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Introduction to 
Paadaiyil Padinda Adigal

women have had a role to play in the history of every country and have been a part of every progressive campaign. It would not be an exaggeration to say that they are the fulcrum of any reform movement or collective action. It is because this gender in particular faces the consequences – positive or negative – of any social mobilization more intensely. And yet those who record the history of social movements do not accord enough importance to them or their contributions.

It was an enemy who recorded the role of the Rani of Jhansi. Gandhi, who wrote about the Satyagraha movement in South Africa, described Valliammai’s determination. But such magnanimity is rare. And so, the world often does not know about women who fought courageously for social justice. 

In India, young girls and women have been suppressed for hundreds of years by tradition and its patriarchal vanguards. To break free of the stranglehold of the status quo, they have had to become revolutionaries. 

One such lady threw off the shackles that bound her. She lost the support of her family and friends. She had to fight against male dominance in political parties. She trod a thorny path, and as a nationalist and a socialist, she fought for justice for agricultural workers and labourers. She eventually died a martyr. And yet, even the women in the party she was associated with do not know about her.

Between 1979 and 1981, I was in the eastern part of Thanjavur district, carrying out research on the lives of agricultural workers of the area. That was when I first heard the name of that brave woman – Manalur Maniammal. The agrarian workers worshipped her as a goddess. They told me about her fortitude and courage. The many stories I heard about her were downright astounding. Nothur Ramasami, a man weakened by age and poverty, was the first to offer information about Maniammal. He had once been a bullock cart driver for Mani’s family. He relayed several anecdotes that stood testimony to Maniammal’s fearlessness. At first, I thought they were the ramblings of a senile old man. But when he told me that she had dressed like a man as a protest against the cruelty meted out to widows, I sat up and listened keenly to him. I then made enquiries about Maniammal with senior women socialists, who confirmed what Ramasami had told me. I also heard women singing folk songs about Maniammal’s death as they worked in the fields. It was a shame that until then, I had heard nothing about this trailblazer, who had participated in the freedom movement and had also fought against superstition and the atrocities of rich landowners.

Even today, when women are educated and have economic independence, they face discrimination. There are people who justify female foeticide. We lack the courage to protest against such evil practices. So, making the world aware of this intrepid woman, Maniammal, seemed crucial to me. I had to wait for a few years before I could begin writing. When I finally began to gather information to write about her, it was the agricultural workers who gave me the most information. Vilvanpadugai Gopalan not only took me to Manalur but was fully involved in my attempt to write about Maniammal. It was through him that I came to know about those who fought alongside her. Kathamuthu of the Communist Party of India (CPI) and labour union leaders Gopu and K.T.K. Thangamani of CPI also looked back on their friendship with her. Thyagarajan, aka Chinna Kuthoosi, the editor of Murasoli, recalled the last years of Maniammal.

It is difficult to write the biography of a woman who left footprints in many areas. The first hurdle was to collect information about her. Organizing the information was even more difficult. Alivalam Pappammal gave me several old photographs. Maniammal had visited Pappammal’s house several times. The pictures she gave me were proof of the incidents in Maniammal’s life. A photograph dated 26 January 1940 showed the procession organized to observe Independence Day in accordance with Nehru’s decision. 

When I first saw a picture of Mani in a dhoti, with cropped hair, I was excited. I could hardly describe my emotions at that moment. I took the photograph and showed it to villagers in the areas she had worked in. They were overwhelmed, and from their emotional responses, I knew that it was indeed a picture of Maniammal. The images helped me identify many of Maniammal’s companions. One such friend I learnt about was Murugaiah. When I contacted him at his Bombay address, he shared details about her work. My thanks to all these people. 

