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T
he story is almost unbe-
lievable. In the US of  
the 1940s,  a  l ight-
skinned African Ameri-

can youth discovers his prodi-
gious talent at playing the elec-
tric organ. The mystical Orient 
and all its clichés are in vogue  
at the time and radio shows like 
Chandu the Magician and films 
like Midnight Shadow are the 
rage, featuring fakirs and as-
sorted Indian exotica. The ambi-
tious African American, John 
Roland Redd, decides to reinvent 
himself  for the TV music mar-
ket — as Korla Pandit, the mys-
terious Indian musician.

Deeply kohled eyes fixed in a 

hypnotic gaze, a bejewelled tur-
ban on his head, Pandit would 
play the Hammond B2 organ and 
piano with both virtuosity and 
theatricality on TV shows. 
Around him, a stagey exotic east 
played out — smoky haze, play of  
light and shade, Oriental dancers 
undulating in shimmery lehen-
gas and short dhotis.

“I was born in New Delhi, In-
dia,” he announced silkily in a TV 
interview with an anchor seeking 
the backstory to Pandit (pro-
nounced ‘panned-it’). He was, he 
claimed, the son of  a Brahmin 
priest and a French opera singer 
who was sent to the US to study. 
Pandit reached the peak of  his 
popularity with the ’50s TV show 
‘Adventures in Music with Korla 
Pandit’, where he appeared as 
some kind of  Indian musician-
maharaja-swami. What he played 
on the organ and the piano was 
called exotica music — the closest 
it comes to contemporary music 
is trance or lounge. Before long, 
he came to be known as the God-
father of  Exotica.

Remarkably, Pandit managed 
to keep his real identity a secret 
till his death in 1998. Only three 
years later, his true identity was 
revealed, shocking his fans. But 
his deceit was forgiven by a world 
well aware of  the racial excesses 
of  the earlier half  of  the 20th cen-
tury, and Korla Pandit went on to 
become a cult figure in music cir-
cles. Besides, what he did six dec-
ades ago is remarkable, close to 
the makeover pop stars effect all 
the time today, repackaging them-
selves for the market.

A documentary ‘Korla’, 
chronicling the strange life and 
times of  Pandit, was recently 
released in the US. Written by 
John Turner and Eric Chris-
tensen, it puts his story at the 
intersection of  American histo-
ry, society and culture. Director 
Turner says Pandit’s fabricated 
identity should be seen in the 
context of  the racism rampant 
at the time. “Redd had talent and 
ambition.  The only thing hold-
ing him back was his race. To 
succeed in the Los Angeles mu-
sic business (in the ‘40s) you 
needed a musicians’ union 

card; there were cards for white 
and black musicians. Having a 
white musicians’ card offered 
more opportunities and better 
pay. In the 40s, the US immigra-
tion office classified Indians as 
white so Korla applied and was 
given a white musicians card,” 
says Turner.

There was nothing Indian 
about his music, except, as Turn-
er points out, when he did some 
drumming on the keyboards or 
played Song of  India or his own 
composition ‘Kumar’ featuring 
Canadian tabla player Santwant 
Singh. The somewhat other-
worldly sound of  the Hammond 
also added to the Pandit fable.  

With his handsome face and 
so-called unblinking, “hypnotic” 

gaze, Pandit found a huge follow-
ing among young white Ameri-
can housewives. Los Angeles 
Magazine editor RJ Smith, the 
first to expose Pandit’s real story, 
wrote: “Born at a time when a 
black man in the South could get 
whipped for making eye contact 
with a white woman, Korla Pandit 
was making dreamy eyes at thou-
sands of  aproned homemakers, 

stealing into their dens as they 
heated their fondue pots.”

Manan Desai, a professor at 
University of  Michigan’s Ameri-
can culture department, says it 
wasn’t uncommon for African 
Americans at that time to don the 
turban and robe to negotiate the 
colour line, especially in the con-
servative south.

“You have to understand Pan-
dit’s story within the context of  
the persistence of  racism in the 
US and Cold War orientalism, a 
term coined by scholar Christina 
Klein. She describes how by the 
1950s, the US was producing a lot 
of  films and popular culture that 
presented a kind of  friendly re-
lationship between the US and 
Asia, which actually obscured 

the neo-imperialist power rela-
tions between the two places. 
Exotica music, I would argue, 
was one such facet of  this Cold 
War orientalism,” says Desai.

