However, 

she has not ccnceiveJ fo r  some years now. So probably she does not 

see the need for  taking t o  family planning. But you cannot t e l l  whe- 

ther or not she will have any more children. After all, she has not 

yet crossed that paint. 

In the case of my second sister, E l l y ,  who also was married 

at the age of 17 years, qy mother pranised t o  give part of her land 

i n  dowry, the idea being that e i ther  the land should be given or 

part of  the sale proceeds. Lilly's husband had a jab in Bhilai, one 

of the steel  towns i n  North East India. He had t o  come away af ter  an 

accident i n  which he los t  a part of his hand. On his retull t o  the 

village, he raised f b d s  by borrowing from the Banks and private par- 

ties and bought ? new mechanized boat. He now managea the boat and 

LUly xu-3 a successful grocery -tore. They have five daughters. 

They have given up hope of a son and Angelo has gone i n  fo r  tubectcnny 

after her l as t  child. They are i n  the process of replacing the i r  lqlt 

by a brick house. 

1 was the third girls and I too was married off early. It i s  

my uncles, my mother's brothers, who f aund the match for  me. Sebas- 

tian and I got married i n  1969. It was a t  the time of my marriage 

that  it was decided t o  s e l l  off the 12 cent piece of land and recover 

the cash to be divided among the three s is ters .  I suppose yau know 

already that dowry i s  very important f o r  marriage in our societj-. 

Before the anti-dowry legislation, even the Church was not againat 

this practice. We even had the system whereby the whole amamt was 



recorded with the Church where a register was kept for th i s  purpose. 

Earlier,  a percentage of the dowry was payable t o  the Church but that 

practice has been discontinued as  many people would der-report the 

dowry transaction. This register was still  maintained in the Church 

that  i n  the event of any dispute one would always refer t o  it. I n  

theory this dowry money is eupposed t o  be for  t h e  bride, the practice 

here, however, i s  for the br idepow t o  have the full use of it. 

Generally, he uses .it for  starting a venture of his  own. 

Sebastian, my husband 

Seb~lstian was twenty-one years old when we got married. He 

had attended school only for  two years. Sebastian had t o  start work- 

ing a t  the age of 10 or: 12 because his parents needed h i m  t o  supple- 

ment thei r  earnings. They had s ix  children, four b o p  and two girls. 

Sebastian w a s  the first son. Both h i s  parents worked. Sebastian's 

father owned a kochuvallom, the smell cmrt, and his mother worked as 

a headload f i sh  vendor. The brother next t o  Sebastian turned out t o  

be a very sickly kid. T h i s  was a great source of anxiety and expense, 

Ultimately it was diagnosed that he had cancer and he died of it at 

the  age of 24. P l l  the other brothers and s is ters  of Sehaatian o d d  

s tay in school fo r  a much lmger period than Sebastian. h e  brother 

and one s i s t e r  younger t o  Sebastian are also married now. A t  the 

time of his s i s te r ' s  marriage, a large dowry of R~.9,000 was given 

i n  cash and gold. Later, when Sebastian's brother's marriage was 

fixed, he brought a mch larger dowry of Us. 13,000 in cash and gold. 



My husbanu's work 

As I have tr7.d y a ~ ,  Sebastian started workiing at  a very early 

a .  When we got married, he was going out t o  sea with his father as 

well as with other fishermen. He was working hard t o  contl-ibute as 

as much as possible fo r  thb maintenance of his family. But his heart 

was in the mechanized boat. People who worked for  mechanized boats 

made more money even though the period of peak activity was very short 

add concentrated. Luckily fo r  him, quite a few of his relations had 

already got mechanized boats of the i r  own. So Sebastian switched 

over as a deck hand for mechanized boats. 

Constructing our o m  brick house 

After I got married, I 1ived.with him a t  his parents' residence 

for a psriod cf six ;mr.~s. R5s parents stayed close t o  the old'light- 

house wher--. country crafts  used t r  lard the i r  catch. This is also 

where the valloms are st/ill berthed when not in use and men got toge- 

ther t o  dry out. 1let3 o r  zepair them in the evenings. Though a l l  val- 

lms  look alike, people have their ways of identiQing them. With 

'more and more people switching over t o  mechanized crafts  which land 

their catch a t  the jetty, t h i s  old centre is looking more and more 

deserted. 

The dowry money I brought with nce was used by Sebastian t o  

buy 13 cents of land not f a r  from where his parents were living. We 

started savhg money so that  one dday we could put up a house on this 

land. Investment i n  a mechanized boat of our own appeared t o  be beyord 

our reach. So we thought i n  terms of a house of our own. 



Wc:king as a deck hard, hc made forty t o  f i f t y  rupes  a day 

during the three months of peak activity. 411 deck hands do that 

but the general tendency is  t o  spend it very largely in drinking and 

other wasteful ways so that  in periods of lean activi ty they are gen- 

erally reduced t o  a hand t o  mouth existence. Only t,h3 few more thou- 

ghtful ones who can think of the future for  themselves t.ry t o  plan 

some proper use of -the income. Already many households had changed . 
t h e i r  h t s  b t o  brick houses. 

In  our village, the type of house you l ive i n  dete l inos  y m  

status now. No longer does everybody stay in thatcbd h t s .  M w  

people had already buil t  rice large brick houses. k c e  we? had enough 

funds t o  star t  construction work we went t o  a local huil6ing contra- 

c to r  and got a plan drawn. The estimate was that thc house alone 

would cost us Rs.16,500. Sebastian mortgaged our land for  9c.9,000. Ib.? 

calculated that wc&d access t o  Rs.2,5nO t o  s t a r t  with and that the 

balance would be posoible t o  raise from the chit t ies we were subscri- 

bing for. Actually, the t o t a l  cost came t o  Rs.17,500. Sebastian kept 

a detailed account of all the expenses. Over and above that  w e  spent 

Rs.8,000 on electr ical  wiring, painting and Purniture. &so, the house- 

warming cremony would involve a sizeable amnurt, the only thing we c d d  

not go i n  for was piped water a d  built-in-toilets. 

House warming and Pollu 

On the campletion of mr house, it i s  the  practice i n  arr 

village t o  invite all friends and relatives fo r  a house warming @Y. 

A t  t h i s  party, each guest brings i n  a cash contribution tcwards the 



ww by t,:.~ reci ;?i<:r*. ? ~ . n C y  T?i. -= - n ~ t r i h t i o n s ,  together add up 

t o  a substantial sum so that t b  recipient f ..;iily is able t o  repay 

the debts incurred by it during construction. Repayment of contri- 

butions received jn Pollu has p d  t o  be made' i n  due course along 

with interest. In  addit?.on, cne d e s  a small gift. There are no 

legal bindings. The socitll smccion against default is so strong 

that default i s  simply unheard of. Ym keep repaying as the occaa- 

ion arises. In  case the giver has already buil t  a house, then one 

can repay during awdding i n  h s  or her family. There are enough 

occasions t o  ~ c t t l e  thess transactions. When we gave the house war- 

ming party, we recei-red some Rs.30,000 in p- contributions. Seb-' 

a s thn 'e  brother sa t  down and noted down ell the contributions in 

two  notebooks that  we hove kept very safely. I shall  be very glad 

t o  show you tho re@ster. We could nut only celar a l l  the debts st- 

raightway but also have scme surplus. We bought a cow with the . 
ammt l e f t  w i t h  US. 

Our new house 

We mmrd in to  car new houe sometime i n  1418. It i s ,  as ycu 

can.see, made of ki ln fired t-icks. We ge t  these bricks from a 

kiln located &cut 3 . 4  kilometres frcm here, where bricke are baked 

i n  the tradiSional manner. I doubt if', barring a couple of very 

rich families i n  ciur viilage, anyone has bu i l t  his  hause with wire- 

cut bricks. Thy a r e  no doubt sturdier and better shapd by at  

the same time much more apensive. We used cement mortar. Cement 

was not, i n  Such short % p l y  as ad present. Nm, the same hmse 



would have cost us a l o t  more because we cmld have had t o  buy 

cement in the black market. You can never got the allotment on time, 

however much you run  around for it. We t r ied t o  economise on other 

costs as well. By going in for  jelli w a l l s ,  i .e. ,  w a l l s  with holes 

spread out as i n  la t t i ce  work, we could dispense with windous. We 

opted for a red a i d e  cement flooring instead of mosaic flooring b e  

cause the former is  far less  expensive. The item we did not~econdse 

on is the door a t  the entrance. We had t o  have a solid wooden door 

with a proper built-in-lock. Also we got a neon light fixed i n  our 

l iving room, but the other rooms, including the kitchen, have only 

ordinary electr ic bulbs. I am quite fond of my kitchen. It has a 

platform for  cooking and proper cupboards t o  store things. As ym 

can see, I have almost all the local gadgets that  one needs in a tra- 

ditional Kerala kitchen for  steaming, pounding and grinding activities. 

There are two things tie ?till do n ~ t  have i n  o& house. One is a 

water connection and the other to i le t  faci l i t ies .  Sebastian and I 

discussed a lot hm we should build the house. In  the course of i t s  

construction, I was probably a r d  more often than Sebastian because 

he had t o  go away whenever the boat he worked for was out a t  sea. Of 

course, as is the case with everyone in the village, new constmctions 

or  major repairs are not taken up in the peak fishing season both bec- 

ause one has t o  be away a t  w& and also because that i s  when it 

rains most. 

The family 

We l ive  in the house just by ourselves, i.e., my husband and 

myself with our thrse children, two gir ls  and one b g .  My Fisst;zhild 



was a bc, Alphonso, v h , ~  1:. -:;..-.. , F  i-:. ZGW. He i s  studying in 

the . fourth  c lass ,  My second child was a giri, Anne. She i s  eight 

years old now. She i s  nold studying i n  the  t h i rd  stand&. 'Ihe ycun- 

gest one, a l so  a G:l, i s  four years old now and goes t o  a small nur- 

sery in the  villafie where the children play and l e m .  

I wes e x p c t i n g  my first child within one year of our marri- 

age. I wns just aboct 18 years old and staying with m y  in-laws. I 

came down with a severe a t tack of jaundice. T h i s  is & common problem 

here now. The general san i ta t ion  i n  our vi l lage  has become woldse 

over the p a r s w i t h  t h e  expansion in a c t i v i t i e s  related t o  prawns. 

Prawn peeling sheds are spread all over t he  village with t he  result 

tha t  you see h i l l s  of peels r e t t i n g  everywhere. Prawn peels d e c m  

pose i n t o  manure f o r  which there  i s  a good demand from farmers. A s  

a result ,  hm~@??r.  + h m e  i. s n ,?eat dea l  of f l i e s  all through the  year. 

Even i f  ;- n~ keep the  house abso2:%?ly clean, t he  chnnces of y m r  get- 

t i n g  exposed t o  infections are very high. I went away t o  my mother's 

house whn I wz! -T-? mxthe pregnant a t  her  urging. Since j a m i c e  

had made me rather  weak, m y  mot.her wanted me t o  goto a pr ivate  xrurs- 

ing home f o r  delivery even i f  it meant expense. Already, there  were 

several private nursing homes i n  Sakthikulatigara, in addition t~ the  

two Government-run hospitals. I stayed i n  t h e  nursing home for a 

week nnd then returned t o  t he  care of m y  mather. Crdinarily, she 

would have put me on Ayurvedic tonics,  but  since I had had jamdice 

we decided t o  s t i ck  t o  just  al lopathic medicines. We took the child 

forbaptism only after he was three months old. Ear l ier ,  t h e  prac- 

t i ce  was t h a t  the child was taken f o r  baptism within t he  first t e n  

days, kt now this ru le  has been ~e l axed .  We can take the chi ld  



for  baptism any time before it i s  six mcmths old. I breast-fed 

the  child un t i l  I was expecting again a f te r  about f if teen months. 

For my second delivery also I went t o  the same nursing home. Betw- 

een my second and third children, the interval was four years. I 

delivered rqy third child also in the nursing home. Since I never 

f e l t  well during the course of my pregnancies, I did not want t o  

continue having children. With three children already, two daught- 

e r s  and one son, the timu had come, I f e l t ,  t o  wldergo sterilization. 

Evevane in the village knows now that there are ways of Limiting 

the family size. The radio and the m o v i e  houses carry this message, 

Moreover, the auxiliary midwife canes orten on her r m d s  and was  

encouraging me t o  t a lk  t o  Sebastian and have the operation performed. 

Sebastian was i n i t i a l l y  reluctant on the ground that  the operation 

might disable me permanently, bur, he speed when I told him that his 

fears were unjustified. It was not a new thing in my family, since 

my s i s t e r  had gone in for  steri l izat ion af ter  her f i f t h  child. After 

our third child was six months old and when my periods starbed I 

went t o  the Qdlcm Government Hospital for  my operation. I have had 

no complications af ter  that and am a t  peace with myself. 

Having a small family with all the three children in school, 

I have plenty of time. Housekeeping has been made easy with a well 

constructed house. So I have started recently going with my s is ter  

t o  the boatyard t o  either operate as a commission agent or peel 

prawns f o r  wages. 



Brother' s g o d  fortune 

Since my mother i s  going t o  re t i re  soon, she may help me with 

taking care of the children. I do not think she - d i l l  want t o  join 

us in business. She stays close t o  me, with my only brother Gilbert 

He started his career as a c m i s s i o n  agent and i s  now an act ioneer.  

He and a friend of h i s  raised a loan with a local bank and have bagfit 

36' trawler boat. He has also plrt up a modern brick house of his own. 

N o w  he owns his home and has a share in the mechanised boat. We are 

happy t ha t  Oilbert i s  doing well and i s  taking care of my mother well. 

Sebastian, qf husband, i s  now working on Gilbert's boat. 

Looking ahead 

l b r e  is no doubt tha t  we all had a g d  start because my 

mother had a steady job. Sebastian has been very hard working and 

as' a deck hand makes more than what is enough for basic neces- 

sities.  I am sure he would now 'Like t o  go in for h is  own boat. M a y  

be we can mortgagc our iand and raise the money. h c e  we get a me 

chanized boat and do better,  we can think of sending our children 

t o  a bettor school. N o t  only a ~ e  English medium schools mch bet- 

ter ,  but also sending children there gives the fmi1y .a  higher status. 

&so, children not only learn t o  speak Enaish  better, but have a 

distinct advantage over other educated children i n  the village. These 

are our two major ambitions i n  l i f e .  



Puthent1:y.a 

Case Study - A 

The net maker 

We l i v e ,  as you can see, very close t o  the sea shore in 

Puthenthura. The sea i s  just a few minutes' walk from our hut. The 

open air stage i n  front of our hut was bui l t  by a local  group for 

t he  villagers t o  stage playa on festive occasions. We have been 

l iving here for the l a s t  twenty-five years and have gram t o  like the 

location of our hut.' That i s  why we did not apply for  the allotment 

o f  one of the new brick houses put up by the Grmernment on the East 

Side. We are hoping that the Government w i l l  al lot  t o  us s m  ten 

cents of land right here where we are squatting. After a W r e d  fami- 

l i e s  have moved out from th i s  West Side, it has considerably eased* 

congestions and we have started l iking it here even better.  

Present occupants of the hut 

In  t h i s  small hut, my 61 year old husband Raman, and I live 

with our second unmarried son Dhharm who i s  twenty years old. Cur 

older son who i s  married lives separately with his wife in the adjace- 

n t  hut. Though Raman i s  virtually i l l i t e r a t e ,  having been a t  school 

only for two years, he i s  s t i l l  called 'Asan' by every one in this 

village. 'Asan' i n  Malayalam means teacher. He is  referred t o  as 

such because he i s  not only a good fisherman but also one who i s  

always ready t o  share his knowledge of tho sea and the movements 

of the f i sh  shoals with others. He i s  so very adept a t  fishing that 



he selclm cams back withmt fis; when he i s  at  sea. So e v e q  one, 

young or old, asks h i m  when and whelp t o  go fishing. hut has 

been the meeting. place for  young fishermen. 'Ibis i n  a way is of 

great holp as we can mobilise a crew a t  a short nubice. 

Being h e n ' s  wife, they ca l l  me Asat%. I have been a t  school 

longer than Raman and Ihave studied un t i l  the 5th Standard. SO I 

can read and w r i t e  well. I was particularly gocd a t  maths and even 

now I often help Asm with his calculations. After our craft  comes 

back from the sea, the auction proceeds from the day's catch are sh- 

ared by all the crew members i n  our verandah. I am always a r d  t o  

help them out w i t h  thei r  arithmetic. 

Though Raman i- now ssixty one years old, he i s  still  quite 

active. He takes at his craft ,  a Thanguvallm, t o  sea on as m e n y  

day3 as he e m .  In  t h i ~  vill;~ge, t-ro kinds of crafts  are mostly 

used. Than~vallom, a large plank bui l t  boat and Kochuvallm, a 

smaller boat. The Thanguvallom is  a 40 feet  long canoe. It is buil t  

of planks. The planks are tied t o g e t b r  with coir ropes which pass 

through various holes made for the pupose i n  the planks and theri 

nailed t o e t h e r  with copper nails so that  they don't rust.  Tha holes 

and joints arc f i l led  in with substances that  do nut dissolve in water. 

Thanguvallom takes a crew of nine t o  eleven persons and operates a 

type of local purse seine net called thangwala. Ordinarily, Thangu- 

val lm i i s  aperated from the middle of July t o  the end of September. 

Since we do not m a Kochvallm, b a n  takes the ~hanguvallom 

prac'bically all throu& the year except during the months when it is 



- 
u t t e r ly  dmgerous t o  go out  t o  st:.. Iiochuvallom i s  a smaller but 

more versatile craf ts  wlkch needs a crew of TI- t o  five peaons. 

So f a r  we have never amed one. 

Raman has a regular crew of d n e  young men. This includes 

our older son and a few relatives. Though we own anly one net, it 

is quite a versatile type capable of hn-g all k i d s  of fish. The 

cost of a new net i s  some 15,000 rupees. It i s  made of white v l o n  

twine. Most of the men who work fo r  us belong t o  t h i s  village and 

are related t o  us ei ther thmugh blood or marriage. Raman usually 

gces out in the morning and spends some six hours fishing. It takes 

them apprmimately between an hcur t o  an hour-and-a-half t o  reach 

the  fishing grarnds. They have t o  reach a certain depth before they 

can spot the shoals. Caning back t o  the shore t&es usually less 

time. The catch i s  auctionsd off as soon as it is  l aded  and i s  

paid for  i n  cash on the spot. ban and his men sit down i n  cur  

verandah t o  distribute the cnsh. We get two out of eleven shares; 

one fo r  our craf t  and one for Raman as a crew member. The nine crew 

members, including %an, gets one share each. 