Shahjadi, who was imprisoned in the Vellore prison at the same time as Maniammal, told me about Maniammal’s experiences in captivity. Sivappi, popularly known as ‘Senkodi Kaatha Sivappi’, also gave me a lot of information about Maniammal’s days in prison. If I were to list the names of all those who helped me with facts and particulars about her, then I would have a very long list. Let me just mention a few of them – Rama Arangannal, Nagapattinam Venkatachalam, Doctor Chandramohan, Vatsala Natesan, Mannai Amirthalingam and Nagappan. I met quite a few of Maniammal’s female relatives in Andakkudi. They helped me understand the extent of opposition she had faced because of her revolutionary ideas. Several acquaintances helped me gather information in Thiruvarur, Nagapattinam, Mannargudi, Thanjavur and Kumbakonam. There were many who helped me track the communist movement in Chennai. The editorial board of Janashakthi helped me with archival material. Veena Vidwan Tambaram Bama told me about Maniammal’s Nagapattinam connections. She had met her dear friend, Kunjammal, and told me about her, too.

Rukmini Ammal of the Democratic Women’s Association and Meenakshi Sundarathammal shared their recollections about her, too.

I finished writing the story of Maniammal’s life. But who was going to take it to the people? The editor of Dinamani Kathir gladly took on this responsibility. I am deeply indebted to K. Kasturirangan, who published my work, and to Tiruppur Krishnan. When an author’s work is serialized in a magazine, there is the bonus of illustrations, which bring the story to life. Artist Gopulu, with his lifelike representations, has earned a lofty place in the hearts of readers. When I showed the photograph of Maniammal to the villagers who had known her, they all clamoured for a picture of her. When they saw Gopulu’s illustrations, they said they had the feeling that they were seeing Maniammal in flesh and blood. I wish to thank Gopulu with all my heart. 

When the life history of Maniammal was serialized, readers kept asking me when a book would be published. Most of them preferred reading a whole book to reading the work in instalments. 

I recall with gratitude the role of Kana Muthiah, who helped me publish all my writings. This patriot with progressive views was the first to encourage me to gather information about Maniammal and to write about her. 

I request readers to forgive any errors I might have made in this book.

	Rajam Krishnan

6 July 1991

(Introduction to the first edition)







Translator’s Note

i read paadaiyil padinda adigal years ago. i never dreamt that one day, I would translate it. It was my dear friend Mini Krishnan who suggested that I do the needful for the book and promptly ordered a copy for me. She journeyed with me as I interpreted the original, reading every chapter and suggesting changes and improvements and editing the entire translation. How can I thank her enough? 

No one, except Rajam Krishnan, has written so extensively about Maniammal. The Government of India’s Azadi Ka Amrit Mahotsav website, marking seventy-five years of India’s independence, has a small write-up on Maniammal in the section ‘Unsung Heroes’.  Mani’s friend, Madurai Janaki, also finds a place in the Unsung Heroes gallery. 

 The CPI (M) site has an article by G. Ramakrishnan, which has a brief paragraph on her. This article says that in 1938–39,  she organized the Dalits of Thanjavur district to fight for their rights. 

While editing the translation, Mini pointed out that there was no information anywhere about Mani’s date of birth, the year she went to prison or the year of her death. Rajam Krishnan had not given specific dates, as well. But I was able to infer some from her book. In the first chapter, Mani’s mother says her daughter is twenty-seven years old. The very same year, Mani meets Gandhi and thinks about how, five years ago, Gandhi had started to wear his trademark loincloth. Gandhi took to wearing the loincloth in September 1921. So, Mani must have met him in 1926. If she was twenty-seven in 1926, then she must have been born in 1899. 

Rajam Krishnan writes that the Communist Party of India was banned after Mani had been imprisoned. This ban was imposed on the party in the Province of Madras on 27 September 1949 (Source for date of ban: Social Scientist, v. 16, no. 184, September 1988, p. 45). We can infer that Mani must have been jailed early in 1949, when she was about fifty years old.  

Rajam Krishnan also says Mani was in prison for two and a half years. Soon after her release, India’s first general election was held, and we are told that Mani canvassed for the CPI. India’s first election was held from October 1951 to February 1952. So, Mani must have been in prison from early 1949 to the middle of 1951. 

