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The decisive

third battle

Breathing the air
of Broadway

An old plan of Wandiwash Fort and, below, what’s left of its wall today.

to flee to Gingee, almost 18
miles away. More likely, the
tunnel was a simple sally-port or
perhaps an escape route to the
moat, but the story has a pleas-
ant ring to it.

There are forts like Vanda-
vasi scattered all over the
South, some more intact than
others.

The Third War of the
Carnatic was in reality part of a
wider struggle between the old
European rivals – the Seven
Years War – at the end of which
the French had lost their posses-
sions in Canada, their claims in
Europe, and their last chance of
extensive colonial territory in
India.

So, why was the Battle of
Vandavasi so decisive?

One surprising feature of
these early struggles was that so
few European soldiers were in-
volved. We are talking only of a
few thousand men at most on
either side. One result of this
was that both powers chased
each other about the Carnatic
without the numerical strength
to hold strongholds and at the
same time meet the enemy in
battle. In the end, they resorted
to recruiting the assistance of
native princes, even if this
meant becoming involved in lo-
cal feuds and rival claims to
thrones. Yet, strangely enough,
Vandavasi was the only battle in
this war, after the initial can-
nonade, to have been fought by
European forces alone with no
Indian involvement: the allies
on either side stood and
watched as the French and Brit-

Today, the battlefield at Vandavasi shows no sign of the bloody events of Janu-
ary 22, 1760. Where footsoldiers and cavalry once shot and hacked each other,

where cannons smoked and roared and wreaked havoc, there are now fields of rice,
mustard-seed and sugarcane. And that’s as it should be.

But there are still traces of the fort of Vandavasi in the town itself. Where sen-
tinels once watched for signs of enemy attack, there are now houses, shops, a
mosque, a temple and a church beside the remains of the city walls. That, too, is as
it should be.

The moat is also still to be seen, although the crocodiles that local lore says once
helped guard the fort have vanished. There is also a small tunnel, blocked by large
blocks of stone, that the locals say is large enough to take a man on horseback and,
at times when the enemy was about to breach the walls, was used by the inhabitants

ish tried to kill and maim each
other.

The sequence of events that
led to the battle was not un-
usual. The British had earlier in
the month taken the fort and
the French were then in the
process of trying to take it back.
The British had to watch that
the French didn’t sneak behind
their backs and once again at-
tack Madras, and the French,
for their part, had to keep an eye
on their main stronghold of
Pondicherry. But the situation
had changed elsewhere.

Three years earlier, at
Plassey, Clive had ensured
Company supremacy in Bengal.
Likewise, north of the Carnatic,
following the battle of Masuli-
patnam, British forces were in
total control of what is now
Andhra Pradesh. The French
fleet was in Mauritius and the

British fleet had mastery of the
Coromandel coast. As a bonus,
the French commander, Lally
(of Irish-Catholic descent and
fiercely anti-British), against the
advice of his able subordinate,
Bussy, had withdrawn the bulk
of his forces from the Deccan in
order to launch a massive attack
on Madras.

Lally’s siege of Madras failed
due to dwindling supplies and
the arrival of the British fleet,
and he had to withdraw his
ragged and underfed forces.

It was at this point that he
realised his dilemma; only
Gingee, Pondicherry, Karaikal
and one or two other isolated
strongholds remained in French
hands; Vandavasi had recently
been taken by the British. There
were now only a few French-oc-
cupied islands in a British-ruled
sea. There was no hope of any
reinforcements or extra sup-
plies. In desperation, Lally de-
cided to recapture Vandavasi.

He reckoned without taking
into account the skill of the
then recently-appointed British
commander in the Carnatic,
Col. Eyre Coote, who chased af-
ter Lally and the French army
with the result that on that fate-
ful January day, the British were
in the Fort of Vandavasi, the
French were camped in the
plains nearby giving siege, and
the main British forces were on
the advance.

Eyre Coote’s plan was to
force the French to choose ei-
ther to divide their forces by
maintaining the siege on the
one hand and meeting the ad-
vancing British on the other, or
to break off the siege altogether,
thereby giving the defenders a
chance to attack the French
from the rear.

Bussy advised Lally to keep
his army intact, but Lally in-
sisted on dividing the French
forces. Coote slowly moved for-
ward until his forces faced the
French lines, with the mountain
on his left and the fort on his
right. The battle began.