Engine fo r  a traditional craf t  

Recently a w e l l  known engineering company, wNch manufact- 

ures marine engines of the Japanese design offered t o  f i t  an cut- 

board engine temporarily t o  our craft  t o  demonstrate how a tradi- 

t iona l  craf t  i t s e l f  can be mechanized. Raman is quite i w s s e d  

with the engine because the craf t  can maka a t r i p  fas te r  involving 



less of physical s t ra in  though the size of the crew remains the 

same. The use of the engine will mean that the crew w i l l  have 

more time ard energy t o  fish. The use of engine dws  reduce the 

l i f e  of .the boat because of the vibration a d  increases the maint- 

enance cost. If we can raise a bank loan, we intend t o  buy the 

engine. As ycu know, the banks give loans t o  fishermen on conces- 

s i d  terms. The local  agent of the mamfacturing company is  con- 

fident that  our local  bank w i l l  give us the loan for buying the 

engine. 

Sending a son t o  Gulf 

71!3 c a d  have raised funds for this engine from other s- 

ces as well i f  we w e ' r e  not already in debt. Pour younger son, 

S h m ,  has been very keen on going t o  the Gulf. Rrenty years old, 

he has in i shed  ten  years of hi:. schooling. He appeared twicefor 

the school leaving cert if icate examination, but could not make it. 

English language was h i s  .weak point. T h i s  i s  the case with most of 

the children here. We were hoping that we would send him t o  col-' 

lege. Since going t o  college was out of question, he went on t o  

a technical training school for a diplana course i n  fibre moulding. 

This achool run by the Govenrment was located some twenty kilometres 

away from our village. That is  how we cmM manage t o  change his  

profession. We are fed up with t h i s  uncertain a d  hand&m&h 

existence. I would l ike  nly children a t  l eas t  t o  haw a steady in- 

come. I don't care i f  they have t o  give up fishing. After finishing 



the course, Dharm caiLd have gone for a more advanced course in 

Madras, but before we could decide on that we met an agent f'rm 

&ilon who came looking for young men willing t o  go t o  the Gulf. In 

recent years, quite a few ycung men from our am village have gone 

t o  the Gulf. I &ow a l l  of thei r  names. They are the talk of the 

vi l lage  because the i r  families have becme suddently rich. I never 

thought that  either of our sons w i l l  make it t o  the Wf. Whsn the 

agent from Guilon suggested that Dham would make it if we raised 

the  necessary money, I jumped a t  the idea. The agent felt that 

with his education and technical training he will get fo r  Dhm a 

contract as part of a group of some f i f t y  men required by an Italian 

furniture making firm in Abu Dhabi. Accoding t o  this agent 20 

out of 50 p k o n s  enrolled f o r  this contract w e  fian Kerala State. 

His job w i l l  carry a pay of Rs.2,M)O plus b o d  and lodging. 

Usually people going t o  Gulf can send back more than twc+thirds of 

the cash salary fo r  which they are hired there. So the debt one 

incurs t o  send young men t o  the Gulf is  possible t o  clear within 

16 t o  18 months. Then one can think in terms of i m p r ~ ~ m e n t s  in 

one's working a d  l iving conditim. 

Raising the money 

The f i r s t  thing t o  do however was t o  raise ' the sum of 

Rs. 13,000. T h i s  would c m r  not only the premium payable t o  the 

agency for arranging the job and immigration clearance (normally we 

refer  t o  as the getting of NOC, i.e., no-objection-certificete), 



and the one-way a i r  t icket  which alone costs Rs.3,442. Immediately, 

1 offered t o  give away whatever gold I had accumulated m r  the 

years from my earnings f r m  net making. Savings from fishing get 

always used up i n  replacing the craft  a d  net, though, w e r  t.he 

years, our craft  and equipment both have become not only better, 

but more expensive. The nylon net, Raman uses i s  quite expensive. 

Also, h is  Thanguvallom is  o d y  two years old. But then there was 

no question of sel l ing or mortgaging our craft  and gear. By pool- 

ing together my gold and my daughte~in-law's 1 could raise Rs.l+,500. 

For the res t  of the money, I had t o  go around a d  ask all aar frt- 

ends and relatives t o  give cash or a gold bangle or  two t o  be pled- 

ged for  cash on the clear understanding that  each of them would be 

paid back i n  as soon as the  son starts sending money frm the Gulf. 

The money was not d i f f icul t  t o  raise. People in the vi l la@ are 

now used t o  contributing the i r  might for  this purpose. I do not 

know of a single case i n  our village where money thus raised has 

not been paid back. We have deposited the f u J l  amount with the 

agent. Dharm has already received h i s  passport and is  nai waiting 

t o  be called any dag 

We are keeping our fingers crossed. We hope very much that 

once Dharm makes* it, he w i l l  work out some way of getting his elder 

brother, Gyan, also t o  the W. 

My childless daughter-in-law 

%an is now t h i r t y - f m  years old. He has been t o  school 



for  'nine years. Thereafter, he joined his father's crew. When he 

was twenty-five, we got  him married. We got a damy of Rq.1,000 and 

70 grams of gold equal t o  R?.1,400 i n  cash i n  all. We used the cash 

t o  make a &yment of the new craft  tha t  we were negotiating f ~ r .  I n  

fact I asked my daughter-&-law t o  give also part of her gold jswel- 

lery. This wes one of the causes of misunderstn.&g between us. We 

have not been able t o  return her cash and gold so far. Recently, 

when she saw that we needed money for Dharm, she went and l e f t  with 

her mother whatever gold jewellery she had. Of course, apart from 

t h i s  the main cause fo r  misunderstanding between my daughter-in-law 

and myself also l i e s  on another score. I have been urging son 

t o  send his wife away because she nas not borne him ; u~ r  child in ten 

years. We have taken her fo r  treatment t o  all types of doctors and 

hospitals. Thrice she has undergone curstage. Even my son has been 

tested for his v i r i l i t y  ( s p m  ccurt'. He has Seen fwnd a l l  right. 

Evidently something is  terr ibly wrong w i t h  her. But my son does nut 

agree that we should send his wife hack t o  her parents. Instead, 

they are looking for  a child t o  be adopted. I do not l ike  that 

idea but I cannot force my ideas on him beyond a point. 

Daughter-in-law sets  up a separate house 

For the f i r s t  eight years, my son and his wife were staying 

with us i n  this hut: My daughter-in-law would do all the kitchen 

work and I could make the nets. Then once we bad a big row and I 

gave her a couple of slaps. She was in her pericds, acconlingto 

ns in a polluted stat*, and absent-mindedly touched certain things. 



May bel I over did it but she was getting on my nerves too much. In  

spite of her being childless, she was lazy and complaining. !&so 

I was never very happy with the way she was doing her domestic 

chores. Gns day t h i s  break had t o  happen. Moreover, she wanted 

Gym t o  give. her hi? share of the money. Then they decided t o  m o m  

sway. Gyan with the help of his father erected a s m a l l  hut close 

t o  ours. I see very l i t t l e  of my daughter-in-law these days; we are 

still not on talking terms. 

My own work 

I have all along been working af ter  I got married Rnd vent 

t o  Raman's villa* to  l ive with him. I wceild defibre coir husk6 

and make cotton nets. In the for t ies  the use of nylon threads had 

not  appeared cn 15th scsne md nets were made only w i t h  cotton thre- 

ads. But v e r  since we moved t o  -uthenthura I have been engaged 

in making nylon trawl nets and t r y  t o  keep the money for special 

purposes. Smetin~es I buy a l i t t l e  gold item now and then. There 

are two net dealers i n  aur village. Both of them deal in trawl 

nets. They buy nylon twine i n  bulk and farm it out i n  small lots 

t o  the women working for  them. I work for  the  dealer who has some 

sixty t o  seventy women, young and old, from our village, working 

f o r  him. These are all women who, fo r  one reason or other, have t o  

stay at  home. The dealer keeps getting orders a l l  the time for 

trawl nets. Each mechamised boat has at leas t  two trawl nets and 

they were out i n  a short while. So there is a l w a y s  demand for  it. 



I collect the twine from the net dealer 's house. H i s  wife w i l l  

be there a l w a y s ,  Indeed, she i s  the one who weighs the twine ard 

keeps an account of it. When we return the knitted sections t o  her, 

she weighs them again. One gets paid fo r  knitting on the basis of 

weigkit, l i t t l e  though such payment is compared t o  what one can earn 

i n  jobs outside one's house. 

She also gives instructions regarding the sections of tke 

net  t o  be knitted. I do all my knitting i n  our verandah. I know 

f o r  each portion of the net the mesh size a d  the m b e r  of knots 

t h a t  are necessary t o  s t a r t  with and then taper off. Them are 

sever dist inct  parts of the trawl net. To assemble each part, one 

has t o  do several sections. For instance, t o  do the main face, you 

need fau. panels, each starting with 400 meshes and ending up 

with 300. 

Time disposition 

I get up around 5 o'clock in the morning. It has become 

a habit over the years. Even i f  I want t o  sleep longer, I cannot.. 

The f i r s t  thing I do i s  t o  brush my teeth and have a wash. I have 

a nice enclosed area on the back of my house where I can have a 

wash an3 then I go t o  the sea-side t ea  shop. There are twelve shops 

but 1 go t o  the one very close t o  the sea shore run by a woman. 

Once I get back home I clean the front yard ard say my prayers. By 

then it i s  clear day l ight .  So I sit down for net making. A r d  

9 a.m. I make some breakfast. Usually, t h i s  i~ l e f t  over rice and 



gruel from previous night. Then I must take a break and do my 

shopping. My morning shopping consis ts  of firewood and spices. 

There are two fie1 shops and s i x  grocery shops in the  v i l l age .  

There are, in addition t o  t h e  two ra t ion  shops, some twelve wmen 

who s e l l  just r i ce .  We need t o  buy ex t r a  r i ce  because the ra t ion  

auota is never adequate. I, however, buy all t h e  r i ce ,  suear and 

kerosene I am e n t i t l e d  t o  in  our ra t ion  card from the ra t ion shop 

t o  which we are assigned. I cook r i c e  only once f o r  both the meals. 

I make a f i s h  curry eoery day. Sometimes, I a l so  make a coconut 

chutney. Grinding spices f o r  the  f i s h  curry is the  main chore. 

Raman and Dham e a t  t h e i r  meals a t  home but separately. It i s  only 

f o r  the evening meal t ha t  we a r e  always together. I n  the  afternoon, 

f i r s t  I feed both the  men and t b  have my own meal. The vessels 

have t o  be washed and l e f t  over r i c e  and gruel stored away far the 

even-&&. I n  the afternoor,, I take 3 1 i t t . l e  break before get t ing 

back t o  net making. I n  between work, when I fool  l i k e  taking tea ,  

I go t o  the  t e a  shop. A l i t t l e  before dusk by around 6.30 p.m. in 

the nfternoon, I clean the prayer room ar3 sweep the yad. The 

two brass lamps have t o  be scrubbed a d  cleaned every day before 

they a m  l ighted fo r  evening prayers. After this, I can put i n  some 

more work in the evenings because Raman spends an hour or  two a t  the 

t d d y  shop. A l l  t o ld ,  I am able t o  devote six t o  e igh t  h w s  a day 

t o  net m a k i n g ,  but  I s e l d m  make more than f nu. rupees a day. Of 

course, we do not get paid on a d a i l y  basis .  



I am now used t o  Reman's drinking. I have learnt t c  take 

these things i n  my str ide the hard way. Lhen I was y v ,  1 w d  

protest strongly uld get beater? up i n  the process. I i i s  drinking 

was the  only matter on which there used t o  be a problem between him 

and myself. CWlerwise, he was always ready t c  leave auite e lot of 

matter for  me t o  hnndle. I an therefore very deeply involved i n  

matters connected with his work. As I have t o l d  you already, I help 

Raman with a c c m t s  and other matters connected with fishing. Eis 

crew members and others who have dealings with him, have however got 

used t o  m y  involvement. 

Early b a c k g r d  

I was born and bred i n  this very village. Se were both my 

parents. Ny mother, who lived till the 'ripe age of eigbty, died only 

recently. My father owned two cr-f'ts, the big and the s m a l l  one, and 

the nets t o  go with it while my mother was a midwife. She made sane 

money by attending on wmen's deliveries. For every delivery she at- 

tended she would gst a new set of c ldhes  and some cash depending on 

the household and the sex of the child. 

My parents had eight children i n  all. O f  these, two, both 

female, died in infancy. O f  the six surviving children, f a n  were 

boys mid two girls.  Except for  my younger s i s te r  Radha who i s  marr- 

ied outside the village, the res t  of us l ive  i n  Puthenthra. 431 of 

us were sent t o  school fo r  some years. My youngest brother studied 

up till the tenth s tan lad .  He is the only o m  working on a mechani- 

zed craft .  He gces t o  the neighbmring village of Shakthikulangara 



on most  days. Eken it i s  off season then he travels t o  the northen 

parts of the State, going as far as Cnnnanore with the boat. Then 

he has t o  sLay away from hme for several days a t  a stretch. My 

othw three brothers .we engaged in traditional fishing, each own- 

ing his own craf t  and gear and living separately with h i s  own fami- 

l y  in th i s  very village. 

My marriage 

I was married i n  1947 a t  the age of 22 t o  Raman from the nei- 

ghbmring village of Kureepuzha. Raman WRS years old. Our fami- 

Hes knew each other, being distantly related. They came t o  ask for 

me and once the arrangement was a p e d  upon, we got married. The 

Araya priest  conducted thecFremony. Raman's people gave me a new 

set of clot'nes. I hau t o  c lw@ into those clothes before departing 

for t he i r  house. There was no e~change of dowry. Kureepuzha was a 

village whare ccir defibrlng a d  spinning were one of the mainstays 

of the people. When I went there, T too started defibring husks. 

Raman's parents h ~ d  five surviving children. Two h d  died, one male 

and one female. Raman was the i r  second of the surviving sons. His 

father had a share i n  a Thanguvallm along with six others, but a 

Kochuvellm he owned a l l  by himself. We stayed there with them for 

four years. Raman worked for  his father a t  that  time. I n  the f i f t h  

year, we moved t o  another village where b a n  bought a piece of land. 

Children 

O f  the f i ve  children I gave b i r th  to, only two, both sons, 

have survived. , The other three were gir ls .  I was expecting my f i r s t  



child within a year. I came away t o  i'uthenthura t o  my parents 

when I was five months pregnant, according t o  the custom amongat 

us.  My mother and other relatives helped me with my confinemenk. 

The baby, a boy, was delivered a t  hane and I was taken care of in 

the  tradit ional  way. This meant having hot water bath after o i l  

hassage and taking herbal tonics. My parents, particularly my 

father, were strong believers in the Ayurvedic tradition. Moat 

people in the village know the  recipes and can often make them at 

home. There are other medicines t h a t  you have t o  buy from Aymv%%@ 

medicine shops. I went back t o  Raman's village only when the child 

was three months. Most Araya parents try t o  keep the couple ap& 

fo r  so= time before and af ter  child birth. The. practice i a  we- 

ing out as these days when girls go t b  hospitals for delivery theg 

don't spend much time with the i r  own parents. Very o f ' n  girls 

married t o  boys of Puthenthra -1on't even go back. It is not gwd 

fo r  the i r  health, t o  be together so soon af ter  child birth. I did 

not get the bay vaccinated. Instead I just kept giving him a herM 

m i x t u r e  which was supposed t o  protect him from all virus infecti- 

The child was breastfed fo r  three years un t i l  I was expecting my 

second child. My second child was a g i r l .  The girl was growing up 

nicely. When she was ftve years she was d r m e d  i n  the backwaters. 

I n  beheen, I had another child, again female. She lived for two 

and a half years only and died after  an in tes t inal  infection. My 

fourth child again was a girl who lived for  only one year. She had 

develaped a breathing problem and she died before we could get her 



in 
t o  hospital. Losing three children w i t d a  period of three years 

or so was a b ig  shock t o  us. I was feeling very depressed. Nghtly 

or wrongly, I did not f ee l  l i k e  staying any more in Kuraepuzha. I 

wanted t o  go bat# t o  Puthenthura. Raman agreed t o  the move f o r  my 

sake, but only on an experimental basis .  A t  t h a t  time, F'uthenthura 

was more advanced than Kureepuzha thanks l a r g e l y t o  the  Froject. 

The Project hospital  was situated next door. &so, the vi l lagers  

were given easy access t o  safe  drinkingwater.  N o t  t h a t  Raman was 

worried about making g o d  as a fisherman, because he was already an 

expert in t r ad i t iona l  fishing, but there is always uncertainty about 

moving t o  a new place of work, away from your own friends and rela- 

tions. Anyway, the  move t o  Puthmthura proved t o  be permanent. 

I n  Puthentllura, I felt more secure. 1 was now close t o  my 

parents. But having been l e f i  just v i th  one son, was a source of 

constant anxiety and my - a n d e t y  w c e  greater a d  greater with the 

passage of time as  I did not conceive again. So I was advised t o  

undertake weekly f a s t s  a d  I made r d s  of various temples. I 

conceived Dharm, my second son, after a f ive year interval.  This 

was in 1960. My mother was still l iving, but she had become too 

old t o  help me del iver  a t  hme. So, unlike f o r  the first four del- 

iveries,  it was decided t h a t  I should go t o  the  Project hospital, 

which was located just next door t o  where we had put up our hut. 

The hospital s ta f f  insis ted on vaccinating the baby. So m y  second 

son has gone throu* the whole course. I breastfed dl my children, 



but I fed the l a s t  one f o r  five years because I did not conceive 

thereafter.  I n  1965, my uterus had t o  be removed because of some 

complications. 

Looking ahead 

Looking back, I feel  we have worked very ha& and tried cur 

best t o  bring up the two boys t o  the best of aur abil i t ies.  I my- 

se l f  'have not wasted a single day i n  my l i f e .  A l l  the money that I 

got from making nets, l i t t l e  thcugh it was always, went towards edu- 

cating tb boys. True, I have used up part of the domy brou@t by 

my daughte~in-law, but I am mt at  all ashamed on that score. We 

used it fo r  the good of the family, and that  includes her as w e l l .  

The people in the village feel  I am lucky since I have sons 

only, but I am not so sure of that.  In  old age, a d m g t e r  can be 

of great r help. A son, however nice a d  obedient, w i l l  never help 

you with the hmsehold chores. And unless you are very lucky, it is 

hard t o  get loyalty and affection from a daughter-in-law. She i s  

always wanting t o  sow the seeds of separation between a mother and 

her son. I believe i f  a joint family has t o  survive, a daughteer-in- 

law must be kept in f i r m  control. We have b e c m  too lenient these 

days. 

Ideally, i f  both of our sons can go on jobs t o  the Gulf, we 

should be able t o  build a god house. Also, we cmld build up enc- 

ugh savings t o  take care of our old age. My yamger son ha8 p r d -  

sed that  he w i I l  not l e t  us d m .  I am not so sum of the elder son. 

He is good, but his wife can prevail on him t o  do things differently. 