Today, African Americans 
celebrate Pandit as the first from 
their community to have a TV 
show of  his own in the US. At the 
time, of  course, no one knew he 
had broken the race barrier.

The most famous 
‘Indian’ on 1950s 

American TV
Korla Pandit was the first African American to have a TV show 

to himself — by pretending to be an exotic Indian musician
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A
t Mamallapuram on a Sat-
urday morning, young 
fishermen in board shorts 
are lugging surfboards 
down the beach, weaving 

their way through piles of  nets, 
beached boats and tourists gingerly 
dipping their ankles in water. They 
plop the boards into the water, start 
paddling, and stand to ride the 
waves. About a decade ago, fisher-
men in lungis hung out on the beach 
after bringing in the day’s catch, 
mending nets or smoking. Now, the 
younger generation spends its free 
time surfing.

Foreigners have been surfing in 
India for years, mainly in Goa, Pu-
ducherry and Karnataka and Kera-
la, and many schools offer package 
holidays for tourists. Over the last 
10 years, surfing schools have risen 
on the coast of  Tamil Nadu and 
Kerala, but the difference is these 
schools are run by the local fisher-
folk who learnt to surf  from tourists. 
In their hands, surfing — a new way 
to work with the familiar sea — is a 
means to bring about social change, 
improve the local economy, and keep 
children in school and off  drugs.

Leading this wave is Murthy 
Megavan, 36, a fisherman and co-
founder of  Covelong Point Social 
Surf  School in Kovalam, about 36km 

south of  Chennai. “I borrowed a 
board for the first time from Surfing 
Swami Jack Hebner (an American 
who moved to India in the 1970s and 
runs a surf  retreat in Mangaluru) 
here in 2001. Those 20 minutes 
changed my life.”

Murthy used a broken door as a 
surfboard for a while, and then man-
aged to buy one off  a tourist. In 2007, 
Israeli expat Yotam Agam came by. 
“I used to make friends with all the 
surfers to get tips on how to im-
prove,” says Murthy. A year later, 
Yotam gave Murthy a surfboard. 
When he returned after six months, 
he was both surprised and moved to 
see teens in the village surfing. Yo-
tam introduced Murthy to TT Group 
CMD Arun Vasu, who helped them 
open the surf  school in 2012.

Today, 15 boys from Kovalam are 
national surfing champions, the vil-
lage has about 40 surfers, and Ko-
valam has caught the attention of  
former South African cricketer and 
avid surfer Jonty Rhodes. Fees 
paid by wealthy patrons to 
learn to surf  finances not 
only surfing classes for 
fishing children but also the 
education of  30 children in Ko-
valam. Murthy has just one condition 
— no school, no surfing. It’s a model 
that’s caught on along the coast and 
a number of  surf  schools insist that 
the kids will get boards only if  they 
attend school, stay off  drugs, tobacco 

and alcohol, and help keep the beach 
clean. “And it works because surfing 
is addictive,” says Vasu.

About 20km away at Mamal-
lapuram, where former fisherman 
Mukesh Panjanathan runs Mumu 
Surf  School, the rules for the fishing 
community’s children are the same. 
Further down the coast, in Auroville, 
Shankar has just started Mother 
Ocean Surf  School in a 10x30ft shack 
he built himself. “I’m saving to get 
boards so I can train the local chil-
dren the way Murthy 
is doing,” says 
Shankar, who has 
done two stints as a 
surfing teacher in 
Bali. “I would 
have been doing 
construction 
work or driving 
a cab or some-
thing if  I 

hadn’t learnt this. 
Surfing opened up 
the world for me.”

On the western 
coast, on Light-

house Beach in Kerala’s Kovalam, 
surfer and former fisherman Sha-
hul, 27, is just back from a nearby 
village where he’s been convincing 
parents to send their children to 
school and to surf. He runs Ko-
valam Surf  Club, set up in 2005, 
with Belgian surfer Jelle Rigole 
and two former fishermen Var-
ghees and Mani. Fees from stu-
dents cover the cost of  teaching 40 
fishing children to surf. “My dream 
was to be a teacher but I was too 
poor to study further so went fish-
ing,” says Shahul, who learnt to 
surf  10 years ago. “I am a surfing 
teacher now and try to get kids to 
stay in school using that.”

