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To Ammumma, who is the bravest person I know, 

not for never knowing fear, 

but for living boldly, joyfully 

and adventurously despite it. 

To Achacha, for passing on the love of books to Ma and, through her, to me.

To all the girls –

the unheard, unappreciated and unloved,

the fierce, brave and extraordinary – 

remember,

the world belongs to us.
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Around 500 years ago, in Kadathanadu in the North Malabar region of present-day Kerala, lived an extraordinary girl named Unniarcha.

This is her story.
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Storm

Kannan and I stare at each other, 

our faces barely a foot apart,

teeth clenched, eyes narrowed,

not daring to be the first to blink or look away.

A sudden gust of wind races towards us,

whining and howling 

like a restless spirit,

chasing away the carefree clouds 

loitering above.

The lanky coconut trees dotting the hillside

start a crazy, wild dance with their arms

and the birds all but disappear

to safety.

The scene changes. 

Multicoloured to monochrome.

As if God just picked up his brush, 

dipped it in grey

and smeared it across the March sky 

in broad, sweeping strokes.

Because the beautiful blue expanse

suddenly takes on 

the most forbidding, mutinous shade of fury. 




But I don’t run inside.

I

am in the middle

of my own storm.

Just Because 

Wh…whyy nnn…not? I stutter,

glaring at the group of my classmates 

behind Kannan,

starting to feel my hands tremble, 

my temper rising

like a pot of bubbling rice.

Just because, Kannan hisses,

as if that is enough explanation 

for why I can’t join them

in a game of wrestling

in my own front yard.

The other boys nod in agreement –

loyal goons eager to please their master.

One of them elbows me away

like I am an annoying toddler



getting in his way. 

Mad, like the wind whipping through my ears,

I charge at him,

when Kannan cries out,

Oh, quit it, Unniarcha!

Stop acting like a baby!

Come on, he calls the others.

We’ll be late for our afternoon class

because of her silly tantrums!

I turn away, 

licking the angry tears 

leaking to my mouth,

hating how the blame 

always falls on me at the end.

My Name

Everyone calls me Unniarcha.

Oh, how I dislike it.

Unni means little or small.

But I am twelve years old.

I am in no way little or small.



Maybe in age, maybe in size.

Not in any other way!

But everyone around me

thinks so. 

Because I am a girl.

Just because I am a girl.

Late for Practice 

We run 

like there are wild dogs chasing us,

for there are consequences 

for being late. 

Even as we turn the corner of my house,

past the old banyan tree,

the loud, concise commands of our master

reach our ears

from the thatched, six-foot-deep kalari,

in my backyard.

The six of us

tumble into the rectangular pit

like rocks in a landslide.

Dozens of serious-faced girls and boys 



in cream mundus and red waistbands, 

earnestly in the middle of their daily training,

ignore us 

as we make our way 

silently towards the front. 

Tak tak tak go their wooden sticks 

against each other.

A few older ones go 

clang clang clang,

their metal swords 

striking one another.
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Aromal, my older brother,

gives me a sideways glance,

as he expertly tackles his opponent 

with a sword.

Not again, Unniarcha, 

his eyes seem to say.

The master stands at the front

with his assistant, Vasu,

wearing the same uniform as his students,

an undeniable air of magnificence 

surrounding him.

Hands crossed over his bare chest,

legs apart in a firm stance,

eagle-eyes watch 

as we quietly grab our sticks 

from the floor beside him,

sweating, wilting under his gaze,

for we just broke 

the first rule of Kalaripayattu.

Kalaripayattu 

is an art.

is warfare.

is a way of living. 



is in my blood.

is all I have ever known.

is Kannappa Chekavar.

Kannappa Chekavar 

is my acha,

my father.

He is disciplined and strict.

He is loving and encouraging too.

He is also the greatest 

Kalari master of Kadathanadu.

He is unmatchable, 

unbeatable 

in this art of war

fought with every weapon used in close combat.

Wooden staffs, swords, daggers, maces

are mere toys in his hands.

It is said he knows more adavukkal – combat moves –

than anyone else practising Kalaripayattu.

It is also said 



that he has never taught 

all nineteen of them to anyone.

He has shared all 

but the last technique, 

the most cunning one, 

keeping it close to his heart,

waiting for that special student 

worthy enough to earn this secret.

No Pity

The consequence of being ten minutes late

is an extra hour of practice.

Breathless and exhausted, 

I gaze longingly

at the other students leaving the class.

They must be off to the vacant field 

by the village pond

to hang out and play

before the sun sets for the day.

Aromal steps out too,

casting a look of disappointment

in my direction.




Control your breathing, Unniarcha!

Acha interrupts my thoughts.

No pity, no sympathy in that voice.

Sigh!

Agony 

Without a word, 

I continue practising the chuvadukkal –

the basic steps and foot placements,

into the second hour.

A bout of kicks, squats, lunges and stretches later,

I move on to vadivukkal, 

my anger dissipated

like the summer rainstorm outside. 

The ashta vadivukkal 

– the eight animal postures –

help with strength, focus and agility.

My favourite is gaja vadivu, the elephant pose.

Stretching my body backwards,

I then squat,

lifting my arms gracefully upwards in a curve 

like an elephant’s long, flexible trunk.




Next, Vasu, Acha’s former student,

hands us wooden staffs 

and my shoulders slump in despair.

Weapon training is exhausting enough 

on a normal day,

but after more than an hour of exercises,

it is agony.

Praise 

As luck would have it,

I am paired with Kannan.

He’s new, from another village.

Stays with us now, though, 

along with a few other kids 

in a little room 

at the back of the house.

Been only a couple of days, 

but looks like 

he’s already the undeclared leader 

of the group.

The other boys always hover around him

like flies over dung.

Kannan stands facing me,

grinning maliciously 



as if he can’t wait to 

beat the pulp out of me.

I sigh inwardly.

Why do I always get paired with the pompous ones?

Amaram, muna, kadakam, 

commands Kannappa Chekavar.

As we spring into action 

at our master’s words,

Kannan uses his staff

to slam a blow to my right.

I block it with my staff.

He strikes again to the left.

I block that too.

Next, he attacks my ankle,

but I overturn his staff and strike him back.

He stumbles backwards,

and with one quick sweep of my weapon,

I knock him to the ground. 

Giving me dagger-eyes,

he picks himself up, 

muttering through clenched jaws.

Leave your anger and ego 

outside the kalari, Kannan. 



Acha walks by 

without as much as a glance at him.

And never show any mercy. 

That must be for me.

I promptly close my mouth,

for I was about to apologize to Kannan. 

Composing myself quickly,

I face my next opponent with a spear.

Our weapons clash in a blur of metal and wood.

Forward and backward we go,

until in a quick feint, 

I strike low under his knees instead of to the side.

Caught off guard, he falls to his knees

with a dull thud.

Taking a giant leap, I pin him to the ground 

with my whole weight, 

the spearhead pointing straight at his heart.

My eyes search for Acha’s

across the room.

No one gets his praise 

unless they deserve it.

So, when he gives me 

a nod of approval,

the shortest, blink-and-you-miss-it one,

I am thrilled beyond words.



I See Red 

Pleased with myself,

I hurry to join the boys in the field.

Not that they would be waiting
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