A l l  the same, we have t o  be conc~rned abmt him as much as abmt W 

unmarried son. 



Puthent'nura 

Case Study - B 

The C h i t  F'md Operator 

I was born on the neigbhming fishing *age of Chireyinkil 

i n  1946. Though both my parents are living, they are separated. Q 

mother lives with my younger brother very close t o  &ere I live nw 

in Puthenthura, whereas my father continues t o  l ive ,  as alweys, with 

his second wife'and thei r  children i n  ChirayhkKl. My mother who has 

been i n  indifferent health practically all her l i f e ,  .is still  working. 

She works as a part-time sweeper in a sea foul exporting frim i n  the 

neighbmring village of Neendakara on a monthly salary of Rs.35. It 

i s  a small am& no doubt, buf she gets it regularly, month after  

month, a d  tha t  means a l o t  t o  us. poor people. 

Early separation of n i y  parents 

When my mather was around sixteen years of age, her father 

got her married into a fanily that was reasonably wel l  off and well 

known t o  him. It was nearly an d l ience  between the two Araya fami- 

l i e s .  One had land and momy md the other, .that is, my mother's 

family, was better  educated ad k n c m  for Sanskrit lea* and knm- 

ledge of m d i c  medicine. D o w r y  was there even then, but not as 

large as it is now-a-daye. She was given a sum of Rs.300 as dodry in 

cash. Her wedding was performed by the Maya Sellrice Organization, 



A ; h a &  my mother had b e r : ~  t o  school for 4-5  years, she was 

neither health. nor gocd looking. .It appears that right frw t hn  

very start she did not h i t  off with either my father's parents, esp- 

ecia l ly  h i s  mother, or my father himself. Gn top of that, the f irst  

two children born t o  her were female. The f i r s t  one was a still-born 

and the second, horn within one year of the f i r s t ,  was npe l f .  The 

story is  that  when af ter  her second delivery a t  her p.rentei house, 

my mother returned t o  my father's house along with me as a n  infant, 

she found herself most unwelcme. My father's people spread the word 

that  an astrologer had predicted that  my mother would bear him only 

seven daughters and no son. They f e l t  that th i s  wauld mmt  t o  a 

t o t a l  disaster  for the householci. They would not only have t o  find 

seven bridegrwms, but also mobilise seven dcwries . So they .wanted. 

my mother t o  leave the i r  house with her child so that my father c d  

m a r v  another woman. My mcther refused t o  nblige nowever without a 

p r o p r  settlement which took t h e  t o  work out. She had a tough time 

there, having t o  stay put i n  a completely hostile ernrironment day 

a f t e r  day, but she stuck t o  her guns. 

The settlement between my parents 

Since th i s  marriage has been registered with the local caste 

service association, the Araya Samiti, the dispute between my parents 

had t o  go t o  the association. A settlement was reached whereby my 

fa ther  was made t o  repay the dowry money, raise and educate me till 

the age of  16 and then get me married and pay my mother a sum of Rs.7 



,every m o n t h  towar& her maintecance. ay the time a l l  t h i s  was sorted 

out, I had reached the age of fivo. 

I grew up with my father and step mother thereafter. My mother, 

who had moved back t o  her parents' house, would come t o  see me occasi- 

onally and take me with her during summer breaks from schools. 1 &a- 

yed in school till I reached the ninth standard. The school W.S a 

good one houris walk f r o m  where we lived. But my step mother always 

wanted me t o  complete all the house work ahe had assigned t o  be before 

leaving for school. T h i s  meant drawing water frcnn the well, cleaning 

the yard and the house, washing up rny step brothers and sisters. My 

step mother never quite liked the idea of nly going t o  school. She was 

always asking my father t o  keep rn back so that I could help her. How- 

ever, be++.er sense prevailed and since I was so keen on going t o  school, 

mjr father allajed me t o  continue. I enjoyed school though it me& 

wallchg long distances. I hod my girl fkiends and also it was a res- 

pite from h m .  When I .completed my ninth stand~rd,  I f e l t  I had enaugh 

of my step mother.. I decided t o  move with my mother who was by then 

living with her l i t t l e  son born t o  her outside of wedlock i n  Puthen- 

My mother's af fa i r  and pregnancy 

Thmgh my mother was staying with her brothers in Chirayinkil, 

she used t o  t ravel  t o  Puthenthura t o  visit her elder s i s te r  who was 

living there with her husband and the i r  children. She earned her 

keep by d?fibring coir  husks. She had kept the dmry money that was 



returned by my father w?th h?r hrr+.ber to be- re-invested as a lorn 

so that  it could e m  her son interest.  With the passage of years, 

there arose some misunderstmding between brother and s is ter  about 

the  money he was keeping for her.. .In this matter, my mother's sis- 

t e r ' s  husband played quite a role. I think this was his way of gai- 

ning my mother's confidence and getting closer t o  her. This resul- 

ted in a relationship between the two and ended up in my mother con- 

ceiving from him. B a t  came as zr -great .shock t o  every- one including 

fier own s is ter .  L was around thirteen -years of age then and could 

understand what had happened. The. two-sisters . a b ig  quarrel d 

my mother was thrown out of - the i r  b w e .  she decided t o  put up .a 

thatched hut i n  hthenthura i t s e l f  with-the help of some village mn. 

'She also started looking out for  work there. This w a s  some time in 

1958. With the in t rduct ion of mechanized b&s under the I.N.E., 

trawling for prawns had already 9tarted payisig dividends. My mother 

found work as a peeler with'a pramexporting firm. Butshe h d t o  

commute t o  the next villa@. She -to .go ko tth8 3 IiM distance wal- 

king. 1'180, under the Into-NnrwegianProject, a medical unit had 

been se t  up in Puthenthura. My (3rdhsfts hut-was next door t o  tbis 

s m a l l  hospital. Luckily having a child, without the help of relatives 

and a t  such a l a t e  ago did nut pose-a big prchlern for  my mother. Tne 

new hospital next door, thou& sm-was well equipped. It was 

specially geared t o  look after  the n&s of women and children. She 

had her confinement there. I nm hab a brather who was thirteert. years 

younger t o  me. Though I f e l t  smvfiat  embarrassed about it in the 

beginning, I &ill f e l t  dracm-to m y  cvn mother's child than t o  my 

stepmotk-3's ch-lldren. My m&hci* had t o  resume working soon &r 



studies xi move with her t o  Puthenthura. Thvigh my father was not 

quit& happy e b e t  it, I think stepmother him not t o  

cone in  my w v .  

I,Iy marriage t o  Sman 

After I moved t o  Puthenthura with my mather, qy main pre-occu- 

pation was t o  look aftsr my kid bmther and attend t o  the hmsehold 

chores, while my mother was away a t  work. Thus, I stayed mostly a t  

h m ,  keep- fully occupied with danestic chores. Sunan, a yamg 

coolie fisherman of the same r i l l ags  working on a traditional craft,  

would often pass by our hut on his way t o  the sea coast. He had los t  

his f:-2he- when he was ar- twelve yems old. His father had sane 

omious boat infec t im and was sick for  six months. They had t o  

qsnd auixe a l o t  of money on his treatment. S~nan stayed i n  school 

only fog , iree psrs ad E;VT S ~ C C  thcn hns Seen helping his familgs 

hce  his father died, his responsibilities increased. There were 

three older c b t e r s  who had t o  be married off. They sold off the i r  

seven cents of laud and got the g i r l s  married in the nsi@bmring 

fiabing villages and moved t o  scpat on Government land. They also had 

t o  borrow mcjney so his mother was steeped i n  debt. Her hope was that 

Soman's wife would bring a good dowry so that  she could pqr up part, 

i f  not dl, of her debt. However, as  time passed, I and Scanan got 

t o  kilck. each other and developed an attachment. We both started toy- 

ing with the idea of getting married t o  e a ~ h  other. My mother had 

noticed the developont of our relationship and was not opposed t o  the 

idea of our getting married. People were talking about our interest  



i n  each other mc? the gossip n s c f i c h y  father. But when my father 

heard about it, he stoutly rejected it saying, 'I haven't brought 

up this girl t o  mmry an i l l i t e r a i e  coolie fisherman.' He came pr- 

sonally and threatened Sman that i f  he saw me any more he w o u l d  face 

grave consequences. A t  t h i s  turn of events, I was so severely deje- 

cted that  one day I deqided t o  end my l i f e  and threw myself into 

t he  sea, but was pulled out in time by some men around, who were 

suspicious of my movements. That i s  when my mother made up her m i d  

t o  go ahead and get me married t o  Sanan without loss of time. A t  a 

simple Kerala style wedding ceremony, Soman gave me a new set of 

clothes and we were married. My father must have f e l t  great anger 

a t  the news of our marriage but the only way he showed his displeasure 

was not t o  look m e  up ever since then. Nor have I t r ied t o  make cop- 

t ac t  uit,h him and his familv. 

Our chii ~ r e n  

I~le have been married for 16 years now. We have five children, 

th ree  gi r ls  and two boys. I went t o  the project hospital nearly for 

all my confinements. Very g o d  care i s  taken there, before and after 

delivery, o f t h e  mother as well as children. I wanted t o  go in for 

steri l izat ion af ter  my thin3 child when I got a son, but both my mo- 

the r  and Soman would not hear of it. Several of my friends a d  nei- 

g h b m s  had gone in f o r  it already a d  there were not many who com- 

plained about the after  effects of the operation. Samehow both Sanan 

and my mother feared that  I would b e c m  a permanent invalid as a 

result .  Using alternative methods of family planning never even crc- 

pped up. No one i n  my howledge in the village even considers them 



seriously though doctors and nurses i n  the  hospital do talk abmt 

them often. 

Whenever, I complained about the size of the family, my 

mother would console me that  she was a l w a y s  there t o  render her s e r  

vices. It is  t rue  that  one porson I could depend on was her, though 

an invalid a l l  her l i f e .  Sman and Yogi also helped with the child- 

ren in the sense they did take them nrt and play with them. Of cou- 

rse the major task of feeding, clothing, cleaning and doing the les- 

eons really f e l l  on me more than any one else. By the time I could 

persuade them I had two more. I f e l t  I had more than I could we.lly 

take care of. There were three other women who were also amious 

t o  have their tubes tied wcl we decided we should go together d t7e 

gave oaoh other moral support. Seeing that  I was determinsd, Soman 

and my mother w e d .  Tile doctors, were more than willing t o  do it 

as I h k ~  four children and was xpecting the f i f th .  1 am glad that  

I do not have t o  go through any more prepmcies.  I keep so busy that  

I am waiting even for  my y w  one t o  s t a r t  regular school. 

A l l  my children are i n  school except the y m g e s t  who is  just 

three years old. I send him t o  a nursery called Angemwadi, run by 

Gmernmerk, where he gets even a mid-day meal. My fourteen year old 

daughter, the eldest, has reached the ninth standard. The other two 

children are i n  t h e  sixth and fifth standard. I plan t o  keep them in  

school as long as they show interns*. So far, they have been fa r i ly  

serims, so it might be easier fo r  t h e m  t o  stay on. U n t i l  recently 

the only nearest high school was located a t  a distance of four kilb 

metres. Children frw our viSLaga waiLd walk t o  and f r m  the school 



i n  all seasons. Parerrts have been particularly reluctant t o  send 

up gir ls .  Now that we are having a high school i n  our v113eg8, 

this has made education for our children mom accessible. I n  this 

respect Shakthikulangara i s  more fortunately placed because the 

Church there has all along been taking a lead in  establishing schools. 

Soman's work 

When I got married, Swan was jusf a coolie fisherman. 

Being so, Sman made a very modest living. We also had Sman' s m o t -  

her t o  care for  as her health was fast deteriorating. She was i n  an 

anaemic condition and when t h i s  persisted, paseed away in 1968 &er 

only four years of our marriage. 

There were days on which Soman made no money whatsoever. 

Only in season he made good money, say, something l ike  Rs.10 t o  Rs.15. 

Since he was not addicted t o  drink, he would bring back practically 

e l l  the money he made. But we could barely manage. 

I s t a r t  my chitty business 

Soon a f te r  I gut married, I f e l t  I must work and earn and 

contribute t o  the family pool. Since Soman did not own any craft or 

gear, he had t o  look for work every day. With h i s  mother heavily 

indebted, he was obliged t o  work for  the persons who had lent  them 

money. T h i s  also meant that  he got work only cm days when fishemen 

with crafts  needed extra hands t o  work for them. k i n g  the peak 

seasons for  fishing, of course there w a s  no problem of getting work 

but whatever he got by way of his  share was not adequate. During 



the lean seasons when the sea was rough things could be difficult.  

-In any case, it appenred that  he wmld never be ahle t o  extricate 

himself from his mother's indebtedness. 

I was quite eiiucated, more than most other fisherwomen of 

my a@. Also, I know a l i t t l e  about m i n g  a chit fhd from my fa- 

ther which is  really a mutual saving club. I also had some experience 

in running a chit fund even a t  school. Children would get together 

and pool the i r  money ard take turns in buying their  basic requirements. 

' I thought of starting a chit fwd for  women i n  the village. The idea 

was'that number of women would contribute Rs.2.50 every week so that 

each mmber wnild have saved Rs.100 in ten months. Most women i n  rmr 

village ~ u r e  making a few rupees from weaving nets. In virtually all 

fishing households here in these villeges wanen are engaged i n  making 

nets. ?he money they Farn tims is kept s t r i c t l y  for  thei r  avn per- 

sonal us;. Men seldom lay olai~ t o  it, thrmgh they may like t o  know 

how much they made. Iblost men a e  themselves members of one chit ty 

o r  the other. That i s  how they raise fUds needed for repairing the 

craf t  or replacing the roof or meeting sme other major expense. So 

there was no question of oppositim from men t o  the question of women 

joining the chit ty out of the i r  own earnings. To s t a r t  with nine wo- 

men agreed t o  join my f i r s t  chitty. I was the tenth member. A t  the . 
end of every month, I got together these members t o  decide by auction 

who would get the amount of Rs.100 they had put together in the chitty. 

The auction is  about the a m m t  a member i s  willing t o  surwnder i n  

. lieu of the right t o  have the lump sum. The arnmt surrendered in 

ths f i r s t  auction was as high as t h i r t y  rupees. Each of these nine 



wbmen members had t c  pay only As.23 fop the month. My conmission as 

an organizer was f i ve  per cent of the  amount collected every month. - 
In addition, I was actual ly  en t i t l ed  t o  take the first month' s col- 

l e c t i o n  as  loan without surrendering any portion thereof on auction. 

But t o  start with I l e t  the other members b id  for t h e  first month's 

col lect ion and on occasions I did not require the money I cmld mc- 

t i o n  it and the surrender money would belong t o  me in full. I got 

f i v e  rupees ou* of t h i s  as  m y  r e m e r a t i o n  and t h e  balance of twenty- 

f i v e  rupees was t o  be dis t r ibuted among the nine members other than 

t h e  member who teak the  pr incipal  by way of reduced contribution in 

t h e  month t h a t  had just  s ta r ted .  The problem was not of keeping ac- 

counts but of col lect ing the  money from members. Often, I would have 

t o  visit them a t  home. I n  time, I found out when each of member 

was most likely L C  ham-; the money t o  pay up her contribution. I kept 

t h e  acci mts  neat ly  and carem- Rnd read t h e m  ad t o  the  members 

a t  t he  t i m e  of t h e  auction. Within a few months I w a s  approached by 

o ther  women f o r  membership. So I s ta r ted  a second chi t ty .  After a 

year or  so, some women who, l i k e  m y  mother, w?nt out f o r  peeling of 

prawns wbted  me t o  have a c h i t t y  where they could put in Rs.50 per 

month f o r  a 20-month period. Though I s ta r ted  this business in a 

very modest way, with t he  f a i t h  and confidence I was able t o  build 

up. I have now a steady income of  Rs.80 t o  As. 100 per month. I man- 

age four  t o  five c h i t t i e s  at any one time. 

Move the Government housing colony 

It was a r d  1966 t h a t  t he  Kerala S ta te  Government decided 

t o  construct  some 100 houses t o  the  east of th highway passing 



thrmgh K15henthura. The houses were meant f o r  fishermen l i v ing  on 

the west side nqu:tt-vg on Government land. The houses were t o  be 

l a id  out properly around a back-water c a 1 ~ 1 .  They would be made with 

burnt hricks arvl cement mcrtar ard have an asbestos roofing. Each 

hm?e 1duuJ.d he indermdent w i t h  an access of its om with drinking 

water t q  v i t h h  easy reach. Though each house was t o  cost  the  Gove- 

rnment Rr.8,003, Zhose who would be a l lo t ted  the house had t o  pay o d y  

Rr./+,O@O and t h s t  l o o  jn instalments of Rs.25 per month. One could get 

an e lec t r ic  connection by p@ng some ex t ra  money. To he e l i g ib l e  f o r  

allo'ment you would have t o  show tha t  you did not own any land. &man 

applied f o r  one of these houses along with some 20 others fran the 

west side.  I had been all alona ..oping t h a t  we would, get an allotment 

and was 'rery happy ir moving t o  the new home in 1978. 

m -he h r i v  

Tlir: h a s -  hiis, as  ycu can see, has a h u i l t  in area of 480 sq. 

f t .  with a l i t u~  open area around it t h a t  you can c a l l  your own. 

We hz~is two prover rooms, a kitchen and a verandah. Though the a e o -  

mmn!ntim av,cla%le t o  u s  is i n f i n i t e l y  b e t t e r  than what any one had 

on the west sidc,  p O p l e l s  expectation8 fm the Government were very 

much ifghar.  You can hear prac t ica l ly  every one of us complain t h a t  

the w a l l s  &re r.st cement plastered, t h a t  t h e  doors are not good, and 

the roofing could h e ~ e  been be t t e r .  I know t h a t  the  hmse would 

then have cost a l o t  more and I am not sure we would have paid more 

by way of monthly instalments. I n  fact ,  most of us have defaulted 

on o n  instalments a;ld very few of u s  pay any at tent ion t o  the  notices 



of o u t s t d i n g  dues that we rece-ive regularly from the Government 

hoping that  one day the Government w i l l  agree t o  write off our dues. 

A t e a  shop for  women and children 

About one year back, after we moved t o  our new house, I got 

the idea of mnning a small t e a  shop. I always had some surplus of 

cash. So I decided t o  &art a small t e a  shop for  women and children 

&d tha t  too t o  serving morning tea, coffee and snacks. Since quite 

a few women frcm our village go t o  the neiefibourhg villages for Gel- 

ing work, they tend t o  go cut for  t he i r  morning tea  y d  snacks. In  

ordinary t ea  shops i n  this village, there i s  no separate place for 

women t o  sit, so they take thei r  t ea  and snacks standing. I thmght 

my tea  shop w i l l  permit them t o  have thei r  t e a  and snacks i n  a much 

more comfortable way. And I must say that my idea has worked well. 