Mani was alive when the fifth provincial meeting of the Kisan Sabha took place in April 1953. Sometime after this, she died, which means she must have died towards the end of 1953 or sometime in 1954. She would have been fifty-four or fifty-five years old at the time of her death.

In chapter 22, we are told that Mani had with her many files, the safety of which she wanted to ensure. Since Rajam does not mention having come across any such files, one presumes they must have been lost by the time Rajam began writing her book. In chapter 23, we find Mani handing over some photographs of her Kisan Sangam meetings to a friend in Thappalampuliyur. Rajam found some photographs in the possession of Alivalam Pappammal. Were the photographs of Kisan Sangam meetings also a part of this collection? Rajam does not elaborate. 

I would like to thank epigraphist and Tamil scholar S. Ramachandran, who gave me literary references on the rearing of yaks as pets in Tamil Nadu.

Suganthy Krishnamachari
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As the wheel comes rolling

The blood splatters

The path is like a red paste

The footprints crimson like hibiscus.

‘anjalai. let’s wait for amma,’ said mani, struggling to walk on the field. How much more difficult it would be for her mother, she thought. Anjalai waited on the ridge with a huge box on her head. A woollen cloth was wrapped around the box. 

Why can’t I wear sandals? The roots of the harvested rice plants hurt her feet. Not to mention the stones and thorns on the path. Mani waited for her mother.

‘Amma, why shouldn’t we wear sandals?’ she asked.

‘Because a brahmin woman isn’t allowed to wear sandals. And needless to say, a brahmin widow most certainly cannot.’

Mani had been the wife of a rich lawyer in Nagapattinam. She had learnt English from an Englishwoman and had even worn canvas shoes! But now that she was a widow, her hair had been tonsured, and she had to wear a white saree. Sanatana dharma rules that had been forced on her. 

‘What’s wrong with wearing sandals, Amma? I will ask Chitha to make two pairs, one for me and one for you.’ 

‘You’re young. Not yet twenty-seven. Perhaps not so wrong if you wore sandals. But me? I have lost a son, and you, my dear daughter, have been widowed. Do stones and thorns matter?’ Mani’s mother choked back her tears. 

It was not a difficult walk for Anjalai, who worked in the fields. Field and ridge, thorns and stones, slush and mud were all a part of her life. The narrow path they walked along led from Manalur to the neighbouring village, Andakkudi. 

It was the end of June, and the Kudamurutti canal was dry. Once the monsoon set in and the canal filled up with water, there would be a lot of activity on the fields. 

It was noon. The sun hammered them mercilessly. Mani wiped her perspiration. In the process, she also wiped away the sacred ash on her forehead. 

She was fair-complexioned. She had been an innocent, happy child of nine, a child who liked playing hopscotch and cowrie shell games, when her paternal aunt had broached the subject of her marriage. The Nagapattinam lawyer was a distant relative of Mani’s aunt. 

‘The lawyer will make an excellent husband for Mani. He is not just a lawyer. He is also the municipal chairman and has bought Suyambu Iyer’s bungalow. What a house! It looks more like a palace. He owns a coach. He has a cook and an army of servants. Mani should be the one to enjoy all that wealth,’ she had said. 

‘But Mani will be his second wife.’ Mani’s mother had objected. 

‘So what? How does that matter when he’s so rich? And he is just thirty- five. Hardly an old man. He has three children – two sons and a little girl. Why should we bother about that? Mani will be lucky to marry him. He will deck her in jewels and diamonds. In any case, if you turn down his proposal, he says he will carry Mani away and marry her.’

Mani hadn’t understood this adult conversation, and at just nine, had been married off to the rich man more than twenty years her senior.

A woman was a man’s property. Like all his other possessions, she, too, was a mere status symbol. Walking on the ridge, thorns pricking her feet, Mani’s thoughts went back to the past. What had her father done? He had had three wives. When his first wife died, he married a second time and had a daughter. Even when the second wife was alive, he had married Mani’s mother. What joy had she ever known? Mother had had three sons and four daughters. The first child died in infancy. The next was Kunjammal. Mani was the third child. The fourth child, Kili, had married into a rich family. The fifth was Venkusami, known to the family as Duraiappan. He was a lawyer in Madras. The next brother died of the pox a few years after his marriage. The youngest was Mogam, who lived in Chimili with her husband, a landowner. 