The French cavalry attacked
first but was driven off by the
British guns. The French guns

replied but were too far off to do
any damage to the British infan-
try while the British artillery,
better positioned and more ac-
curate, began to inflict a heavy
toll on the French infantry. The
two sides advanced amid heavy
musket fire followed by bayonet
charges. Soon the ground was
littered with the dead and dying
while, all around, men were en-
gaged in hand-to-hand combat.
As a contemporary Indian ac-
count says, somewhat poeti-
cally, “... the decline of the
world of life continued till the
setting of the sun, and the world
was caught between the jaws of
death”.

Finally, the French began to
withdraw and the British halted
to regroup. At that moment, a
direct hit on a French ammuni-
tion cart killed or wounded
more than 80 men causing their
withdrawal to become a retreat
and then a rout, with the Brit-

At Loane Square park.

About 30 of us  recently went
on a heritage walk on

Broadway, once the city’s princi-
pal thoroughfare in its main busi-
ness district. This road cuts
George Town into two unequal
parts, Muthialpet and Pedda-
naickenpet. It is difficult to imag-
ine today that the road owes its
existence to the vision of
Stephen Popham, the lawyer
turned entrepreneur and pros-
pector, who recommended that
the ditch that ran north to south
through Black Town be filled
with the sand and rubble re-
moved while flattening Hog Hill
that stood near present-day Cen-
tral Station.

We entered Broadway at the
Ibrahim Sahib Street end (the
north end) and made our way to-
wards NSC Bose Road at the
south end. Near the beginning of
the road stands Bharati
Women’s College, on the site of
what at one time was the city’s
main jail before the Central
Prison came up in Park Town.
After the jail days, it became a
cottage industries training centre
thanks to the vision of K.
Kamaraj. Still later, it was used
by the Central Polytechnic and
when the trainees moved out it
became the present-day women’s
college. Other old educational
institutions on this road include
the Muslim School for Girls (now
closed), Bishop Corrie’s High

The land of the Cholas in the interior parts of the ancient Tamil country houses many mag-
nificent and fabulous temples which stand as relics of the imperial power, unparalleled artistic
creativity and skill and more importantly as symbols of immense submission to the divine.

The three great temples of the Cholas in Thanjavur, Gangaikondacholapuram and Darasuram
exemplify the artistic pinnacle among thousands of temples. The Airavateshwarar temple in
Darasuram is an example of our luminous civilisation.

The temple was built between the 10th and 12th centuries CE by the great Chola Emperor
Rajaraja II. This temple is a storehouse of art and architecture. The Vimana is 85 feet high and
with its beautiful outer corridors and the fabulous front mandapam in the form of a huge chariot
drawn by horses is a sight to experience. The richness of the carvings in the temple is unparal-
leled. The main deity’s consort, Periya Nayaki Amman temple is situated adjacent to
Airavateshwarar temple. This temple is one among the three great temples of the Cholas to be
declared as a world heritage site by UNESCO. The temple complex is managed by the ASI and
the Thanjavur Palace Devasthanam.

The temple complex is a visual treat for the mind, soul, eye and the camera.

School (begun as the Parental
Academy in 1936) and Don
Bosco.

Broadway had much to do
with the history of some of the
newspapers and periodicals of
Madras. It was here that two li-
thographers, the father and son
duo of John and Justinian Gantz,
ran the Madras Times in 1859.
They also acquired The Spectator
which had begun in 1836. In

1868, Charles Lawson and
Arthur Cornish, who edited the
Madras Times, left it and set up
The Madras Mail on Second Line
Beach. By the 1920s, the Madras
Times and The Madras Mail had
merged to become The Mail. An-
other newspaper that began on
Mooker Nallamuthu Street, a
cutting off Broadway, was The
Indian Express, occupying The
Hindu’s first home. The Ananda
Vikatan functioned for long from
a lovely Indo-Saracenic building
on Broadway. This still survives,
though a notice on the door
stated that the property was
shortly to be auctioned. It was
also on Broadway that the
Brahmavadin, a philosophical
magazine, was started in 1895,
inspired by Swami Vivekananda.
This later metamorphosed into

My greetings card of the year

My greetings card of the year was from Shankar Vanavarayar of Sakthi Auto Motors Limited and INTACH,
Coimbatore. His striking photograph of a corridor of the Airavateshwarar Temple, Darasuram, and three
stamp-size ones from the temple were accompanied by the usual Season’s Greetings and the following text. –
THE EDITOR

ish troops in hot pursuit. The
French army in India, as a result
of this battle, was no longer a
sustainable fighting force.

At the end of the day, Bussy
had been captured and Lally
had retreated in some disorder
to Pondicherry, which itself fell
the following year after the Brit-
ish had picked off the remain-
ing forts one by one. The British
lost about 65 men in the battle
and the French about 600, and
with it their hopes of a French
empire in the East.