Fhanning 1 tea shop, I must admit., i s  nut considered a very rsspcta- 

b le  occupation. Since an ordinary t ea  shop i s  on a roadside and 

caters t o  a wide variety of men, it would be diff icult  for  y m g  wc- 

men t o  hardle it. Ycu not only have t o  serve t ea  but have t o  make 

conversation with all and sundrg. Since I am Nnning my tea shop for 

only women and children around here, these problems don't crop up. 

Since my mother works only part time because of her indiffersnt health 

.and as she stays so close t o  our home, she helps me with my t e a  shop 

i n  spite of her indifferent health. For the tea  shbp-I have pt next 

t o  our kitchen another thatched room. Here I not only store firewod 

but also do all the pormding and grinding work, require for the snacks, 

tha t  I cook t o  have w i &  tea and coffee. I ha- collected grinding 



and pounding stones a d  bui l t  a platform of 3 feet above the @d 

where all the cooking is d m .  In  our s m a l l  verandah we have kept .s 

long table and a bench t o  go with it for use by my customers. My 

major investment was on the thatched roan, f'urniture and additional 

cookiqg utensils. The amount I needed for the purpose added up t o  

Rs.100. The idea was t o  stretch whatever we hsd ad then slowly buy 

the other tkbngs. My daily profit  i n  the t ea  shop comes t o  k.6 'to 

Rs.8. You cannot c a l l  t h i s  profit  because I have t o  put i n  a l o t  of 

hard work. Moreover Yogi and nur mother also help me a great deal 

who on& get breakfast as t he i r  pay. Tne main difference between me 

and women who go out t o  work for  others is that I make the same amo- 

unt of money working a t  hane. 

The schedule 

' rm the day I started t' 3 tea shop, I have t o  get up before 

4 O'clock i n  the morning. When lrig mother feels up t o  it, sbe canes 

over t o  help me with the work that is not so heavy. b a n  the day I 

started the t e a  shop, I have t o  get up before 4 O'clock. I get my 

breakfast ready. Once the anacks are ready half way, I then get the 

huge pan of water t o  boil. Around 5 t o  5.30 a.m. both t e a  and snacks 

a w  ready. Then the children have t o  be woken up and made t o  have a 

wash so they can go t o  school. My mother is of great help t o  me. 

Apart from the help in the kitchen, she gets the children ready for 

school. Also, S~nan and my brother are taken care of by her. O f  

course, they are not there on d a p  when they have gone t o  sea in the 

early hours of the morning. My fourteen year old daughter also lends 



me her h d  but I am keen that she devotes as much as possible of 

her time t o  her studies. I want very much that she completes her 

school well. I f  she does .well, I shall be happy t o  send her to  col- 

lege. There she may be able t o  go and then get a steady job or same 

Government service. But I don't wish t o  think big. It often ends 

up in disappointment. A t  the same I would l ike her t o  become s m -  

thing good before she thinks of marriage. 

The customers start coming a t  about 7 O'clock in the morning. 

I can usually wind up things by 10 O'clock in the morning. Cleaning 

of the vessels and the place easily takes an hour thereafter. I need 

andher  one hour to  do the daily washing. Then I keep rice t o  cook 

on slow f i r e  and go out t o  the' daily shopping. 

Also I have t o  collect the chit ty dues from women who have 

not yet paid up. I s i t  dam t o  write up my tea shop accounts before 

or  af ter  lunch depending upon when I get back home from shopping. 

I take a l i t t l e  nap if there is  time. Sman and Yogi take lunch at 

home. Then it is  time for the children t o  get back from school and 

they have t o  be fed arid washed. I f  necessary, I go m t  for an hour 

or so t o  look up nly clients or do the shopping that could not be 

done before noon. Then the brass prayer lamp has t o  be washed and 

lit so that  we a l l  can say the evening prayer. My mother is  there 

t o  get the children ready for  th is .  I n  my house I see i f  we can 

have dinner early so  that  the vessels can be rinsed a d  we can ret- 

i r e  not too late.  T h i s  can help me get up early enough t o  s t a r t  the 

morning. So, you can see how busy I keep for  all my waking hours. 



A few i t e m  of ibrnitcrs, the  cne band radio, and the time 

piece you see in our house were boughk one by one over the years. 

TIE amount I csn draw frm the chi t t ies  I run have been very m y  

whenever we had t o  incur a major expense. However, the most important 

item we have been &1e t o  buy with the help of the chi t t ies  is the 

vallom, the big traditional craft snd its gear known by the name Kam- 

bavala, thouk~ second hand, it meant a t idy sum which we paid up over 

a pericd. 

Sman now does not have t o  go fishing as a coolie. He can 

hire pople  now. Yogi, my 24 year old brother, works with Sanan on 

the same craft .  If there i s  one single achievement i n  our l ioes that 

I feel prmd about, it i s  that  Saran now owns a craft of his own and 

that too a Thanguvallan and a Kambavala. 

Looking ahead 

When 1 look back a t  qy l i f e  ym can certainly say that I have 

come a long w a y .  Though as a child I got a l i t t l e  affection frm IW 

parents, still I had access t o  steady education. This proved t o  be 

a p a t  asset. I married the man of my own choice t o  the great dis- 

comfiture of my father with the result that  he gave me up altogether. 

I had very l i t t l e  contact with even my other relatives who virtually 

deserted my mother after my brother was born af ter  her separation 

from my fathei.. Times had changed and new opportunities had opened 

up so that  my mother could fid some work t o  eke at an edstence. 

With an understanding and cooperative habard, I have been 

able t o  t r y  out daring ventures and have p r m d  successful. Also, 



with eccess t o  medical help lccdly, I c0111d restrain my family size. 

It took me time and a l o t  of persuading, but I succeeded. 

Today we are daing reasonably well and I am proud t o  say 

tha t  I have also contributed somewhat towards aur success. 

If I can educate the children and make them economic all^ in- 

dependent, I would have achieved my l i f e ' s  ambition. I am not 

particularly worried &cut our old age. The children are b d  

t o  l m k  af ter  us. The important thing is that  they should have 

enough t o  share it wfth us. 



Puthenthura 

Case Study - C 

a retired home maker 
- 

I have been living in Puthenthura for the l a s t  t h i r t y  years. 

I moved here f rm a nearby fishing hamlet some twenty kilmetres 

away with husband, when I was around twenty two years of age. 

I am now f i f t y  Moc a d  my husbard, Velu, is sixty five. We both 

are f r m  the Araya caste of Hirdu fishermen and belonged t o  the same 

fisfing hamlet known by the name of ChirayarFkd; 

We are squatting here in  hthenthura on some two cents of 

private land belonging t o  a landlead just behind the Government Upper 

Primary School, very close to the National Highway. We chose th i s  

location for putting aur hut because of i t s  location. Velu gives 

private tuitions t o  school going children. They come t o  him for  help 

either before or aftar school. HB charges every student two rupees 

a month. The v i l l a g e  people were always very considerate t o  us in 

appreciation of h i s  work. They helped us build and replace th is  tha- 

tched hut. The two benches you see outside cur hut are given t o  us 

by the villagers for use by Velu's students. For about -a year now, 

Velu has cut down the number of students because of h i s  indifferent 

health. He feels  weak an3 old. As a result, he makes only 10 t o  

15 rupees a month. Now that he has so much time t o  while away, he 

playa cards with villagers and recites pcetry for  which he has very 



gocr! ~ . ~ o i - y .  .?-?23llt.l;. kz b? ,kc; i i  . g.! MSG s :&ich was a aajor set 

back. He s t i l l  c o n t k e s  t o  use this cracked lens while teaching 

h i s  studenbs. 

The househ-ld 

We are anly four pople  living in the thatched ht. This 

includes our jrungcst .dm&ter Jslaja, and son, Gyan. Of the two 

rooms, 6' X each i n  the hut, Velu and Gyan use one a d  Jalaja and I 

myself use the ciLhcr. Cur  room is next t o  the kitchen which too is 

of the same size as our two other roams. We can enter am kitchen 

only from the verandah. 

@an, our second son i s  ncw the principal source of our sup 

port. Chu: f i r s t  son, Dhpn, lives with his wife a t  her parerrts' 

house as we had sme r~ifferences. We depend dtogether on Cyan's 

earningr t o  run the houss. He works as a coolie fisherman on a tra- 

ditla1al. c:afk.. I!: lias :>ae:1-) L C  .,<:ACG;.I f ci- ten years as Velu was par- 

t i cu la r  that  this much education he must have. I thought that with 

t h i s  school<ng he wrvld be able t o  Mnd a better  regular job, but 

it hasn't worked c u b  that way. Velu s t i l l  makes a l i t t l e  money giv- 

ing tui t ions but that  mmer i s  just, enough t o  take care of our verg 

personal expenses. Velu can have his t ea  a t  the tea shop ~ n d  buy 

some beedies t o  smoke. I l ike  t o  chew pan and buy a few aIds and 

ends, sc  a t  least  we do not have t o  ask our son for these vt?ry basic 

needs. Jalaja, has not yet started going out for  work. She h d  

such an unhappy experience, having been sent away within one mwth 

after we got her rosried that Velu and I do not ha+ the heart t o  



push her into anything. Before her marriage she used t o  go out t o  

peel prawns. On the days she got work she would easily make five 

rupees a dsy. Rather than sending her back t o  work as a peeler, 1 

would iike t o  find another suitable man for  her and resett le  her. 

Jalaja' s marriage break-up 

Of our seven children, five are girls. Only t he  f i r s t  of 

these girls was married in the traditional way. The next three g i r l s  

have chosen Latin Christian men and th i s  has upset Velu and me a 

great deal. Velu i s  ~ roud  of being an h a y s  by caste. Tc him, h a -  

yas, though only fishermen now, are the descendants of the Sun god 

and next o r ?  t o  the B r a h m i m .  We were very anxious that  & l a s t  

daughter, Jalaja, should be married within caste and i n  our vil- 

lage. We both are very ford of her as she is the youngest child in 

the famil-. an8 we wanted her t o  stay close t o  us. So we arrenged 

the marriage for  her t o  a boy fran our neighbourhocd. We gave Rs.500 

i n  cash and a pair of golden earnings worth Rs.1,OOO in her dowry. 

'Within a month's time, however, she came back t o  us. Her husband and 

his family suspdt  that  she was friendly with a married man. I do 

not believe what they or others in the neighbowhood say against my 

daughter. 

I f  Jalaja was such a bad girl, they would have found it cxlf: 

before agreeing t o  the marriage. They belcmg t o  the same neighbour- 

hood. Marriage i s  a sacred thing and it i s  sad that people take it 

so  l ightly and break it on that  basis. Anyway we shall put mr case 

before the village Araya Seva Samithi, our caste associatian. Since 



J a l u j a ' ~  marriage was registered with tb Samithi, the boy's p&y 

w i l l  have t o  return the d o m  money. May be the Samithi people 

w i l l  also put pressure on the boy and his family t o  toke Jalaja back. 

We have nothing against them. Otherwise, we shall  have t o  lock for 

some other suitable match, but with the blot and so much of gossip 

going around in the village, it w i l l  not be easy t o  find one even if 

we promise t o  give a larger dowry. 

My elder daughter 

Our first daughter, who got married in caste, has f a r  sans 

and two daughters. Her husband owns a kochuvallm, smaller ofthe 

two tradit ional  boats found in the village, and her older son goes 

with him on it. My daughter suglements the family earnings by malt- 

ing nets at home with nylon cord supplied by the village dealer. She 

has now gone i n  for steri l izat ion -ration, thcugh la te ,  as a result 

of great pressu~e from the ho;gitd mthorities. She had all her 

children a t  the Indcdorwegian Medical Centre Hospital (a Govelllll~nt 

Hospital). .Unfortunately, her l a s t  s.on is  mentally retarded. They 

l i v e  in one of the one hundred brick houses built by G m m e n t  far 

fishermen in this village. 

Cur second daughter was also married i n  caste, but some para 

af ter  her marriage she develaped a relationship with a Christian 

man, who Was working with her in  the same peeling shed in Shakthi- 

kulangara t o  work as a peeler. l'here are no fixed h m s  of work for 

these women.- When the catch is  poor, not all sheds have work to  

offer:" Also, m some days one may get work for just a coupe of 



hwrs. h t.hc othcr hmd, than a i r  ?Itch i s  very good, the peeling 
. . . , . 
sheds ask ycu t o  work overnight because pee1L.g cannot be put off 

. . 
for the next day. The families have no .way of. knowing why their  

. 
&Is have not returned home, on account of work. or scmathing else. 

. , . .  , :  . - 

The men, who have got newly rich over the past ten-twenty years be- , , . . . . 

cause of the enormous increase in the availability of ard business 

in prams jn th i s  &a, would not stop a t  m h i n g  that money can 

get for them. Cur second daughter f e l l  a prey t o  the lures of one 
, ' 

such man. We have no contact with her ever since ske  went away t o  
a . i ' 

. . .  

him. 

, Cur third and fourth daughters are married t o  Christian boys 

and a m  staying i n  our own village.. It came t o  us as a great shock 

when our thirrl daughter, Suprabha, aniiounced that she was gett&g ma- 

rried t o  the Christian bqv in our neighbourhocd. When we tr ied t o  

persuade her against it on-the pmnd that it will go against her 

next sister ,  who too was marriagaable, because no one in our caste 

would then accept her, inmediately her finance offered that his br+ 

ther would marry the younger s is ter .  Thus we were l e f t  with no opt- 
. . . . 

ion. Velu has, however, never reconciled t o  th is .  A t  the same time, 

we have not altogether cut awselves off from these two daughters. 

After all we did give cur consent t o  thei r  marriage even thcugh it 

was, more or less, forced down azr throats. Of these two girls, the 

f i r s t  has not two daughters and her husband has undergone vasectany. 

The second has three sons and she herself has undergone sterilizaticnr. 

The children t o  these two girls were born in the I.N.M.C. Hospital. 



Our early background 

Oripinally, both Velu and I come from tho neighbouring vil- 

lage of Chirayerikd, some eight kilometres aww CTom hthenthura. 

People consider Puthenthura as a n  offshoot of C h i r a m k a l  slnce 

most families i n  these two villages ara related t o  each other. This 

i s  pai-ticularly true of all the Arayas of the two villages. 

Ny father not only owned a kochuvallam and a valiavallm, but 

a lso  had some 12 cents of land. We were s ix  children, two boys and 

four girls. All of us were  delivered in the house with the help of 

t h e  village midwife known locally as Padichi. We a l l  we? sent to sc- 

hool, but & stayed in school fo r  varying periods depending on cnu. 

in te res t  in scholastic pursuits. My brother aml two s is ters  went t o  

school only for three t o  four years. I went t o  school for  ten years 

and qan *sad and write fluently. 

My marriage t o  Velu 

' V d u  'appi-oached m j  p r e n t s  artd asked for  me marriage without 
. . .  

dowry. His $blem was %hat his first d f e ,  a daughter of h i s  mdth- 
. .  ,... 

*ri s 'brather, ;Lad 'left him'. -As his mother had died in a small*ox epi- 

demic leaving behind 'two rather young children, Veld s f& needed 
. .  . .  . . . . 

I 

some- t b  iook af ter  them. Thou& Velu' s father was ~ e s o k b l ~  w e l l  

bff, being a dry f i sh  nie~ch&t akl Velu hipself; was cC&id&@d well 
, , 

F&ched having' steyod ih school for  ten $ears, hy parents was  rather 

worr id  an' thi scord-that veiue hi been married once before' a& also 

tha t  hi6  'first' &?e &''left hihi becsllie' hi had 'beaken her 'b&ly. 
.. - 
Vela' s 'story w& that his fat&r had forced him t o  & &s 'cousin 



whom he rimer lilted. His mozhe,. n u  warnea h i m  against marrying 

t h e  girl because she had known her. He f e l t  he had t o  be firm with 

her  when he saw her beating his l i t t l e  s i s t e r .  

When Velu's marriage broke up, h i s  uncle, thc girl 's fa ther  

forecast  t h a t  no woman would ever marry him, not a virgin certainly.  

Velu tosk it l i t e r a l l y  as  a challenge. When he asked f o r  my hand, 

I was only 14 years and had not yet  at tained puberty. My marriage 

was arranged after I attained puberty, a t  the age of f i f teen .  

Cur children 

In Velu's house, I became the main housekeeper and had t o  

act  , as  a mother t o  his brothers and s i s t e r s .  Ha,ving heard how Velu 

beat up his first Wife, I w a s  qui te  scared. I went t o  my parents' 
.- 

house f o r  my f r i s t  cxxfinement. I had a l o t  of trouble with the 

delivery, then t o  make things worse, t he  child, a g i r l , , g o t  sick.  

My p a r e ~ t s  took great  cam of m ~ .  They spcnt a l o t  of money i n  m- 

sing me back t o  health.  Vdu  did  nnt even bother much a b a h  us. 

I was natural ly  upset  and so were my parents. For three years, the- 

refore,  I d id  not. go back t o  Velu. Then when he had an attack of 

typhoid, I f e l t  he neededmy help t o  nurse him back t o  hedth. So 

I took the i n i t i a t i v e  t o  go and see him. Looking a t  his c d i t i m  

and the  s t a t e  of his hmse, I decided t o  move back t o  his house 

with t he  child: 

After our second child, a girl again, Velu decided t o  e n l i s t  

as  a gang labourer f o r  road construction i n  Assam. H i s  fa ther  was 

old a& his business was not fetching much income. On t he  other 

hand, respons ib i l i t i es  and t h e  money needed t o  run t h e  h m  was 



increasing. Velu would send me money by money order from Bssam but 

no one ever told me about it. Once when I learnt about it from 

Velu's l e t t e r  t o  me, and asked his  family, there was a big quarrel. 

Velu's brother t r ied  t o  beat me. So I went hack t o  my parents along 

with my two children. I returned t o  Velu's house only after  he came 

back from hsan.  

Velu got back t o  fishing h i s  dry f i sh  business once he 

came back. We have f m r  more children, two more girls and two bogs. 

I had d l  of them a t  home except the l a s t  one when my condition was 

so  bad that  I went t o  the I.N.M. C.H. in Puthenthura and delivered 

my sixth child under the i r  care. Arourd this time Velu' s father 

passed away. A friend of Velu offered t o  help Velu secure a steady 

job as a worker i n  a Sotton m i l l  i n  Quilon city. Though Velu had 

both the craf ts  a d  a l l  t h e  nets, having four daughters a d  no sons 

made a b q  diffarence t o  h i s  1 ~ 3 ~ 6 .  rzt t ing lahour was a problem 

and not economical. So Velu decided that  he ~ould take up a steady 

job. 