They get about 20 paying cus-
tomers a day but there are days 
when no one turns up. “There are 
ups and downs. We have sponsors 
from Belgium who help. Every year, 
we take one child to the Andamans 
to surf. They go on a flight and see 
a new place. It’s good, it makes them 
dream,” says Shahul, who has in-
ternational instructor certification. 

For fisherfolk, balancing on 
boards comes easily from the hours 
spent on boats, and they’re physi-
cally strong yet lithe from casting 
and hauling nets. “Fishermen aren’t 
afraid of  the sea yet they respect it,” 
says Dave Hearn, 38, an Australian 
surfer who moved to Mamallapuram 
eight years ago and has been helping 
Mumu Surf  School.

As trawlers edge artisanal fisher-
men out, people like Hearn and Vasu 
are hoping surfing will provide an 
alternative source of  income. “Surf-
ing, surf  schools, board making, 
surf  tourism — all these can aug-
ment income from fishing,” says 
Hearn. “Surfers love the sea, so do 
fishermen. In a way, it’s why we take 
to one another so easily.”

The Surfing Federation of  India, 
founded in 2011, is doing its bit by 
running training and certification 
programmes for instructors, liaising 
with International Surfing Associa-
tion, and organizing competitions. 
“We want parents to see that chil-
dren can learn surfing safely, that it 
can teach discipline and create al-
ternative life paths,” says Kishore 
Kumar, SFI president.

By the time the 2020 Olympics 
rolls around, surfers from India 
might just be able to make it to in-
ternational waters. Surfing is one of  

five sports proposed for 
inclusion in the 2020 

Summer Games. 
The final de-

c i s i o n 
will be 

made in 
Au g u s t 

2016. An-
other reason 

why Kishore says with 
confidence: “We aim to have a na-
tional team eventually, maybe even 
an international one. The talent is 
there. It is just a matter of  time.”

Riding a wave of 
SOCIAL SURFING
Along the TN and Kerala coast, fishermen turned surf instructors 

are helping local boys stay in school and off drugs

A
ll over the country, book-
shops are closing down. And 
all over the country, litfests 
are springing up. So there is 
a paradox for you. 

Yes, I know that many people buy 
books online because of  the discounts 
they are offered. Also, many people don’t 
venture out of  their homes as much as 
they used to — except, of  course, for the 
purpose of  “eating out’’.  But true book-
lovers will always prefer a bookshop, 
even a small one, to the impersonal ad-
vantages of  online shopping.

Book-lovers like to browse, they like 
to roam around a well-stocked bookshop; 
they like to discover new authors, redis-
cover old authors; they like to fondle 
books, examine their shape and texture, 
appreciate a good cover or dust jacket,  
dwell upon a book, put it back on the shelf, 
and end up by buying something quite 
different from what they had come look-
ing for! In the bookshop, you might meet 
a fellow book-lover, or even an old friend 
(this has happened to me quite often); or, 

if  the bookseller is a friendly sort (as he 
often is) you can have a chat about the 
new boys on the block — who’s selling or 
who isn’t — and who’s got writer’s cramp 
or writer’s block — and why, today, there 
are far more writers than there are read-
ers.  In other words, all the latest gossip!

Whenever I want to gossip about 
books and writers, I drop in at a friend-
ly bookstore. You can gossip at a litfest, 
but litfests only last for three or four 
days at the most, whereas a bookshop 
is fairly permanent — until it is forced 
to closed down.

So where have all the book-lovers 
gone? Are they all attending litfests?  In 
my limited experience of  attending lit-
fests, I have found that genuine book-
lovers are rather thin on the ground. Of  
course, there will be a sprinkling of  well-
known authors, a fairly large gathering 
of  not so well-known authors, an even 
larger gathering of  would-be authors, 
and (if  it’s Jaipur or Mumbai or Kolkata) 
a huge gathering of  members of  the pub-
lic all heading for the refreshment stalls.