Mani’s father belonged to Agaram Kulappadu village. Soon after Mani’s marriage, her father had moved to Manalur. Theirs was the only brahmin family in Manalur. Why had Mani’s father left Kulappadu? Kulappadu was an agraharam. They had lived among other brahmin families. What was the need to move to a village where they had to practically live in isolation? 

Her father had been a gentleman at large. He had neglected his land, spending his time on the pyol, chewing betel leaves and tobacco and gossiping about dasis or discussing music and dance. Under such circumstances, was it any wonder that he had lost all his wealth? His lands became uncultivable, and he moved to Manalur, a village where agriculture depended on canal irrigation and where he had ten velis of land. With some expense or the other having to be met, a portion of his lands was sold off, and now, they had only six velis. And he had died seventeen years ago. 

Mani’s mother wanted her to help pull out a thorn. Mani pulled it out carefully.

‘This is why I asked Ramasami to bring the bullock cart. He just walked away without responding to me.’

‘He must have been too lazy to bring the cart along for such a short distance.’

Mani thought of Subhadra, who was said to have driven a chariot. What about Kaikeyi, who had been Dasaratha’s charioteer and had asked for two boons as a reward? Why should we depend on Ramasamis and Veerasamis? For someone who knew how to milk a cow, would a bullock cart be difficult to handle? 

Andakkudi was not like Manalur. Almost the entire village was related to Mani’s family one way or the other. Weddings, housewarming ceremonies, the bangle ceremony to mark the seventh month of pregnancy, birthdays, temple festivals, religious discourses – there were many such occasions to meet relatives. The daughter-in-law of a relative had had a baby, giving Mani and her mother an excuse to visit Andakkudi. 

Anjalai stood at the entrance to the agraharam. Mani took the puja box made of cane from Anjalai. The box contained lingas and salagramas. The box was wrapped in wool because Anjalai was a low-caste woman and it was believed that her touch would defile the puja objects. The lingas and salagramas had been in the family for generations. After her father’s death, there had been no one to continue the puja. Her mother offered cooked rice and dal to the deities every day. When Mani became a widow and came to Manalur, she began to do Siva puja every day. She never missed her daily puja. She was here in Andakkudi to listen to a religious discourse and had brought the puja box with her so that her daily routine would not be interrupted. 

‘Anjalai. Remember to shut the garden gate. And don’t forget the paddy straw for the cows.’

Young Anjalai was the daughter of Chinaan. She was married and lived in Panchandaar Koil. Brimming with pride at having carried her mistress’s puja articles, Anjalai began to walk back to Manalur.

A group of men was seated on the pyol, shaded from the merciless sun by a screen made of coconut leaves. They were playing a game of cards. Children, unmindful of the sun, were out on the street, playing tip-cat. Outside one house was the red mark indicating that harathi water had been poured there. Mani and her mother entered this house. Two men were asleep on the pyol, where an old man sat fanning himself. 

‘Welcome. I thought you would be here this morning,’ said Mani’s aunt.

‘We waited for the bullock cart. But the cart driver left yesterday to attend a temple festival. Poor Amma. She found it difficult to walk.’

Mani gave the puja box to her aunt and went to the courtyard to wash her feet. She could hear the old man talking to her mother.

‘Isn’t this the girl who married into the Nagapattinam family? Valambal is her name, right?’

‘Yes. But no one knows her as Valambal. She is Mani to everyone.’

‘Doesn’t the eldest daughter live in Navagraha Street in    Thiruvarur? Isn’t her husband the one who wears khadi and is in the Congress?’

‘Yes. Her son was studying in Thiruvarur. That’s why they lived there. He completed his schooling and is studying medicine. They vacated the Thiruvarur house three years ago.’