Nmost un t i l  ten years after  our marriage, Velu's family 

owned both the tradit ional  crafts  knpwn as Than~uvallan a d  Kccbuv- 

a l l o m .  The b ig  craf t  carries a crew of 12 t o  13 members but it can 

be used i n  thc month of August, September ancl October. The smaller 

one is a more versatile craft  which can be used for  250-ZI0 days in 

a year, if one had the different nets needed i n  different seasons. 

You need a large variety of nets as the size o f t h e  mesh is  import- 

ant,  because in different seasons, the type of f i sh  you can catch 

varies. Velu's father owned practically all the nets t o  go with 



. . these two crafts. %l.u's .fa~;ji ~L,,AG n:iimy not only from fishing 

but also from c ' r y  f i s h  business. LTelu's fa thcr ,  h i s  younger bro.- 

ther  Bhaskaran and Velu himself were act ively involved i n  a l l  these 

ac t iv i t i es .  Velu's f a th s r  made p o d  p r o f i t  from d r y  f i s h  business 

and they kept the  c r a f t  and gear in good condition. 

Over the years, the  b u s i d s s  s ta r ted  deteriorating.  Velu's 

fa ther ' s  health was not in g o d  condition and Velu's brother who 

was married has h i s  family t o  care f o r  and was no longer available 

l i k e  before. The maintenance of c r a f t s  was ignored erd could be 

used l e s s  and l e s s .  Velu and h i s  brothers,decided ult imately t o  

s e l l  off the c r a f t  and gear and share the proceeds. From t h i s  time 

onwards, Velu s t a r t ed  going as e coolie fisherman on other people's 

craf'ts. H i s  brother decided t o  devote himself fully t o  dry  f i s h  

business: 

Five year? in Qilon 

It was around 1962 when Velu's fa ther  died that a friend 

of Velu promised t o  get him a regular job i n  a cotton weaving m i l l  

i n  Qilon,.he decided t o  make the move. velu so ld  h i s  f ive  cents 

of land in Chirayinkil md  found a house i n  Quilon on a monthly 

r e d  of t en  m p e s  near the  m i l l .  The jcb was g o d .  It fetched 

him Rs. 'i 20 every month. But it las ted  only f o r  four years. Then 

there was a lock-out followed by a closure. l'his threw a l l  of us 

on the s t r ee t s .  This is when I and three of my girls s ta r ted  going 

t o  work. Two of them had t o  s top going t o  school. We found work 

i n  a cashew factory. There are several  cashew fac tor ies  in Qilm 

atelier1
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as- it is the centre fa r  cclnhvr r lmt -~ t ions  and processing. Ouf 

job was t o  peel the roasted cashew and then do the sorting and gra- 

ding. It was a h a d  job but th i s  fetched us a t  least a meagre wage 

and saved us cram starvation. Vclu started @ving tuitions t o  

young school-going children. We stayed i n  Qlilon for one inore pear 

and then decided t o  move t o  Puthenthum. 

Sett l ing down in Futhenthura 

We decided to move to  Puthenthura for various reasons. It 

was where our f i r s t  daughter was living alreadx with her h u s b d  

and children. It was close t o  Chirayarikal. Also, quite a. few of 

our other relatives, i.e., other than our daughters, also lived there. 

T h h ,  there were opportunitiee for work for  myself ard my daughters 

in close neighbuurhocd t o  Puthenthura thanks t o  the manifold expan- 

oion in prawn catches i n  the mea. Not the least  important consider- 

ation which wsighed k-ith us was :Gat the fact of living. in a village 

of our own caste w d d  help children grow up better. This would 

also help Velu get  more tuitions. In fact,  our decision t o  put up 

our hut very close t o  the village school was incluenced by the con- 

sideration that the bqys could come straight t o  Velu from school for 

t he i r  tuitions. Here, we were squatting on private property.   he 
few coconut trees around our hut belong t o  the lardlord who has the 

right t o  the cocoiuts and other-waste material from the trees. We 

were squatting on his land with his permission and he was living 

i n  a brick house close t o  us. 



My daily routine as  a peeler 

When we moved i n  t o  P u t h e n t b ,  plenty of work w r s  available 

for  women in Neendakara, the  neighbouring vi l lage.  Only 3-4 kilome- 

t r e s  away. I and my three  g i r l s  s t w t e d  working f o r  t he  peeling shed 

of a b ig  exporting firm. 

I ~ W R Y R  get up very e a r l y  i n  the  morning mch before dawn 

and clean the f ron t  yard and the kitchen. I would wake up  my daugh - 
t e r s  before taking bath s o  t h a t  they too  could start get t ing ready. 

After my morning prayers, I wcniid go t o  the  t e a  shop t o  bring ready- 

made t e a  home f o r  a l l  of us, Velu, Myself and the girls, t o  share. 

Then there was the  morning meal t o  attend t o  because the  younger ch- 

ildren, Lwo hays and one g i r l ,  br3 t o  e a t  before going t o  school. 

Also, they would carry some focd with them. Ai-ound 10.3@ a.m. in the  

morning tile &iLy groce-7 shopping had t o  be done. K y  grown-girls 

were a .eat help. They shared Ll mv work v i t h  nl . They would bring 

water from the  public t a p  which was just a frv p r d s  away f m  our 

hut. Also, they would help me in cooking and cleaning. Around one 

in  the efternoon a f t e r  am lunch we would go together with several  

other women of t h i s  v i l l age  and go in a group t o  Neendakara. Differ- 

ent  people worked f o r  different peeling sheds. There were nearly 2nO 

t o  300 sheds t o  choose from. It was a t h ree  kilometre distance which 

we wmld eas i ly  c m t e  by walking. (jn t h e  days when there was too  

much peeling t o  be done, and i f  it got l a t e  we w d d  be dropped back 

in  tha vi l lage in one of the  Company' s vans. 

The quantum of our work depended on t h e  catch. The peak mon- 

ths were the  monsoon months of July, August and September. We got 



work witkmt break in those mont' -. In  fact, for  mmy days we would 

work mcr  time. Thou& there were many peeling sheds, quite a fev 

of them temporary -ones, that would over time crop up only in season, 

I and my girls were working only fo r  one shed. However, work even 

in our shed was-not regilar i n  other months. On an average we got 

work for' 200-220 dsys in a year and the payment we received was on 

piece rate. The avwrage d d l y  wage worked out t o  five lvpees taking 

all warkingdays- together. 

Work &escriptiorrs 

I and_the -girls. wauld go straight t o t h e  boat jetty belonging 

to.-rc.wnnissionagent. They awned -a' piece of land. near the jetty 

and had p't up alrmgish tin .she(!. 30' i n  length 15' wide wlth. 

a proper cement concrete brick hmse adjacent t o  it, The shed- had 

a n - . m n  floor and. a && t o  t h e  side a l l  around it. The shed and 

t h e p e l i  1g operations-were superised by the wife m d  her two eons.. 

%-2iwbaod.had a job:bi th- the  Government. a t  the port office d . s o  

h- could-not'nm the busimssi They also had a general. suprvisor. 

h l l b m t s  1Rnding -on twr jetty i f  it belonged to  Sakthikulnngara, 

paid_.&hem k.3 as-landing fees. Those. that were Pram the neighbouring 

-d i s t r i c t s  had -to pay R L ~  for landing thei r  trawlers. Ma~y trawlers 

migrshe heleduring season. This way the shed owner made every day 

around Rs100 just as landing fees. Then comes %he auctioning a d  on 

the prawns were booght in the auction either hy the lady or,her sons, 

coolies charging Re.1 per basket would dump it -on th~ shed floor. 

The malo supervisor wauld wash am3 then ice  it. h e  of the ice fact- 

o r ies  i s  just close t o  the je t ty  i t s e l f .  During the peak season them 



i s  a griw rhcr+~.y? 3f ice. "1:- ;:?!~.-.i- 5 : ~  t o  be -2ed a s  the  traw- 

l e r s  do not carry any i c e  on th$ i r  t r i p s .  Circ.; it is  received, then 

our work s t h s .  We usually a r e  there  w a i t i q  from 'I Cj'clock for  the 

incoming catch. The shed coneists of just  a t ab l e  and chair  and a 

huge weigl*?g scale. We all squat on our haunches ard p e l  the  prawns. 

We are psi6 apprminately 15 p. t o  3@ p. per ki lopm..  The excess 

wzter would drcin  away through the  drain  e l l  around the shed. The - 
shed does have many aluminim basins f o r  us  t o  place the  peeled meat. 

,Each basin holds around 2 kilograms. 

If there  i s  plenty of work we could p e l  about 50 k i l o s  and 

get b x k  c~nly around 10 p.m. in the night. If there was no work, 

had t o  get back o r  go t o  other sheds. The shed would be rented on 

t o  others f?r use. Here, th job varied from just cut t ing the hems 

and t a i l s ,  t o  remove the she l l s ,  or  t o  devein them completely depend- 

ing upon %he requirements. 'the r a t e s  for  all the  d i f fe ren t  va r i e t i e s  

varied per basin r'rom 15 t o  2i paise per kilogram couple of years back. 

These would then bs carr ied inside the factory f o r  W h e r  processing. 

The methcds of processing varied and the shed supervisor, a male, 

would give us  t h e  inst ruct ions  though by experience we &ew what - 

needed t o  be exactly done. 

If the prawns were of b ig  s izes  which take about 91-100 a 

uound, juat the  head had t o  be removed, washed and iced. These are 

big s ize  prawns. These consist  of Naran, Kandan, and Kara v m i e t i e s  

of prawns. The other s m a l l  v a r i e t i e s  a m  beheaded f i r s t ,  then the 

shells  peeled off,  and the  veins removed. We do not have any gadget 

t o  do this. Shell par t ic les ,  vein b i t s ,  f i b re s  and other d i r t s  are 



removed from the  meat by c o n t ~ m m .  hashing with clean water. A l l  

this meant s i t t i n g  on our. haunchen in wet nnd damp surroundings frw 

2 p.m. t o  8 p.m. and sometimes much l a t e r .  We were paid according 

t o  t he  basins ve hRd peeled. We could make on a normal day A3.7 a d  

on an overtime day Rs. 15. What made the  work hard was the highly wl- 

hygienic surrounding condition and lack of any basic amenities, l ike 

t o i l e t s  and drinking water. We were paid on the meat content, so a 

bigger var ie ty  would give a 60% return and n s m a l l  one which needed 

t o  be deveined gave us  only 20 t o  30 per cent of meat, but the wage 

r a t e  was s l i gh t ly  higher. 

present posit ion 

Since the l a s t  two years, I am not doing anything. Until 

Dhyan got angry and moved out, t h e  two boys w r e  working and they 

v i r t u a l l y  ran the house. After t ha t  we wore completely dependent on 

our urmarried -on Cyan. I and VCLU -.pcnl our time p-aying a t  hane 

and going t o  temples and making nylon nets  in cur spare time. Bath 

Dhyan and Gym are v i r t u a l l y  bonded t o  two d i f fe ren t  c r a f t  owners. 

They both have horrowed over the l a s t  few years up t o  As.500 and 

can go iooking f o r  work elsewhere only a f t e r  they redeem the debt. 

We have received J a l a j a ' s  dow~y money back, but must get 

h e r  remarded somehow. Until t ha t  time it is  a great s t r a i n  on us. 

We probably now will have t o  send her out of the v i l l age  as there 

i s  so much of gossip about her here. Now t h a t  Dhyan has come back 

from h i s  wife 's  house and plans t o  bo with us, may be we can Live 

happily f o r  some time. Our fiturc i s  what worries u s  more than any- 

t h i n g  e lcs .  



Neendakara 
Case Study - A 

The boat manager 

Everyone a t  the  boat yard i n  Sakthikulangara cal ls  me Kadale- 

mma. This i s  the way we refer t o  the sea. It mans the sea mother 

~rldess. A f t e r  a l l ,  it i s  the sea that  n d s h e s  and sustains us. 

5h3 i s  like a mother t o  a l l  of us Figherfolk. We are to ta l ly  depend- 

E :+ on her bounties for  our livelihood. I am celled by this ncme 

rwe out of fun. Verg often when I am waiting a t  the boat yard fca' 

2: hstrand and sons, I pray l d l y  imploring the gcddess t o  see that 

th?y come back safely with a god catch. It i s  within every's hear- 

ing. 1 probably ,&.iodate the inner feelings of every cne. The 

diff 'e~nco is  that they pray silently. The sea mother goddess has 

always obliged me and I don't mind i f  people have a l i t t l e  h a t  

?y cost. 

You must understand that  all of us in these villages have a 

Ack name. It i s  usually coined on the basis of the most obvious 

negative as@ct of our personality. &so, we need these nick names 

because the erne foxmal names occur so h q u e n t l y  that  some additi- 

nal identification does help. Among us Latin Catholics, the practice 

has been t o  have names that are of Portuguese origin. And caw stock 

of such w e s  i s  very limited. Names l ike  Napolean, Sebastian and 

Jacd, ccmr several t ines  over. The y m g e r  generation has now 



moved t o  -n. re Indian names., taken "rm Hidi movies. A l l  my g r d  

children have. .such names. It took me a l i t t l e  t h e  t o  adjust t o  

them-but I m u s t  c ~ n f e s s  t h t - t h e s e  are simpler t o  prcnounce 

sweet sounding.. 

Growing up. 

My parents had in  dl ten children- of which. only six survived, 

-five boys and -one gizk I cannot quite tell. ym-haw their faur cW- 

dren died, . iill t h ~ b  I can say i s  that I -do not remember any of ny 

brothers nnd s is ters  who were grown up and then 3ost. Ncme of us 

went t o  school. My parents were i l l i t e r a t e  a d  sowere we. 

I g r e w q  taking care of tb housekeeping-chores- ard raising 

my young b r ~ t h e r s  from a very yam: age. There-was plenty of work 

t o  be done, the hut had t o  be swept, water .bron&t fmm thewell,  

vessels washed 811d co~king done. Then the menfolk had , t o  be fed in 

'turns as a L of them.rsould n d  arrr  ?e o t  th.e same timz. When I was- 

sronnd eight 'years a d ,  . I started def ibrbg  coi7- husks. Sakthikula- 

ngara had a sizeable coir defibring activity at  .that time. blow they 

have. a mechanized defibring unit. employing just .four t o  five wanen. 

Moreover, - the L a t h  ekristians have moved- away frm t,his...occupation. 

A few Hindu families caily-are now involved - in . t h i s  activit.y; Durfng 

. p d  of the year, I used to. collect shells with a scocp net. These 

shel ls  'would then .be sold t o .  a merchant who would have them 02ushed 

in%o l'fmcpcwder. 



My mar r i ep  cutside our v i l l age  

I w s s  horn i:~ SaktX~ulangara ,  but sot married i n  a fazL7.y 

from the neighbcuring v i l lage  of Neendakara. Since both t h e  -a- 

ges ,we p!iysically so  close and consist  l a rge ly  of Latin Catholic 

fishing households, there  has been a l imited amowit of inter-marfiage. 

C f  coursa, people from Sakthikdmgara always had a l i t t l e  feel ing 

of superiority. Fishing households i n  Sakthikulangara were owning 

land b ~ ~ s i n e e s  i n t e r e s t s  and education. h c e  the Froject  cane up, 

they ma-ed ahead even f a s t e r  and t h e  v i l l age  became prosperpus. 

Became of  t h e i r  re la t ive  prosperity, they always preferred the ch- 

i ldren t o  marry within t h e i r  own vi l lage.  This was one way of k e e p  

ing the  nioney within t h e  vi l lage and checking t h a t  the  money was not 

being misused. I n  recent years, therefore,  this tendency f o r  Sakthi- 

kulangax? parents '  t c  mar- t h e i r  dzughters within t he  viliage has 

become even mcre pronounced. 

I d id  not helong t o  an aff luent  f i sh ing  househol6. Efy fa ther  

was only a coolie fisherman and my mother a headload f i s h  vendor. 

Added t o  it, as  a girl, I was f r ee  with young men of the  vi l lage,  

so I was looked d m  upon. My parents could not find the r i gh t  match 

for  me i n  Sckthikulangara. I was ccnsidered immoral as  I knew most 

of t he  young boys in the  vi l lage.  Odinarily, grown-up girls do not 

t a lk  t o  boys u n t i l  they are married. My parents came t o  h o w  of a 

young man i n  Neendakara who came f r an  a very poor family. John was 

never sent  to school Evidently, e w n  feeding h i m  a t  hme was a 

problem f o r  his parents. He was brought up by t h e  Parish pr ies t .  



H i s  job was t o  c,:zry the t iff ir!  1 - 5  -f the pmi-1: p r i e s t  wherever 

t h e  p r i e s t  went in the  course of t rave ls  within r L i ~  parish. There 

would alw- be sanething l e f t  over a f t e r  the  p r i e s t  had finished 

h i s  lunch. That was fo r  John. Then, of c a r s o ,  he l o s t  the  job. 

A t  t he  age of 12, he s tar ted going t o  sea f o r  f ishing.  FTe 

s t a r t e d  with the hook and l i n e  and saon s tar ted using various t , w s  

of nets .  Soon he jofned his father  and brothers i n  f i sh ing  operati- 

ons. When I married John, he was considered a good fisherman though 

s t i l l  very poor. 

Our t h i r t een  children 

Within a year of my marriage i n  1941, 1 was expecting my 

first child.  I went back t o  my mother f o r  my confinement. The 

chi ld  was delivered in t i e  hut and i t 6  a r r i v a l  was anncunced with 

t h e  beating on the  f l o o r  with the fronds of the coconut palm. Three 
one 

beatings meant t h e  a r r i v a l  of a mde chi ld  andLf'or the a r r i v a l  of 

a female child.  I was completely under t r a d i t i o n d  care, i n  terms 

of tonics ,  massage ond bath. The f i f t h  day the c h i l d  was taken t o  

t h e  Church f o r  baptism. Among the Latin Catholics, no special  period 

of separation is  l a i d  down i o  keep the couple a p a r t .  

I am now married f o r  fo r ty  years, and have produced thir teen 

children.  JJl of them a m  l iv ing.  The first eight  of my children 

were delivered a t  home and subsequent f ive  a t  tb Project  hospital. 

Every time I w e ~ t  t o  t h e  hospi ta l  there would be pressure f r m  the 

nurses and doctors there  t o  persuade me t o  put an end t o  my fur ther  

pregnancies. I was firm ard refused t o  go in f o r  any kind of pro%- 



ction against pregnancy. I had no problem having children. I was 

healthy and was prepared t o  have as  many as G a l  had w i l l e d  . fo r  m e .  

We have a large family of e igh t .  sons and f i ve  daughters. T had m y  

last child when I was W, years oid. Afte2- t h a t  1 had my uterus r e m -  

wed, when the doctors t o ld  me t h a t  I was going in f o r  complications. 

1 went f o r  my operation t o  the B m i g e r  Hcspital in Quil~n town. 

1 breastfed all itiy children and never had t o  buy any tinned milk. 