Somewhere in the crowd, if  you hunt 
for it, you may find a stall selling books. 
Just one, usually. For some strange 
reason the space is given out on a 
contract basis. Books have to take a 
backseat at these events, and sometimes 
they will end up splattered with ice-

cream or tomato sauce.
Everyone loves a good mela. 

You meet interesting people. 
Like the chap who asked me, 
“Are you still writing?” even 
though my latest book was star-
ing him in the face. Or the fond 
mother who tells me her little 
girl, who is six years old, has just 
written a novel, and would she 
qualify for the Guinness Book of  
Records?  Or if  not Guinness, 
then Limca…

I would be the last person to 
discourage anyone from writ-
ing, but I do feel that some sim-
ple grammar and composition 
would create a great foundation 
for literary success.

Twenty to thirty years ago 
there were no litfests, just the occasional 
book fair. Even book launches were un-
common. The writers of  my youth, be 
they RK Narayan in India or Graham 
Greene in England, were famous as writ-
ers but their faces were unfamiliar. You 
were known by your name and not by 
your profile. There was no television to 
broadcast your image across the globe. 
You could be famous and anonymous at 
the same time. At best, a smudgy black-
and -white photograph would appear on 

the jacket of  your book; you could be mis-
taken for Stan Laurel or Elizabeth Taylor 
or a visitor from another planet. The only 
exception was Ernest Hemingway, an 
extrovert who went out of  his way to gar-
ner publicity and who loved to make 
headlines. In his obsession with centre-
stage he drove himself  over the edge.

Well, our litfests do provide our au-
thors with the opportunity to be centre-
stage, if  only for an hour or two. It ac-
counts for the popularity of  these litfests, 

which have spread across the 
country like wildfire. The world 
of  the old Peter Sellers song 
could be altered to ‘From Patna 
to Darjeeling I have done my 
share of  reading!’ Or more spe-
cifically, ‘speaking’, as these are 
basically Talk Shows.

Litfests happen in a big way 
in our larger cities, but they have 
also caught on in small towns 
and hill stations — Shillong, 
Mussoorie, Shimla, Kasauli, 
Agra, Trivandrum… the list gets 
longer by the year.  Thimpu in 
Bhutan recently held the sixth 
edition of  its Mountain Echoes 
Festival: a sweet name for the 
event.  And here on my desk is an 
invitation to a litfest in Sangrur, 
in Punjab.  Sangrur? No one in 

my household had heard of  such a place, 
but I remembered it from the early 1960s, 
when I had a glimpse of  an old palace sur-
rounded by a sea of  flood waters.  Sangrur 
was once the capital of  the princely state 
of  Jind.  Now Jind is in Haryana while 
Sangrur is in Punjab.  I am told by the 
convener of  the litfest that by the end of  
November the wheat fields will be a lush 
green carpet “laid out from one end of  
Punjab to the other.’’  How splendid!  But 
for my wobbly knees, I would be tempted 

to attend. I love the idea of  those lush 
green fields going on forever.  But I would 
only play truant, abandon the serious busi-
ness of  the litfest and go for a romp in the 
fields, on one leg if  necessary.

Good luck to Sangrur, and good luck to 
all those book-lovers who are doing their 
best to keep the reading habit alive. In spite 
of  what people say, there are far more 
young readers today than there were 
thirty or forty years ago. They are a small 
minority, true, but then reading has always 
been a minority pastime. In my boyhood, 
when there was no TV, no Internet, no 
video games, only a few of  us read books. 
Everyone read comics! We who read books 
are the lucky ones. Our favorite authors 
are our companion for the life.

A publisher friend tells me there is a 
slump in the book trade, both here and 
in the West. But there is always a slump 
on the book trade. Selling literature has 
always been a risky business. To write a 
good book is difficult enough; to sell it is 
another kind of  challenge. But I am en-
couraged by the little people who still sell 
books — like the young man in Bhu-
baneswar who sells them from the back 
of  a Maruti van. He has a small turnover, 
and a stock limited by space, but he at-
tracts a number of  discriminating and 
curious readers. And perhaps that’s the 
way to go forward. Keeping it simple.

RUSKIN 
BOND

MUSINGS FROM 
THE MOUNTAINS

Where have all the bookshops gone?