‘I remember seeing Mani when she got married. She must have been about ten then. I was told that the groom presented her with a gem-studded vanki and oddiyanam. The first wife’s daughter, Kuppu’s, wedding was in Nagapattinam. What a big bungalow the family had in Nagapattinam! He was more famous than the Englishmen, more influential. My uncle stayed there for a month, doing homams. I used to go there too. I’ve seen this girl there. She used to wear blue jager diamond studs. The chandeliers, the cupboards, the mirrors in that house… She was not fortunate… Does she keep in touch with the first wife’s children?’

‘Please keep your voice down. She left everything behind. She didn’t want to bring anything from Nagapattinam. Absent-mindedly, she had brought the key to the safe with her. She sent it back through Kunjammal’s husband, Viswanathan. Viswanathan asked for some money for Mani as maintenance, but she didn’t want even that. Self- respect! She is like a kavari maan…’

Unable to endure this conversation, Mani moved to the rear of the house.
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she didn’t know whose child it was, but it had whooping cough and was struggling to breathe. It had been given some food early in the evening and was throwing up all over the place.

‘Stop. Stop, you rascal. Who’s to clean up this mess?’ 

The mother forced the child’s head down. 

Mani was in the room adjacent to the hall. She couldn’t concentrate on her puja. She was repeating the mantras mechanically. Her fingers had stopped rolling the beads in the rudraksha mala. Her mind went back to the past.

Mani thought about her marriage. What kind of a marriage had it been? She was an innocent girl, and he was a man who had enjoyed sex with a woman. He had three children, the youngest an infant. He didn’t have to use the infant as an excuse for remarriage. There were relatives and servants to care for the baby. He had targeted her like a monkey eyeing a sweetmeat. ‘I will carry her off if her parents don’t agree to her marrying me,’ he had told her aunt. Her aunt had described the lawyer’s wealth and his influence and had convinced Mani’s father to consent to the marriage. He had the manner of a king. Dressing her in gold jewellery, as if she were a doll…

Her body shook at the memory. 

‘Let Mani finish her prayers and join me. What’s the hurry?’ said Mani’s mother.

‘If we eat now, we will be in time for the religious discourse. The men are going to eat in the hall.’ The sound of the dosa batter sizzling on the pan in the kitchen. Men clearing their throats in the hall. Were the men going to have rice or dosa? The man who had asked after her family was in the hall. A widow could have dosa with side dishes like chutney or chilli powder. But cooked rice wasn’t allowed. Rice soaked and ground to a batter was allowed but not cooked rice. When a woman’s husband died, not only did a woman lose her bindi, her ornaments and her hair, but she was also left trapped in petty rules. Petty rules…

‘That peasant girl brought a box wrapped in wool… Are these mangoes ripe?’

‘My husband used to do Siva puja. My sons did not follow the tradition. Mani is continuing the tradition. We could not leave the puja articles behind. That is why we brought the box here. Poor child. Fate that she should lead an empty life…’

Mani was not interested in continuing the japa. She wore the rudraksha mala and went to the kitchen.

‘Who is that old man?’

‘He is going to give a religious lecture for a week.’

‘Where is he from?’

‘He is from Pazhamaneri. He went to north India, to Gaya and Kasi, and stayed there for a long time. Acharya honoured him with a shawl because he is a good speaker. That’s why he’s been invited to give a religious discourse in our village.’

‘Give Mani a cup of freshly brewed coffee.’ Mani sat down to eat dosas. ‘Shall I serve some sundakkai kari? I know you like it. Thailamba is a great cook. She was making sundakkai podi yesterday. That’s when the message came. She dropped everything and left…’

Gossip… Mani choked on the dosa. She began to hiccup. 

‘Rukku. Make some coffee. Give her a glass of water.’ Mani gulped down the water. 

‘I don’t want coffee so late in the evening.’

