PULICAT LAKE

“Pulicat Lake?   Where’s Pulicat? 

“Palavarkadu?”   “I don’t know.” 

“It’s where all the flamingos go

Along with many water-birds

In winter, to its shallow flats, 

Our second-largest salt lagoon

Six hundred kilometers square

That lies a short way north of here, 

Madras.” No luck.  We bought a map,

Hired a taxi, pointed to 

Its beach location, fifty-two

Kilometers north of Madras

Via Ponneri, which was not 

Shown on our map, and so we took 

Gummidipoondi Road instead, 

The long way round, past rural scenes:

Paddy-fields gleaming jewel-green, 

Clumps of palmyra in between

Neat grass-thatch huts with roofs held down

By fibre ropes in neat designs 

Of diamonds and loops and squares. 

Braving the children’s curious stares 

We had some lovely roadside tea

Before we headed for the sea. 

At Pulicat the road just ends. 

Across a wadeable warm strait 

The ferry-boatmen pole across

The people living on the coast, 

Or, rather, sandbar, bounded by 

The shallows of the brackish lake 

And the beach where the high waves break 

In white and foaming crests that climb 

The steeply-sloping beach of sand. 

Miraculous!  There’s water here 

That’s potable!  Right on the beach 

Are many tiny open wells

Of concrete rings that just go down

To twenty feet to tap the sweet 

Water that’s trapped above the clay

That was laid down in ancient days. 

And look!   In rows athwart the shore 

Are votive figures marching down

Towards the sea.  Five-six abreast 

The terra-cotta riders rest 

Horses and elephants, or stand 

In uniform, in honour of 

Kanniswamy, the local god, 

Protector of the fisher-folk 

Who yearly add another row

Of whitewashed figures to the fore

Of last year’s sand-scoured panoply, 

Red-painted faces lasting till

The second year.  The rest fall down. 

The four of us from Bangalore, 

Whooping with glee, jump in the sea 

To tumble in the crashing waves

And eagerly go back for more. 

Time passes as we splash and play

It’s suddenly well past mid-day

And lunch-time.  No-one wants to go 

Back to the mainland for a bite. 

As usual, foraging a meal, 

We smile and ask the ladies in 

Our broken Tamil at a hut: 

Sappadu venu,  Meena venu, 

With signs that show we’ll pay for it. 

“Sorry, no fish.”   On this great beach, 

Astrewn with fishing boats that reach 

To the horizon, gliding by 

With plastic sails of blue and green, 

No fish ???   We give a fifty-note

Saying we’ll take what she can make.

Suddenly there’s a jabbering crowd. 

She thrusts the money at a man

Who runs away and soon comes back

With two huge fistfuls from the catch:

Mackerel and some rosy fish

That make a most delicious dish 

Crisp-fried in a masala crust

And in the curry that we just 

Devour with a huge mound of rice

Then an hour’s snooze.  Eventually 

We rise to view the fishing-boats

Lying above high-water-mark.

A fisherman offers a ride.

Acceptance makes him swell with pride 

As he gets ready for our trip. 

These men do not go out in boats

As we know them.   These rafts or floats, 

These “Katta-marams”, lashed with cord

Are made of five curved lengths of wood

Twenty feet long, each a foot square

Plus a short prow of three short lengths 

To breast the waves.  The oars are planks 

Of light and narrow rough-hewn wood

Gripped at the top and middle to 

Paddle to left and right, or to 

Steer from the stern, manned by just three. 

Two men ferry the timbers to 

The water-line.   One at each end, 

They lash the logs in tandem, then

Lash on the prow-beams.  There you are!

An instant “boat” before your eyes, 

Five minutes.  Then we’re pushed to sea. 

Its balance is astonishing.

We move about, jump on and off. 

It’s steady as a platform, and 

There’s no bilgewater at our feet. 

The clear blue sea laps in and out 

Between the timbers, shallowly;

The gently-curved midsection feels

Secure, enfolding, underneath. 

Its primitive technology

Has served them well for centuries, 

Notch-holes for masts, if there’s a breeze,

Or with an outboard motor now. 

Returning smartly through the surf

It’s beached, the logs are whipped apart, 

Hauled up and parked.  Now where’s our craft? 

Walking back through the warm wet sand

With sunset burnishing the land

This magic day felt like a week. 

Like flamingos, we must return

Next year to see the whole lagoon 

By the light of a silver moon. 
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