1 nursed all of them. If there  was aqf probleem with mg mi&, 1 would 

buy cowls milk and d i l u t e  it with water. When the  infant was t o 0  

s d ,  1 would .soak a piece o f  cloth and squeeze t h z  milk i n to  the 

l i p s  for  it t o  suck. I never used any fecdir; \o t t l c .  

My working l i f e  

A l l  thcse f o r t y  years I have been marriod, I h?m been work- 

ing for  a l iving.  To s t a r t  with, it .d:is ; s!le$r necessity t na t  i 

should make my contribution of the  family's subsistence expenses. 

Later, however, as things s tar ted impnving there war. no such great 

pressure, but I f e l t  r e s t l a s s  just s i t t i n g  at home. To begin with, 

I sold f i s h  caught in Neendakara i t s e l f .  Later, I st&od going t o  

Sakthikulangara. There I had maqy contacts cf my own. Many y m g  

men whan I h e x  as a girl would oblige me and s e l l  me f i s h  8.t =a- 

sonable prices.  Other f i s h  vendor women soon became jealous and 

stories starbed ci rculat ing t h e t  my old boy f r i e d s  were t ry ing  t o  

antice me f o r  sexual favours. Naturally, it niadc Jnhn furious. 

So I decided t o  giw up fishWnding a l t o g e t k r .  



Instead, I took t o  cc l lec t ing  she l l s .  This is  an occupation 

normally puraued by young girls. I must confess t h a t  soon I got 

t o  know the s h e l l  merchant r s t h e r  well. I wmlri not only collect 

she l l s  myself but  a lso pt several young er1.s  t o  work f o r  me. In 

t h i s  wsy, I c w d  dea l  i n  l a r e  qulvltities mil make good income. 

Again, rumours stafied s~rear l ing  and when they reached the shei l  

merchant's wife there was conmotion. The parish p r i e s t  had t o  in- 

tervene.  That meant the end of my she l l  collection.  

I t r i e d  t o  go back tc f i s h  vending, but  it w a s  hard. I d i d  

not wish t o  use my old contacts. No doubt all t h e  men I knew as a - 

girl were now married, but they would, Z .m sure, s t i l l  have helpd 

me. However, having burnt my f i n s r s  already, I decided not t o  go 

t o  any one of those men f o r  any f i sh .  For ~ & i t e  s w e  years, it was 

a real struggle making just  a couple of rupees a f t e r  a whole day's 

hard work vending f i sh .  

Our first break and boat 

It w a s  around t h i s  time i n  1957 when we were r e a l l y  struggl- 

i n g  tha t  our first break came. The Norwegians had been around for 

some time already. After an i n i t i a l  period of experimentation, it 

was announced by G w e m e n t  t h a t  boats would be dis t r ibuted througb 

t h e  C&operative Societies.  Many fishermen sent in t h e i r  applicat- 

ions and so did John. One f ine  day, a card arrived frp the Co-op- 

a t ive  inv i t ing  h i m  f o r  an interview. Receipt of the  card, I recall,  

was i t s e l f  a matter of great  excitement among us. John appeared for 

t h e  interview and was t o l d  by the  President of the  C-operative that 



on a nominal payment of' 8s. 5.25 a boat would be handed over t o  him. 

Johr? promptly cleared the formalities, which were rather strai&+ 

forward, and became an owner of a s m a l l  mechanized boat. 

This was a 25' boat with just an 8 horss power diesel engine. 

Re was given training t o  operate the boet, ~t the Project boat 

building yard. John's was one of the 67 boats distribute* at  that 

tims. The understanding was that  50% of the cost price was t o  be 

paid back in easy imtalments. O f  course, neither John nor the 

others really t r ied t o  pay back. Every one took it as just a rat- 

ine request which the Government w i l l  never quite enforce. John made 

god use of the boat. He worked very hard determined as he was t o  

make success of the break we had thus got. 

??lings started roally brightenin? for us only when we purchasd 

our second boat in 1962. This was n secondhand 30' boat, with a 16 

horse pohnr diesel -rated en&- and it was capable of operating 

a small shrimp trawl net. This brought in very good catches. There 

were sane dqys when John made Rs.70 t o  Rs.80, per day in season after 

meeting all his expenses. It was around th i s  time tha t  the word 

went 1.4 that the 'chakara' season was on in the area around Alle- 

ppey an3 people were hauling the neran variety of prawns. John went 

off immediately and stayed there two weeks. He came back loaded 

with money and gif ts  for  the family. I was angry that he had not 

bought any gold. Our first dau&ter was grown up wnd ready t o  be 

married off. Shouldn't he have tbm&t of it and brought some gold 

which we would have t o  give in her dowry? Immediately, he decided t o  



go back tc f i s h  f o r  sen,; vorc, i y c .  7hi:: was when we f e l t  the  most 

prosperous in our lir 'e. Not only were we a b l ~  t o  marry off our dau- 

gh te r  but a l so  we bonght t en  cents of land in the  vi l lage.  We gaoe 

her  a d a i r y  of Rs.2,CCO and 40, grams of gold wo&h RL 5@. 

I gave up head1o.d f i s h  mnding arid s tar ted going t o  the  boat 

yard t o  w a i t  f o r  our boat t o  r e t u r n  from the  sea. fm soon as tk 

ca tch  was landed, it had t o  be auctioned and money recovered, and 

shared. Though our sons a l so  comprised the crew along with John, 

sharing had t o  be done i f  even one of the crew was not from the 

family. Since the  boat was in t h e  nama of John, he got not only 

h i s  share 3s crew nand, but a l so  a s  the boat owner. A boat owner 

gets  s ix ty  per cent a d  the  rest i s  shared by the crew. I partici- 

pated fiiLly in the supervision of all transactions involved a f te r  

t h e  f i s h  was lander) hj- W boat. So John and our sons did not haw 

t o  worq- about them. 

Within a few - p a r s  of his acquiring the second mechanized 

boat,  our first I.N.?. boat had an acciden5 a t  sea. John was fa r  

t o o  adoenturous and went t o  distances few others would dare go, par- 

t i c u l a r l y  when the  weather was rough. We almost gave up hope for  

him and our sons. Luckily, they w e r e  all picked up by the rescue 

team t h a t  went out i n  t h e i r  search. But t he  boat was complete 

wreck. We sold it off and replaced it with another similar new 

boat with the help of a bank loan. John gave up fiahirig thereafter 

and switched over t o  t rading i n  f i sh .  Soon he became very g o d  iF. 

buying a d  se l l i ng  of f i s h  and was able t o  make a reasonable profit.  



Ever since, I have been handling the a f f a i r s  of t he  boats. b'ith 

John ccmcmpletely n f f  work f o r  a few years now, the r r spons ib i l i ty  of 

overseeing the  business of t he  f a m i l y  i s  ult imately on my shoulders. 

A working day in my l i f e .  

I woke up earlv, much hefore s m r i s e .  Af%er a wash, my 

f i r s t  job i s  t o  gc t o  t he  boat f? t ty  i n  Sakthikulangara, get there .  

But on my way there,  I stop by f o r  tea.  Being f i f t y  seven years old 

now, I do not have t o  worry about where t o  have t ea .  Women younger 

than me hnve t o  be more careful  and avoid t e a  shops popdated with 

men. The g i l l  ne t t e r s  go t o  sea only i n  t he  morning before sun r i s e  

and n t u r n  t o  shore in the  atternoon. I am always there  before our 

g i l l  net  boat returns t o  supervise t he  auction proceeds of t he  f i s h  

a t  t he  je t ty .  Fy t e n  ~ ' c l r x l f  most of the work i s  over I go f o r  

my break'ast  t o  one cf t he  few t 8 shops close t o  the  je t ty .  Then 

I go back home. The running of the house i s  now in the charge of 

my youngest daughter-in-law. Between them they h a 6  divided the  

chores. We take our lunch eround noon time. The menfolk ea t  first 

and then comes the tu rn  of us  women. Again I go t o  the  boat yard 

i n  the dternoon also.  Our second boat, t he  trawl net ter ,  comes 

back from the sea then. Around seven i n  t he  evening, all the  family 

members gather t o  offer prayers t o  be followed by dinner. bgnin, 

men are served f i r s t .  Then cones t h e  t u rn  of women. I do not take 

any part ir, the household chores. My hands a r e  fu l l ,  looking after 

the business operations of our two boats. I n  addition, I p a r t i c i p  

ate i n  byying and s e l l i n g  prawns. I f ind  work a t  t h e  Jetty qui te  



exhausting, particularljr ncr.7 ::??pi.. I 3+f!'e; from high b l o d  p - s m .  

I have t o  spmd quite some money on medicines every month. Haven't 

they become expensive? When a doctor knows that  h is  patient can af- 

ford t o  buy expensive medicines, he prohabxy prescribes for  you only 

such medicines. 

0pr&ing costs 

Every t r i p  of the  mechanized boat costs about R1.500. If the 

boat has t o  be p r a t e d  fo r  &out 12 hours, we need diesel worth 

Rs.150. During the peak season which l a s t s  three months every year, 

I get at l eas t  Rs..750 t o  As.l,OCO per day. During off season, n p ~  in- 

come af ter  covering costs is  Rs.300. 

A s  I told ycna, I do not just auct5on what we get as catch, 

I do participate in the buying ancl selling. of p r a m  and f ish also. 

Originally we had put up one thatched hu tpn  a 5-cent piece 

of waste land belonging t o  the Church. John had been supplying fish 

free t o  the clerical  s taf f  for  scnne years, so they cbliged him by 

not refusing our squatting on Government Peromboke waste land. In 

order t o  put up the hut, we had t o  f i l l  up t h i s  land with lots of 

earth t o  raise i t s  level. For cuite some years we stayed i n  t h i s  

hut. Only in 1'%3 af ter  John made some quick money did we think . 
of LNJ&I~ our own piece of land. I calculated that  t o  provide each 

son a 5-cent plot t o  build his house, we needed 40 cents of land. 

So whenever there was a l i t t l e  extra cash on hmd that  was not nee- 

ded for our business operation, we would add on to  our l a d .  A s  a 

result, we own full 40 cents of land. Our present hmse w a s  comp 



leted in 1964. It hes, as  you can see, w d l s  made cf burnt bricks 

laid i n  lime mcrtar. The roof i s  wuden, hodever, being b u i l t  with 

c o c m t  nnd mjil i  woal. ill our doors a d  widowe am made of t he  

sane u0r.d. 

&r house occupies ,an area of 23' X 16'. The rooms are 13' 

high. To the  f ron t  and back we have 2 wram?nh. Cn the south side, 

which i s  our back side,  we keep all t h e  ne ts .  Dn the  north side we 

s i t  down f o r  r e l u i n g  end s leep during the dry  d a p .  T. needed a l l  

the  space with t h i r t e e r  children. Now of course eight of my children 

are married ard only f ive  are: l e f t .  O f  these, four are boys and one 

el, for  whose dmry we ml.rst prcvide for .  

. . 
I have, as  you .kn;nc: f i v e  , b $ i . z r s  sncl eight sons. My oldest, 

a boy, i.s 37 years cf age and t he  ;,rnur.gest, seein I. boy, i s  d y  13 

years cld. lie sent a l l  our children t o  school, but none stayed in 

school. long enough t o  cwplu te  l;h? f u l l  ccurse. None r e a l l y  took t o  

studyinc, 11::ithcr. boys nor girls. The l o n p s t  any om of them has 

stayed in school i s  Sebastim, ax 12th child.  'k studied up  t o  ninth 

atandan3. I know t h a t  same; p o p l e  i n  t h e  villa@ 1 ocl. down upon US 
\ 

that with RU cur prosperity we have nc t  educated =ur children. Other . 
families which have done well  have sent t h e i r  childrcn t o  c o l l e ~ s  

ao 
w h e * ~ '  children have not completed even t h e i r  schocl education. 

Looking back, I wish we had pushed cur children m c h  harder thmugh 

school, but  bie had l i t t l e  time f o r  it. Neither of us,  John an3 I 



myself ha3 any time t o  rclj i i .  ?:crcmcr, I was having a new child 

practica.Uy every 'I8 months. 

Silva,  t he  first son 

When Silva,  mr first son got married t o  8 girl from Sakthi- 

I d a n g o r a ,  he got R.1,000 as  dowry and some 24 gram of gold which 

was worth Rr.400. They have four children now, 2 boys and 2 girls. 

The first two were delivered a t  homc. For the third one, my dau- 

ghter-in-law went t@ the Mission hospital  i n  Quilon. When she con- 

ceived again, they decided t o  ca l l  an en3 t o  this b1)siness. So we 

had t o  take her t o  t he  Froject  hospital  f o r  delivery and s ter i l iza-  

t i on .  The decision t o  get s t e r i l i zed  was a l togethw t h a t  of my son 

and h i s  wife. I did not f e e l  l i k e  c w i n g  i n  t h e i r  way. A l l  their  

children are going to school n w .  They l i v e  in the same cmpmrd 

but in a separate house. Silva. i s  the dr iver  of cur trawler boat. 

Though the boat is i n  Zilva's n w e ,  z c  :dso the  hank loan, I manage 

the boat ' s  a f f a i r s  and handle all t h e  boat"s finances. Si lva gets 

his share 3f t he  boat ' s  earninps in h i s  capacity of the  driver.  

S i l v a l s  wife goes t o  the  j e t t y  and deals  i n  t he  buying and sel l ing 

of prawns. She works independently of me and re ta ins  whatever money 

she makes. 

Ambrose, the  second 

h b r o s e ,  the  second son, got a s l i g h t l y  higher dowry of 

Rs.1,500 and 32 grms of gold worth k.600. His wife had f ive  child- 

ren, one of whom died jus t  within seven days. Now she is expecting 



again. They too  l i v e  in a separete hut i n  the same yard. Ambrose 

has become a problem son, having hecome an elcc.hoiic so e a r l y  i n  

his l i f e .  I have t o  support then; f inancial ly ,  but it i s  worrisme 

that  they cannot manage on t h e i r  own. How long w i l l .  h i s  brothers 

Support hibrose once we nrc not arc4mds This question has got t o  

be faced by hirr before it i s  t c o  l a t e .  H i s  wife i s  not working as  

her children yire ct.i7 1 rather  young. I have not advised them t o  

go i n  for  s te r i l i zs t io r? ,  hut locking a t  L h o s e  it wculd be in t h e i r  

am in te res t  -if they do not have any more children. I wauld than 

like t o  take her  t o  t he  hoat yard and i n i t i a t e  her i n t c  t h e  business 

of huying and se l l i ng  prawns. There i s  considerable scope f o r  wanen 

t o  make ;I tiwefit. l i - i n g  in t h i s  type ~f wirk. 

hr third and fourth sons 

Lazar, our t h i rd  s c . 1 7 ,  deci. 'zd tc n~sl-rx on his own. He ne t  

the girl when hc went with cur hoat t o  i i l leppy.  So there  waa no 

exchange of dowry. I f  I had fixed up his marriage, we would have 

got a ?owl Cldnlry  for  hh. Ifnmgh he i s  not educated as  he never went 

t o  school, he makes a g o d  crew hand on n mchanized boat. But he 

did not l i s t e n  t o  me. Thcy have three children, two boys and a 

girl,  all delivr-red in the hospital .  She has got herself  s t c r i l i -  

sed, but i s  nut doing any work. She s tays  5:ith US looks after 

the house, but they have 2 separate ht or! t h i s  land. 

Rext t o  Lazar comes Michael. who i s  the most c m p t e n t  of all 

boys in handling t h e  mechanized boats.  He wanted t o  marry a 

&l hc l iked when he was just  18 years ol,?. I ref ised t o  hear- 



m h i n g  of t h a t  sor t .  Later, I 5areeined with t he  girl 's parents 

and when they agreed t o  give a d m  of R q . 1 1  ,COO and 4.0 grams of 

gold worth R?.2,300. I gave my consent t o  their marriage. Just when 

t h e  negotiations were about t o  be completed, we found cut tha t  the 

girl was already four  months pregnant. That would have led t o  a 

l o t  of talk among people in the village. So we withdrew our consent 

Immediately, we got Michael married t o  another girl f o r  the same an- 

mnt of dowry. They have two children nod, one boy and one girl. 

His wife i s  not working. They too s t ay  in  a separate hut close t o  

u s  on our land. 

After Michael come my daughters Rose and Tracy. Rose did not 

go t o  school f o r  more than four o r  f ive  years. Instead, she would 

go cut with girls of her  age i n  the neighbumhood col lect ing shells. 

Also, she helped me in taking care of t he  house. When she was 17, 

we got her marnied t o  a boy called Lawrence from a neighbouring vil- 

lage Perinad. We gave he r  Rq.2,OOO in cash as  dowry. She delivered 

four  children but her  last child died just  a f t e r  two days e f t e r  it 

was born. 

My next daughter Tracy i s  28 years old. Although even she 

d i d  not show much in t e r e s t  in school, I did ncrt allow her t o  go out 

col lect ing she l l s  as soon as  we s tar ted doing a l i t t l e  bet ter .  I 

got her  married a t  the  age of 18 t o  a boy of 25 years from Sakthi- 

kulangara. We gave away Rs.6,000 in cash and 56 grams of gold worth 

Rs.3,200 as  dowry. She has th ree  daughters now. She w a n t s  t o  haw 

a son before stopping t o  have children. H e r  husband, thcugh a good 

boat hand, i s  very fond of drinking and gambling. Also, he gces t o  



movies practical13r every day. I<. t w r e  are far too mmf quarrels 

between my daughter and her husband. He is snort of money all the 

time and when she asks h i m  for  money t o  run the hmse, she e t a  

beaten up. I l o  help her a l i t t l e ,  but not much. He expects a 

l ~ t  more, seeing thet  we are doing so well in our work. 

The son?, Albert and Hemy, who came af ter  Tracy work also 

as boat hands on o w  own boats. Both of them are now married and 

living separately, each in a hut of h i s  own. Albert has two chil- 

dren, and Henry has one chjld. Their wives are not going out t o  

work . 
Jxintha ,  our third daughter, i s  28 years old, We got her 

married rather early, a t  the age of 16 years. Her husband is a f i sh  

merchent. We gave him a d a ~ r y  of As. 12,000 i n  cash and 70 grams of 

gold which was worth Rr.3,BOO. She has had three children already. 

Of these one son aged one year -d drowned in the bkthwater. The 

other two are boys. She plans t o  stop pregnancies af ter  her fourth 

child. Although Jacintha's hsband is doing reasonably well, he 

squanders a lot on drinking. A s  incomes have increased in cur vil- 

lage, people have taken more t o  drinking. Nready Jacintha's husb- 

ard has acquired the reputation that  he never repq-s the money he 

borrows. 