‘Don’t you want coffee, Mani? Seems like yesterday. Mani had just left for her husband’s house after the shanthi. Her father visited her. Her husband was very unhappy. He had been keen to marry her. Her father said that he didn’t know what the matter was with his daughter. Was she unwell? When he arrived, she served him food and enquired about everyone at home. He asked her if she was not well. She said there was nothing wrong with her… Her father knew at once the reason for her listlessness. He said Mani had to have a cup of coffee brewed in a Mayavaram filter. She missed the morning coffee. Is that all, her husband asked. He bought a Mayavaram filter at once. People used to say that there was nothing that the Nagapattinam lawyer’s house lacked,’ said Mani’s mother.

‘How many people had coffee in those days? My brother used to roast coffee beans in a teaspoon of ghee. We had a separate mortar and pestle to pound the roasted beans. We didn’t have a filter. He used a cloth to filter the decoction. He would boil fresh milk and mix the coffee and milk in a silver cup. I used to watch him make the frothy coffee, hoping for a sip. But it was a vain hope. Girls were never given coffee. After he left, I would take a little leftover froth from the sides of the cup and lick my finger to taste the coffee,’ said her sister-in-law.

‘We never had coffee in those days. We used to have leftover rice from the previous day. A ladle of curd, some salt, tender mango pickle or some leftover sambar. That is what we had in the morning. And we had tons of work to do the whole day. These days, people let peasant girls sweep their houses. They are even allowed to draw water from the well. It is no longer considered a dosha.’

Rukku brought a cup of coffee for Mani. Mani was silent. She was allowed to have coffee. But a widow was not allowed to drink milk. Who were the rishis who had laid down these rules? There were many such rules that disturbed Mani. She had broken one rule. A widow wasn’t allowed to wear a blouse. But Mani wore one. She had blouses made with Glasgow mull. She wore the saree in such a way that the blouse didn’t show. She draped the top end of the saree around her neck and tucked the end of it at her waist. However, this restricted the free movement of her hands. 

Mani was like a worm in a cocoon. She was sustained by the force of her rebellious thoughts. 

The house at the end of the street belonged to one of Mani’s relatives. Mani, her mother and other women were sitting on the pyol. The man who was to give the religious discourse was seated on a carpet. He didn’t have to stand like a Harikatha exponent. There were no singers on the stage. Or instrument players. An upanyasa did not require these. The speaker had a drone instrument. A boy recited slokas along with him. The boy had a thick tuft of hair, knotted at the back. He was wearing ear studs, with white stones set in them. The old man she had seen that evening was the speaker. He was scratching his back with the handle of a fan. 

She couldn’t understand the sloka he recited. But soon after, he began his lecture.

‘In all the Itihasas and kavyas, it is the conduct of the woman that stands out. If not for Kuni and Kaikeyi, there would be no Ramayana. If Draupadi had not laughed at Duryodhana, there would have been no Mahabharata. An unfurled tobacco leaf has little value. A woman must not laugh loudly. She must never display her emotions. That is what adds to the beauty of a woman. But look at the women in our families. Their laughter can be heard across the road. The scriptures say that a woman must eat from the leaf her husband has eaten from. When she eats an appalam, its crunch must not be heard. Kaikeyi was Dasaratha’s charioteer when he fought Sambara. This was contrary to the restrictions laid down for women. Dasaratha promised her two boons. And we all know the consequences of those two boons. Kuni reminded Kaikeyi of her husband’s promises, and Dasaratha died. Look at the disastrous consequences of women going against the rules. In the presence of her five husbands, Draupadi undid her hair and swore to destroy Duryodhana. And what was the result? A terrible war ensued, and she lost all her sons. The reason I am stressing this is because there is a dharma for women. Manu said that a girl was first under the protection of her father; later, she was protected by her husband and then by her son. Why did he say this? To uphold dharma in the world. A woman’s dharma is fidelity to her husband. That is why it is said that before a girl attains puberty, she should be married to a young man, who is seen as Vishnu himself. A woman has a fickle heart. Like water that does not remain stagnant, her heart does
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