*   *   *
In 1783, after the Mysore

Wars, the fort at Vandavasi was
abandoned and blown up.

In modern Vandavasi, close
by a temple wall and partially
hidden behind some railing usu-
ally draped with washing, there
are a cannon and plaque com-
memorating the action and they
are all what is left of the battle
of Wandiwash.

the Vedanta Kesari, which con-
tinues to be in print even today.

Broadway has several
churches, two of the oldest being
the unfortunately named Love-
less (now the William Charles)
Church, which stands on
Davidson Street just off the main
road from its consecration in
1810.  The Rev Charles Loveless
who established it was the first
British missionary to arrive in

Madras. Ten years later was es-
tablished Tucker’s Church. The
Mission Hall of Tucker’s stands
opposite the Church and is a
thing of beauty, though it is very
poorly maintained.

Two culinary institutions of
Madras owed their initial success
to Broadway. Harrison’s, now a
modern hotel in Nungam-
bakkam, began life here in 1891.
Once a restaurant famed for its
officers’ lunches, its string band
and confectionery section, it
moved to Nungambakkam and
became the multi-storeyed hotel
that it is now. P. Venkata-
chellum’s is the other famed
name here. Begun in 1860, it was
a well-known brand of condi-
ments and pickles, its main mar-
kets being abroad. The institu-
tion occupied almost the first few

blocks of Broadway right up to
Umpherson Street. Today, it is a
mere shell of its former self and
survives in Mylapore. Also on
Broadway was Oakes & Co. Be-
gun in 1843 as Oakes, Partridge
and Co, it was Madras’ first de-
partment store, selling every-
thing short of a “wife or house-
keeper”. Later, it was taken over
by Spencer’s.

Oakes’ Beehive Foundry, a
name that still survives, was es-
tablished in these premises. This,
one of the earliest metal-working
businesses of Madras, was later
acquired by Kowtha Surya-
narayana who was known as
much for his business acumen as
for his love for music and his pen-
chant for charitable works. The
family still controls the business
which continues to operate from
the old premises. Next door is
Sharafally Building, commemo-
rating an old (and now non-exis-
tent) name in hardware –
Mohammed Ali Sharafally & Co.
On the same stretch stands
Broadway Theatre, opened in
the 1920s and still in business.

Closer to the NSC Bose Road
end stands the building that
houses the century-old Sukrutha
Lakshmi Vilasa Sabha that was
set up as a dramatic society to ri-
val Pammal Sambanda Muda-
liar’s Suguna Vilasa Sabha. To-
day, both organisations are mere
social clubs. But the building oc-
cupied by the Sukrutha Lakshmi
is an interesting one for, accord-
ing to Dr. Stephen Hughes, one
of the finest scholars on Tamil
cinema, this could be the place

where Madras’s first theatre –
Mrs. Klugg’s Bioscope – may
have functioned. Sadly, this can-
not be said so with certainty.
Also unidentifiable today is the
building in which the first private
nursing home of Madras, that of
Dr. T.A. Sankaranarayanan,
came up on Broadway in 1914.
Another historic building, that of
the leading exporters of hides
and skins in their time – the
South Indian Export Company –
has long gone, but its site can still
be identified.

As we stand at the point
where NSC Bose Road intersects
Broadway, we reflect on why the
road was renamed Prakasam
Salai. When the Simon Commis-
sion came to India, a protest
march was organised down
Broadway. As the procession
reached China Bazaar (now NSC
Bose) Road, the police opened
fire. One of the protestors,
Parthasarathy, was killed. The
body lay at the intersection and
the police announced that any-
one coming forward to claim it
would meet with the same fate.
That did not deter T. Prakasam,
well-known lawyer and patriot.
He bared his chest and darted
forward. The police realised that
the situation could get out of
hand and held its fire. Prakasam
later became the first Prime Min-
ister of Madras State after Inde-
pendence and then of Andhra
Pradesh as well. A statue of his
stands a short distance away.

Broadway may be a civic di-
saster today, but its history is an
exciting one.

Original homes of Oakes.

� In the 18th Century, the

English East India Company and

the French fought three wars in

South India, the Wars of the

Carnatic. The first was a victory

for the French, the second was a

draw, and the third, including

the Battle of Wandiwash (Vanda-

vasi), saw outright victory for

the British. That decisive battle

was on January 27, 1760 and the

250th anniversary was being

commemorated in the area,

Madras Musings has been told.

To mark the commemoration we

re-publish an article by JASPAR

UTLEY which appeared ten years

ago in these columns.

� by SRIRAM V� by SRIRAM V.