Christina and Lourdes, our fourth and. f i f t h  daughters, are 

also married. Christina was married i n  1980. I had t o  give Rs.10,000 

i n  cash, Rs. 1,000 as pocket money and 72 grams. of gold worth Re. 10,000 

I do nst believe i n  keeping g i r l s  unmarried fo r  long. Then there i s  

the risk of the i r  choosing men i n  a Wry. In the  Case of nly daugh- 



t e r s ,  I ~ i r l  the selection oof boy- mr t.Fsa. True, tnat  even sele- 

ctions made by parents can go wrong. Tracy's case i s  a clear exa- 

mple. &It I have no doubt that  the girls can go wrong .nore than 

t h e i r  parents on the selection of thei r  husbands. I hold the ssme 

opinion about the selection of brides f o r  the boys. It shoulrl,in 

m y  :opinion, be l e f t  t o  the parents. 

Louxdes has finished sixth standard and is  a t  home. I have 

t o  get her married, but right nm she is loolung after  the house. 

I have t o  save fo r  her dowry. 

My youngest son George i s  oriLy 13.1 would l ike  him t o  study 

i n  school a l i t t l e  longer. Let us see what happens. 

Looking ahead 

No doubt we have come a Long way, but it was by dint of hRld 

work put i n  hy brt.h my hshand and n p e l f  that we have been able t o  

achieve r l r  present level  of we17 beink. It i s  rep-ected in our 

present assets and income. After we both are pone, the assets will 

belong t o  our eight rons. The daughters have already been given 

the i r  share in the f om of dowry. So they have n o  legal claim on 

anything more. But we cannot altogether wash our hands of our dau- 

ghters, particularly when they are in dif f icul t ies .  Take the case 

of R.acy. We shai l  have t o  leave something for  Tracy so that  she can 

bring up her family i n  spite of her husband's wasteful speralings. 

Brothers are supposed t o  protect the interests of their  married sis- 

t e r s  but knowing m y  sons as I do, I cannot leave my daughter quite 

t o  t he i r  brothers' mercy. A s  f o r  o w  own old age, I am not worried. 

I st i l l  have f u l l  control over our business and hope t o  exercise it 

till we die. 



Neendakara 

Case Stbdy - B 

the prawn dealer 

After you pass the highway bridge on the Ashtamudi Lake, ym 

have t o  walk abcut a k id red  yanls paat the h g e  stone wall, enclos- 

ing the ale€ r:! l.!lr vest of t b  highway earmarked for  the proposed 

Neendakara port. Tou cane thereafter t o  a few grocery and tea  shops 

near the road bend and then a road side water tap. At this point 

while the hi2hwa.v turns right,  a god  sized motorable d i r t  road takes 

you t o  the l e f t .  This d i r t  road was bc i l t  by Thangal Kunju Kusaliar, 

a rich cashew merchant who used t o  frequent t h i s  seaside beach t o  

spend the evening. 

Within ; distance ol' 20 yards, the d i r t  road takes a sharp 

lef t  turn leading on t o  the beach. Here, a t  this bend, stands on 

the right, on3 tllnkbed hut which, unless one is c a r e m ,  can easi ly 

be missed. Both th? rcof a d  the walls are made out of coc6nut palm 

leaves. The back of our hut is t o w d s  the road. L h r  verandah faces 

a small lagoon, on the ather side of which is  the highway. Most of 

the lagocm is  so well covered, from one encl t o  the other with water 

hyacinth wiled 'African Payal', that one c m  hardly see the water. 

It gives one the  feeling of a green walkable stretch. 



Our hut 

Our whole hut stands on a raised platform, about two feet 

above t h e  ground so  t h a t  even during heavy rains  water does n9t4 en@ 

t h e  hut. The platform is made out of mud and rubble. They are bea- 

t e n  hard t o  provide a sol id  base. Then the surface i s  plastered 

wjth a mixture of c lay  and burnt coconut husk. It i s  t h i s  which 

lends it a d u l l  dark colour. 

The l a rges t  room of our house, 9' X 8 ' ,  i s  the f d l y ' s  bed 

room. The verandah in front  of the  bed room, 8' X 3 ' ,  serves as our 

s i t t i n g  room. The only item of furni ture  in our verardah i s  a low, 

but  narrow, wocden bench f o r  v i s i t o r s  t o  sit on. O f  a number of 

p i c tu re s  you see on t h e  inner  w d 1  of t h e  verandah, quite a few are 

of Christ ian saints. But there  are a l so  a la rge  number of family 

photographi. we hwe ccl l rc ted oocr t h e  years. They are taken usua- 

Ily on ' te occasion of weddings -a3 funerals of rel&ons and fri- 

ends. 

You en t s r  cur bed room from the verandah through a proper 

wooden door. The s m a l l  chimney lamp nailed near t h i s  door burns on 

kerosene o i l .  The door has a proper l a t ch  and I can look it both 

from ins ide a s  well as  outside. Inside nur bedroom, we have bui l t  

in t h e  l e f t  hand corner a s m a l l  altar with a colourfbl p i c t u ~  of 

Jesus  Christ. Next t o  t he  altar is  a s ingle  door wooden wardrobe. 

The wardrobe i s  divided i n t o  two portions. The top  ha l f  has three 

shelves t o  keep one's clothes. I n  t h e  t o p  shelf  are kept my s i x  

cotton smees  and blouses, all neat ly  folded along with my wedding 



saree whicn Lies a t  t h e  buttom. In, t he  lower h6.U of t he  wardrobe 

are three drawers where our children keep t h e i r  books. Next t o  the  

wardrobe is a table  which J a c i n t h ,  my e ldes t  daughter who is .s tud-  

ying i n  College, uses f o r  studying a t  hme. The altar, t he  ward- 

robe and the table  take up, as  y m  can see, t he  whole of the  l e f t  

side of the bed room. The large bed close t o  the  back w a l l  has wo-  

oden legs and frame. The inside of the  frame i s  done i n  cane. &ch 

a bed c d d  cost quite a l o t  nov, but we bought it long long back. 

I n  the night, we spread aut mats on the  f loor  f o r  our four children 

t o  sleep. We, the  parents, s l e e p i n  the bed. Francis, qy husband, 

hangs h i s  clothes on t h e  clothes l i n e  running from one end of the 

r ight  si! 2 w a l l  t o  the  other. 

Our kitchen 

Y m  c.h  enter  our kif chen f rm the bed room. But.  you can 

enter  the kitchen from mtsidt. 5 j  wl;. It is  a r d  5' X 6' i n  

area. I have tbree  m d  stoves, f ive  or  -ix mud pots and a few alu- 

m- and s t e e l  vessels,  plates and ladles .  S t ee l  vessels  are ex- 

pensive and we take p e c t  pride in possessing them. In the two 

shelves xhich we improvised by tying up two wooden planks t o  the  

poles which support t h e  w a l l ,  I kecp all my spices and groceries 'J1 

cans of vIlrious s izes .  Our kitchen has a s m a l l  verandah of i t s  m, 

facing the lagoon. Here we stack our firewocd along with the' large 

aluminium pan and basin  t h a t  I take t o  the  j e t t y  when I go there  for . 
buying prawns. 



The public water t a p  is just  a f i ve  mi .nutest walk from our 

hut. Usually, t he  children, fe tch  water f o r  me, f o r  bathing a3 well 

as - f o r  use iE t he  kitchen. 

We have no l a t r i n e  or' our am. Since there are v e ~ y  few h& 

. s e s  in the village wit,h l a t r i n e s  of t h e i r  am, there  i s  nothing- 

bout our doing without one. In fac t ,  everyone, men and women, 

adults and children, go out t o  answer t h e  c a l l  of nature. A l l  go t o  

the s e a  front. The w&es are sqposed t o  wash away the  d i r t .  Areas 

are eaP marked separately f o r  men and women. So there  is l i t t l e  - 
scope f o r  invasion of privacy between the  sexes. 

Very close t o  our hut are other huts. Cur immediate neigh'- 

h r  i s  a very old Hindu widow l i v ing  by herself  in a s m a l l  one room 

thatched hut. She makes her living by defibring re t ted husks and 

making r?ir  ropes. She i s  mentrrlly disturbed and a t  times keeps 

ta lk ing  t o  herself  f o r  hours on end. I n  the  other hut next t o  our@, 

l i v e s  an old couple with a mentally deranged daughter of 35. They 

a r e  Latin Christians and re la ted t o  me from m y  mother's side. 

My husband changes his occupation 

Francis, my husband, i s  now f+5 pars old. He i s  known in  

Neendakara as  Mukadu Francis, because he comes f r o m  Mukadu, s near- 

by  f i sh ing  vil lage,  half way between Neendakara and W o n .  While 

Francis 's  grand fa ther  was deal ing i n  c o i r  and copra (dried coconut 

kernels)  Francis 's  fa ther  was a f e r r y  m a .  



I vas just  21 7e~l i .x  G:.;I ~ , I L L I ~  :,; g, ? mnrried. We were married 

i n  the St.Sebastianrs Church i n  Neendajcara wluch, as  anyone -will 

t e l l  ycu, i s  one of khe dd6S t  Chdrches i n  Kerala. f i anc i s  was : '  

28 yesrs r~ld md working as a t a l l o r  i n  his own village.  I moved t o  

hi3 parentsf 'house there ,  stayed there  f o r  three years before we de- 

cided t o  move t o  Neendakara. That was in 1963 by when t h e  Indo-For- 

wegian Fishing Froject had been there  already f o r  t e n  years. There 

was a lot  more o f  a c t i v i t y  i n  Neendakara than w h e r e  e l s e  in the 

n s i g h b d n g  villages. Several of my own re la t ives ,  four out of iqp 

five s i s t e r s ,  were l i v i n g  i n  Neendakara and t h e i r  families were doiilg 

well in whatever work--& connected with fishing--they were engaged 

in. Frencis,had been a t a i l o r  since t h e  age of f i f t e e n  and knew lit- 

t l e  fishing. S t i l l  he has not been doing well  as a v i l l age  ta i lo r :  

He thought,, or  was yermnded to think, t h a t  he might make a b e t t e r  

l iv ing  'n Neend&ara. Moreover I was not get t ing along well  with 

Francisf s people. So my fa ther  put i n  a word f o r  Francis with a 

cousin of h i s  who already was well established as  a s e a f o d  proces- 

sor and exporter. As  soon as %ancis got t he  job, we moved t o  &en- 

dakara. f i anc i s  eold off h5-s sewing machine a f t e r  a couple of years. , 
That was the  ,end of h i s  t a i lo r ing .  He, as  wel l  as myself hoped, how- 

ever, t h a t  very soon we too, l i k e  m y  re la t ivas ,  would b e  able t o  

make good. Unfortunately, it has not worked out t h a t  way. For 

Francis, it was a major decision. He had not only t o  move out of 

his native vi l lage,  but  a l so  t o  give up t h e  vocation t h a t  he was pur- 

suing f o r  almost 15 years. He was givlng up a ski l led,  though not 



well p-g, profession for an unski l led  job. 

Francis has been working for the same firm from th day we 

mwed t o  Neendakara. With mechanization of boats a d  the subsequent 

discovery of grounds for  catching prawns, the accent in fishing has 

shiftad altogether from fishing for domestic consumption t o  fishing 

fo r  export, as far as Eieendakara area was concerned. The firm 

Francis works for  exports prawns and squids, and has i t s  own h e 5  

ing  plant. 

Francis's job has been, from the outset, t o  sort out and grade 

the  prawns according t o  the courits, pack them in cartons and load 

them into trucks. When he joined the firm i n  1963, h i s  daily wage 
b 

was Rs.2.53. In  1978, he was getting Rs. 10.00. Actually th i s  incmase 

i n  15 years works out t o  a l i t t l e  over one rcr cent per year. W o r -  

kers' Union is  there a d  they made a l o t  of noise about wage incre- 

ases, bu you can judge for ~vur -a l  f Cmm the experience of Francis 

what increases the Union is actually able t o  & for the workers. 

Francis has now given up h i 3  job altogether. For several 

months, he complained of pain i n  the joints, and therefore, stayed at 

home. The Project hospital in Puthenthura is m i t e  well staffed. 

But Francis did not have any fa i th  i n  allopathy (mcdern medicine). 

Allopathic cure i s  always temporary, he believes. He was going in- 

stead for a massage as prescribed by an Ayumdic physician, i n  the 

village. Nc doubt, he f e l t  better as a result,  but the manent he 

w o u l d  go back t o  work his pain would r e a p r .  That convinced him 

tha t  h i s  job gave him the pain. So he decided t o  give up the job. 



For s e v e r u  months he was simply s i t t i n g  a t  home doing nothing. 

That made him i r r i t a b l e  also.  For over a year now, he i s  act ively 

helping ne i n  my prawn business m d  t h a t  has restored our danestic 

peace. 

Our family 

Iiie have been married fo r  our twenty years now. Three chi- 

ldren, a l l  girls, were born t o  me, the f i r s t  one -in Neendakara i n  

my parentsf house, with t he  help of a doctor sent home by the  Pr* 

ject hospital. The other two -were delivered in the Victoria Hos- 

pital'in Quilon town. It i s  one of the oldest hospitnl  in the dis- 

t r i c t ,  established a s  ea r ly  a s  16-70. Nurses and midwives trained 

here have been staying f o r  a long time i n  t h i s  vi l lage.  M a n y  fam- 

i l i e s  depend or them instead of poing t o  t he  hospital. Since both 

my seer-d ard t h i rd  children w e 3  caesarian cgses, t h e  doctors ad- 

vised me strongly t o  g e t  operated. Francis and I did discuss the 

- 
matter. It was a matter of my l i f e  and death, not of l imi t ing  t h e  

number of our children. A t  l eao t ,  t h a t  i s  how we thou@ of t he  

matter and came t o  the decision t,bt the  -ration had t o  be under- 

gone. So I underwent hysterectmy rifter my th i rd  delivery. S t i l l ,  

both of us  badly wanted a son. I cannot qui te  explain why we wan- 

ted a son. Mqy be we fishermen are s6 conditioned since men go out 

t o  sea, never . a  wanan. Did Francis want him more than I myself? 

May be, I was more keen on it, but .-rest assured that we m a y  have 

*found it h d e r  t o  adopt a boy i f  I had not been working and doing 



reasonably well  as regard my earnings. So we adopted a desertad 

in fan t  through t,he hoepital .  He i s  now six years old. We call  

him Yesurlas (which l i t e r a l l y  means the follower of Jesus), thus 

departing from the  usual  t r ad i t i on  of giving Latin names. Thus 

we now have four children, th ree  girls an6 a boy. 

Jacintha'  s college education 

Jacintha, our e ldes t  daughter, i s  now around nineteen yews 

old Like me, she too  i s  small-made. She has already completed 

h e r  school ard i s  in t h e  fourth y e m  a t  a College run by the Church, 

She i s  studying for  a degree course in Comerce. Educating her il$ 

however, a major expense f o r  u r .  Though thd monthly college fee is 

only  Rs. 15, we had t o  p w  Rs.200 by way of special  admission fee. 

Also, from tne very bi;gimling we had t o  put he? on a private tutw 

rial c ~ d e p .  None of t he  re& lar colleges reall;- prepare you for 

examinations. The teachers tnemselves advise students t o  join tut- 

o r i a l  classes.  Some of these teachers run these t u t o r i a l  classes 

i n  t h e i r  off  hours. Then there  i s  da i ly  bus fare ,  which even at 

t h e  concessional r a t e s  f o r  students, addes up t o  some Rs. 12 a month. 

If  you include expanses on books and clothing, the  average works 

out e a s i l y  t o  Rs. 100 a month. 

Can we afford an emense of t h i s  order? Well, I would 

r a t h e r  spelld this much on my girl 's higher education than buil! 

up  savings for her  dowry t o  be given i n  marriage. I n  f ac t ,  I am 



certain that I won't be able t o  pay up dowry a t  the going rates i n  

our village. My worry, hmever, is tha t  when the time for Jacintha' s 

marriage comes, I may still be forced t o  give a big dowry. That 

will be ruinious. If J a c i n t h  succeeds in getting a job af ter  she 

completes hqr degree course, there is a good chance that she will 

be able t o  get married with less i f  not no dmry. Once ycu have a 

job, y m  income is  cnurted as a part of the dowrg. A t  least,  tb i s  

i s  w h a t  I am counting on. 

Other children' s education 

The 15-year old Mercy canes next. She is  studyhg i n  the 

tenth s t d a r d  i n  a hi@ school i n  Sakthikulangara. Her education 

i s  virtually free in tha t  there is  very l i t t l e  t o  pay by way of 

tuition fee. Also, no expanse on transportation is  involved, but 

books nnd clothing are our responsibility. However, the cloth for 

school unifm is available through the ration shop s t  controlled 

price. Since Jacintha has not time for  domestic chores, Mercy has 

t o  help me a great deal with chores l ike  bringing water, cooking and 

cleaning. 

W i l l  Mercy too be sent t o  College9 I am not so sure. 31s 

does not seem t o  be inisrested in atudies as Jacintha. Also, it 

w i l l  be diff icult  for  me t o  have two children i n  College a t  the 

same time. It w i l l  be beyond q y  purse. 

The third daugtiter, Agnes, is 13 years old. Bhe is stud- 

ying in the eighth standard a t  the upper p r i m a  school i n  Neenda- 

kara proper. Her education too is free. P-s, though quite stu- 

dious, also helps m e  a great deal with housework. 



Yesudas, the  six year old adopted son, has a l so  started 

going t o  t he  l o c a l  school. The girls help him get ready for  school 

and they look a f te r  him once they are brck a t  home. Also, since my 

own parents l i v e  c lose by, he often goes there  from school i f  no 

one i s  a t  home. O f  course, now t h a t  Francis has no fixed: timings 

t o  observe eny more, he i s  very often a t  home when the  bcy gets back 

from school. I myself have t o  be a t  t he  j e t t y  on most dp~rs in the 

afternoon. 

My work 

I have been working ever since I was a child of e ight  or nine 

I s t a r t ed  as  a she l l  collector.  I would go t o  the  beach ?long with 

my mother, carrying small nets  t o  cu l l ec t  she l l s  t h e t  are washed 

ashore with t he  breakers. My mother would s e l l  t he  she l l s  t o  merc- 

hants i- t h e  v i l l age  and make : l i t t l e  monay over and above what she 

made from vending f i sh .  A s  I grew up, I was more anl more involved 

in household chores f o r  my mother. After mmiage ,  however, I didn't 

take up outside work f o r  qui te  some years. Only a t  t he  age of 28, 

i . e . ,  seven years a f t e r  my m ~ r r i a s ,  and some four  yeers a f t e r  we 

moved back t o  Needakara with the f m i l y ,  did I decide t o  take t o  

work. 

Francis was not doing well and had s ta r ted  complp3ng about 

conditions of work in t h e  factory. Also the  family was much larger 

now and Francis 's  earr ings  were just  not enough. Already, some women 

in t h e  neighbouring hmseholds who e a r l i e r  were e i t he r  engaged i n  



t o  the je t ty  t o  .buy some catch, sor t  it c u t ,  peel  the  prawns, dry  up 

the rest '  a7:d then s e l l  the whole th ing  f o r  s s m a l l  p ro f i t .  I too  

gather courage t c  take a plunge. I star ted going t o  the j e t t y  with 

my s i s te r  Fnilomena t o  piok up a r t .  Soon I was m y  involved. 

Usually I go t o  t he  j e t t y  a t  around noon time. T h i s  i s  a 

convenient t i ~ ~ e  f o r  me. I cook a meal in the morning so tha t  the  

children can e a t  and take focd t o  school f o r  t h e i r  mid-day meal. The 

meal consists usually of r ice  and f i s h  curry. After I myself have 

eaten I clean up t,he kitchen and ler.ve for  the  je t ty ,  locking up the 

house i f  Francis has other plans. Often, I wear a f ine ly  checked 

neat Mundu wrapped on top  of a pet t icoat  and a cotton blouseon top 

of a bra. I carry a towel t o  cover my shculders axl wear rubber 

tongs. I d s o  carry a s m a l l  p las t ic  purse t o  keep the vo&'r" 

from tb- firms t o  whom I s e l l  yawns. While I tuck my cash in to  the 

top fold of my mundu a t  the  waist, the  vouchers are formal things t o  

be kept different,ly. 

Firms nonnally pay f o r  the prawns they buy, from the  middle- 

men l ike  myself, on the  following day or  even l a t e r .  Immediately 

on sale, alI t h a t  I get  i s  a voucher s t a t i n g  the quantity and grade 

of the material and the  pr ice  which the firm w i l l  pay. So, the first 

thing I have t o  do whon I s e t  cut f o r  work is t o  c a l l  a t  the off ice  

of the f i r m  concerned and claim my money. 

It takes me hetween one ha l f  t o  one haur t o  co l lec t  t he  cash 

tha t  id due t o  me. Then I head f o r  the  je t ty .  



I go ' tc  t,he je t ty  w i t t i  my mother and s i s t e r .  We wait there 

f o r  t he  boats t o  come. A s  the boats lend t h e i r  catch, t he  auction 

s t a r t s  ins tan t ly  as  t h e  basket f u l l s  are brought out. Cyclist mer- 

chants, all men from k i l o n ,  anrl a few f l s h  vending worr.en from the 

neighbouring v i l lages  go in for f i s h  other than prawns. As fm the 

prawns, sometimes they are f i r s t  sorted and then auktioned; scnnet- 

imes they a r e  sold without sorting.  I n e i t h e r  case, the  auction 

takes  place on the bas i s  of v i sua l  assessment. So one has ' to  have 

ve ry  sharp eyes & quick judgement in making out t he  grade and the 

wsight of the prawns in a basket and decide on t,he spot, within min- 

u t e s  of the  landing of haskets, what final hid t o  niake. The bidder 

has a l s o  t o  form some judgement of the price the  processed prawns 

w i l l  fe tch f rm the exporting firms. The d i f f i c u l t y  ar ises  because 

t h i s  pr ice  f1uctunti.n- f r m  any t o  day and quitc widely, depending 

upon t1.s extent of t h e  overall catch during the  d-:y. The price can 

slump very f a s t  on a day of bumper ca.tch. T h e  d i f f i c u l t y  of several 

middle women l i k e  me i s  t h a t  we have t o  be constantly guessing the 

pr ice  we w i l l  get f o r  our processed p r d u c t  a t  the  end of the day. 

Bigger middlemen carr.y l e s s  r i sk  because they have usually a mch 

more enduring re le t ionship with the exporting firms. 

Normally, both of us  s i s t e r s  carT[ with us u couple of huxxl- 

red rupees each i n  cash. But during peak three  months we need, not 

l e s s  than Rs.1,500 together. Cur  mother only helps u s  with our work 

in organisihg an3 supervising things. Together we buy prawns for  up 

t o  As. 1,500 on a peak day. Most boat owners know us  and e r t en l  t o  us 



overnight credit even though the general understanding a t  t h e  auc- 

tion i s  that  all transactions are clone in cash. 

There me several jet t ies ,  but all are in Sakthikulangara, 

i.e., the s o d a  of the highway bridge. Actually, the moment you 

cross the bridge, you are i n  Saktkikulangara. The jet ty h e d i a -  

tely t o  the west has thirteen lwding points, each privately cuned 

and maintained. On the eastern side, most of the space dong the 

bank of backwaters is taken up by the four largest f i sh  exporting 

firms arid the Government. I n  the Government boatyard, boats are 

made and repaired. On the private yards belondng t o  the fcur firms, 

the biggest boatyard is  the one t o  which I have been goine ever 

since I started going t o  work. This was a relatively neat y& and 

has plenty of space. But my principal reawn for going there .>:as 

that as one of m y  second ccusins was a major partner of the f i r m  

that cwtlerl t h i s  yard and being 1 known party I got better treatment 

from the  mon 'around here. 

The west side boatyard has the appearance very much of an 

Indian wholesde commdities market, with lots o f  people willing 

around in s m a l l  knots. Each knot consists usually of persons bid- 

ding fo r  one or more baskets of fish catch. There is  a l w a y s  an 

auctio~eer in  thei r  midst whose job it i s  t o  se t t l e  the bid. Very 

often, he is  assisted by an assistant who notes down the various 

bids. The auctioneer and his  assistant me employd by the jetty 

owners. A t  the end of each auction the auctioneer collects a fee 



of one per  cent , f o r  t h e  j e t t y  owner.. T h i s  is over and above the 

f l a t  fee of As.2 per boat *very time it comes and berth? .=t a ietty 

t o  unload. Every auction must be set t led i n v a r i h l y  in cash. %re- 

fore, a person who i s  p a r t i c i p s t i n ~  i . ~  bidding must carry enmgh cash. 

Invar iably the  hidding s t a r t s  witl-I om rupee but  it gcss u p  fast .  

Every time a boat comes and stops i n  a j e t t y  t hem i s  tmmsn- 

dous excitement. Immediately some baskets a m  handed over t o  thc 

crew which shovels i t s  catch lying cn t h e  boat f loor  in to  these hask- 

ets with ' a spade and brings them out. 

No sooner the  baskets fu l l  of f i s h  appear than a few prsons,  

men d women gather around them. It i s  not always however that  the 

catch i s  immediately aucticnerl. Sometimes, t h e  boatmen m i & t  decide 

t o  have t h e  catch f i r s t  sorted out. There a m  always a number of 

women, young and old, wanting t o  work a s  sor te rs .  I n  fac t ,  there 

are  t o o  many of them. So thc. j c t t y  s t a f f  have t o  shoo the extra 

ones away. The money each w i l l  gs t  t o  do the  sor t ing i s  always a 

p a l t r y  sum. A t  t h e  end of a day, the  lucky ones may have made as 

much as  f ive  rupees but most do not make more than four rupees, I f  

a ca tch  i s  auctioned without sorting,  it is  the  buyer, who gets the 

s o r t i n g  done immediately thereaf te r  a t  a l ~ o s t  the  same spot. 

A t  t he  ea s t  s ide boat yards also,  every basket of catch goes 

through tlie same motions except, as  already s ta ted,  t h a t  t he  place 

i s  f a r  l e s s  crowded a d  also somewhat b e t t e r  organized. Eloats t ha t  

do  not belong t o  t h ~  company owning the yard are also allowed t o  

ber th  here. The terms are the  same as f o r  boats berthing a t  the west 



side Lost yard. Tho boat y i d  i~F?.ch ; frequent has four j e t t t e s .  

I have been involved i n  prawn business for  &no& t en  years 

now. I s t i l l  vividly remember how I s ta r ted  my work by borrowing om 

W r u d  rupees -from f r ienos a d  relat.ives. I participated i n  a numb- 

e r  of auctions end macie some ~ r o f i t . .  Since then I have nemr  l o ~ k e d  

back. I n  t he  be-ng, I wmld b ~ y  prawn and get some cool.ie t o  

transport it, home for  me. Thr, prawns were then p e l e d  and cleaned 

and the meat placed i n  an iced basin. If the  quanti ty of prawns was 

too much f o r  the  family (i.e.,  my se l f  and my daughters) t o  p e l ,  then 

I would c a l l  women from the neighbwhocd t o  help me peel. Fqment 

for  peeling w a s ,  an3 is, made by the rnuuber of basins peeled - Each 

baein holr'a around two kilograms of peeled meat. It i s  always women 

and t h e i r  children who did the p e l i n g ,  and there was never any pro- 

blem mobilising the numb-r required even though peeling was done in 

the eveni @. Gradually, a s  I b r  ght l a r g e r  end larsr quant i t ies  

I needed outside help with peeling, mom and more often. 

During t,he l ean  pericds, when c ~ t c h  i s  little, t h e  women who 

work f o r  me come t o  borrow small mour?ts from me, These loans are 

given ora l ly  and carry no in t e r e s t  but  an obligation t o  peel  f o r  the 

lender as  and when required. A s  t h r  scale of my work expanded, we 

bought two cents of land from the Church, next t o  my mother's hut, 

and put up a s m a l l  peeling shed with an attached room. The p e l i n g  

shed has a raised cement plastersd floor with a slope so  tha t  t he  

water gradually drains out on i ts  own a s  the prawns are being peeled 

and cleaned. On one s ide  i s  hilt a small c i rcu la r  tr m&, again 

cemented, f o r  keepirg the f ish,  i f  aqy, in the baskets. 



After Cue prawns are peied and cleaned, the meat, as it 

i s  called, i s  so1.d t o  one or the other of the prawn exporting firms. 

.I take it t o  the firms' 8 purchasing yard the same night, thai i s  as 

soon.as the peeling is  finished. Since th i s  i s  what everyone enga- 

ged in this  business does, the exportinp f irns keep their p u r h s -  

ing  booths open till quite some time i n  the night. The meat i s  p- 

ded and weighed' a d  immediately a voucher i s  issued t o  the seller 

f o r  presentation the following morning for  encashment. 

Investmmt in sec ond-had boat 

I havk done reasonably well i n  my husiness of buying, pr& 

cessing and selling prawns. Whatever I earned was reinvested in 

my business. Since Francis was earning idependently, I did not 

have t o  spend much out of qy earnine on the family. A major part 

of my earnings could be put back i n  my business. Some tine in 1 9 2 ,  

along with my youngest brother, kntony, who himself drives a mecha- 

nised boat, I purchased a second hand boat, on partnership basis. 

It was a 25' hoat with Bukh engine. Antony was supposed t o  oprate 

the boat. Thus, while he would, therefore, get both the 10 per cent 

share as the driver, and half of the 6@ belonging t o  the owner, I 

was t o  get only the other half of the l a t t e r .  Both of us had t o  share 

the expenses on deisel and repairs eqmlly. Unfortunately, hmever, 

the  investment i n  the boat turned out t o  he a disaster in the sense 

t ha t  the boat has been in a d  our of the repair yard a l l  these past 

eight years. We have spent no less than another R~.l0,000 on repairs. 

S t i l l  the boat i s  not all right. T d a y ,  I have a debt of Rs.5,000. 



My family 

My f ~ t h e r ,  75 .year old. Joseph, i s  among the oldest. residents 

of Feenddtara. FIe i s  known as  Josv3h K ~ o l a  as h i s  hm?se i s  s corner 

hwlss. It i s  b u i l t  here on n 10 cerit piece of lxJ, which belonged 

t o  tho Church. Ha, l i k e  several others, was squztt ing here For sev- 

eral. gears. T'nen t h e  Church wanted him t o  vacate the l m d .  'k i le  

all the other families moved away, my father  ref ised t o  o h l i ~ .  He 

went t.o Cart and gat h i s  claim established t o  h i s  piece of land. 

Now he has a comfortable three-room wooden house which i s  e l ec t r i f i sd .  

Also, it has all the  necessary f'urniture such as cane sea t  chairs, 

one bed, one mirrcred almirah and a cniplc of wooden s tools .  The 

house had been done up when my ycmgest brother, h t m y ,  the boat 

driver,  was staying with cur parents. Now he and h i s  wife have s e t  

up a separate  house of t h e i r  am. 

Jodcph, my fa ther  was an ur'cinrrry fislerman. He fished moetly 

with a cas t  net  -- a net  t h a t  you moy throw by the  swee!, of y w  

arm standing a t  t h e  bank of the sea. My mother, Thresia, was a f i s h  

vendor s e l l i ng  fish from dcor t o  door as  w e l l  a t  t he  Sakthikulangara 

f i sh  market. Since both my father  arrl mother belong t o  Neandakara 

1 have scores c.f relatives l iv ing  i n  the  vil lage.  I can count on my 

finger t i p s  more than t h i r t y  first or second causins. My parents 

ere now quite old but  i n  g o d  health. My fa the r  i s  seventy-five 

years old arxl my m o t h ~ r  i s  sixty-eight. They hnd t e n  children, f ive  

boys and f i ve  girls. My mother was married when she w a s  f i f t e e n  

years of age. They l o s t  two children as  infnnts ,  both male children, 



and then E, daughter when ?hi! ..ra- Ad 2rea.m old. Now I have three 

brothers  and four s i s t e r s  a l i v ~ .  Both my parents come t o  the boat 

yard and take active par t  i n  the  business. AU. m ~ r  brothers or$ 

s i s t e r s  are  l i v i n g  i n  the  v i l l age  and working, My brother Ben a m s  

a worlcshop t o  repa i r  boats. He went f o r  a I . T . I .  d ip lma.  Pmfther 

owns a small gill net boat with me. My other brother, Sebastian, 

i s  doing f i s h  business cn his own. My other s i s t e r s  are also inv- 

olved in prawn and f i s h  work. 

b i n g  t h e  house 

As I have to ld  you already, I go t o  work only around noon. 

When Francis was going t o  t he  factory he had t o  take one meal a t  

t h e  work s i t e  but now t h a t  he i s  not going there  any more we take 

our morning meal t o e t h e r  before I leave f o r  my work. Francis comes 

t o  t he  j e t t y  an hour or so  l a t e r .  

he rims a t w  w i t  r~ t i ,>r .  :,Y,. I buy all the ra t ion rice 

and sugar t ha t  we are ent i t l ed  t o  buy. I f ind buying everyday a 

nuisance. Morewer, involved as I i n  my business I do not have 

t h a t  much spare time f o r  shopping. Of course now Francis helps with 

major shopping. gut I am the  one who does whatever shopping l ike  

buying of vegetables, tapioca and f i s h  has t o  be done. 

I s t a r t  t he  morning by making t e a  with m i l k  and sugar. I buy 

m i l k  f ron a nearby toa  shop f o r  75 paise in a s t e e l  container. Ws 

take t e a  in  glass  tumblers which we keep i n  the  cupboard when not 

in use.  They break very eas i ly  i f  l e f t  on the f l oo r  and we oatmot 

replace them often. I a l so  mame puttu#IC and b o i l  some half a ki lo  

** 
A mlx-ture of r i ce  flour and c~conu t  kernel (shavings) f i U e d  in 
a bamboo tube cooked by passing steam through it. 



of green g~dlus t c  go l j i th it as ox LmAkfast. Khile the girls eat 

puttu at  hme they take rice and fieh curry t o  schcol and college in 

'their tiffli, boxes. Since it is net certain what tire 2' would pt 

back horn from do&, the qvening meal has t~ be cocked by Agnes with 

the help of Plary. I f  Jacint-ha i s  hack on time from her tutorial  col- 

la@, she tou h e l p  i n  cooking. The girls have quite a mutual urder- 

standing bstween themselvss. So one does not notice such tension i n  

the hme. Looking af ter  l i t t l e  Yesudas is  no problem either, parti- 

cularly now, since Francis is mostly arcund i n  the house. 

Our daily ea,rrdngs 

I am unable t o  say what my averse  daily earnings are. How 

would you rcakc an estimate of the daily earnings when business flu- 

ctuates so very wildly from day t.o day md from season t o  season. 

You heve +n remember that  i n  Neenr'?kn.ra area the whcle prawn business 

i s  virtually concentrated i n  two t o  three months i n  the r a i w  mason. 

I can t e l l  you th i s  much, however, that but for  my decision t o  s ta r t  

working, it would have been a hand t o  mouth existence even for  our 

medium sized family. 

Hay be you can form sm,e idea of our earnings from the exp- 

enses that we have t o  incur for  our living. Though, as you cnn see, 

we live very ~cdes t ly ,  our monthly expenses cannot be less  than Rz.500. 

When Francis had his factory job, hc was able t o  contribute some 

R5.150 s month towards the f a i l7  erpensas. The balance was made up 

out of my aarnings. In  dd i t im,  it has been possible for me t o  get 



some small i t a s  oi' j e w e u ~ r y  f r m  time t o  time fo r  our three daught- 

e r s .  Then t h w e  i s  t k i s  investment i n  land end second hand mechanized 

boat.  O f  course, since the  land pr ices  h ~ v e  gone up f a s t  i n  recent 

years,  my investment i n  land  has proved g o d .  But I doubt ths t  atr 

mechanized bnst i n  which we have t o g e t k r  sunk some Pc.20,@00, w i l l  

f e t c h  m o m  t h m  half  t h z t  sum. That has turned out t o  be a najor 

mistake. I e lso  rc-quire a working cap i t a l  of RI. 1,000 t o  transact ny 

d a i l y  business. S t i l l ,  t h e  debt I have t o  repay i s  only H-.5,000. 

Looking ahead 

The mechanization of boats a d  the  d i s c w e ~ g  of prawn i n  k e w  

dakara sea  did not benef i t  the wczien d i r e c t l y  hecause we w w n  d o  

not  go out t o  sea f o r  fishing. Some people mi.ght, a s  you say, even 

complain t h a t  the  Project ,  as  such, completely ignored women because 

no tho~gk-i  va9 given t o  whc?t won?;? b r p e n  t o  women of the  Project 

households when the  proposed changes would be intraduced i n  the tec- 

hnology of f ishing and re la ted f ie lds .  H a r  can they say tha t  k n h g  

t h a t  women i n  the Project  area were benef ic iar ies  d i r a c t l y  of such 

f a c i l i t i e s  as hospital  service and t@e supply of piped drinking watar. 

But I am not really worried about, whether they had thought of men 

first and women l a t e r .  The f a c t  remains t h a t  f o r  women not only from 

within t h e  Froject  area, but a l so  from outside i m n s e  new work pos- 

s i b i l i t i e s  were thrown open. Take my own case; hut f o r  the  Project, 

I would have been l i k e  one of those headload f i s h  v e d o r s  yon see i n  

other t a r n s  and vi l lages  eking cut a miserable l i v i n g .  I have no doubt 

t h a t  even a family of such modest means as ours can t h i d  of our future 

with  same confidence only because of the  Project  . May be many have 5ec- 
come very rich, but a t  l e a s t  we have become bn t t e r  off  than  before. 
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