She was born Esther Luella 
Sherman in Michigan but was 

fascinated by Indian culture. 
According to the 
family biography by 
her granddaughter 
Sukanya Rahman, 
Esther was convinced 
she was a Hindu in 
her last birth and was 
destined to learn Indian 
dance. She performed 
exotic dances around 
Minneapolis under 
names like Todi Ragini. 
She later met and 
married freedom 
fi ghter Ramlal Bajpai 
and reinvented herself 
in the 1920s — as Ragini Devi, a 
“high-caste Kashmiri Brahmin”, 
sari, bindi, bangles, pallu over her 
head et al. In times to come, she 
was to engage deeply with Indian 
classical dance and mould her 
daughter, Indrani Rahman, into a 
great dancer. 
Korla Pandit and Ragini Devi 

reinvented themselves for 
different reasons but it is obvious 
that ethnic impersonations 

were usually left 
unquestioned at the 
time. “There is a long 
history of ethnic and 
racial impersonators 
in American culture,” 
says University of 
Michigan scholar 
Manan Desai. He cites 
some examples: the 
African-American 
pastor Jesse Routte 
who traveled to 
Alabama in a turban 
and was invited into 
elite white spaces 

because he was “mistaken” for 
a foreigner, and Jacob Krantz, 
an Austrian, who took the name 
Ricardo Cortez during the Latin 
lover craze. “Many of these fi gures 
were ‘outed’ not very long after. 
Pandit’s story is unique in that he 
took this secret to the grave,” 
says Desai.  

FROM MID-WEST TO EAST

Shalini.Umachandran
@timesgroup.com

In  every other store on the 
streets leading to the beach in 
Mamallapuram sit a row or two 

of  Ganeshas, tiny turtles, ele-
phants, reclining Buddhas and 
scattered stone figurines, all carved 
by the locals. This ancient sea port, 
about 50km south of  Chennai, fa-
mous for its 7th century rock-cut 
temples, is home to dozens of  sculp-
tors who claim to trace their art 
back to the time of  the Pallavas. 
Now, some sculptors from this tour-
ist town are turning their hand to 
surfboards, shaping and smoothing 
foam and fibreglass the way they 
once sculpted stone.

“I learnt stone carving from my 
cousin, and would carve pendants 
and things for some extra cash after 
I finished fishing for the day,” says 
Santhosh Moothi, 28, one of  the 
country’s first surfboard shapers. 

Santhosh works for Temple 
Surfboards set up by Australian 

Dave Hearn, who moved to Chen-
nai about eight years ago as an IT 
consultant, visited Mahabs, as the 
town is known among tourists, 
and stayed on. “Back then, only 
the foreigners were surfing. The 
local boys picked it up in a flash 
and loved it,” says Hearn.

Importing surfboards to India, 

either to rent or sell to the small 
but growing tribe of  surfers, as 
well as to give away to the fisher-
men, was an expensive proposi-
tion, so Hearn decided to make 
them locally and realized that the 
sculptors’ skills would suit nicely. 
“They were quick to pick up the 
craft,” says Hearn.“It’s a lot like 
working with a block of  stone. 
Only it is foam here,” says San-
thosh, who learnt the craft from 
Australian surfboard shaper Neil 
Wheeler. 

In 2014, Temple Surfboard be-
gan selling handcrafted boards 
with Santhosh as shaper a few 
other fishermen and sculptors 
helping out with glassing, finishing 
and painting the boards. “It’s team-
work,” he says in accented English 
picked up from talking to tourists. 
“And whenever we feel like, we take 
a break and go surfing.” A sign on 
the workshop door testifies to this 
— ‘If  the office is closed, we are at 
lunch or gone surfing’.

At the ‘factory’, a single-storey 

building in one of  the many alleys 
leading down to the beach, the dust 
on the floor is a few inches thick. 
Instead of  the grey stone dust you 
see in other sculpting studios in 
Mahabs, it is as white as snow. The 
layer is of  foam dust flying from a 
chunk that Santhosh is shaping 
into a surfboard.

The surfboards are custom-
ized depending on the weight and 
experience of  the surfer. Temple’s 
surfboards retail between Rs 
25,000 and Rs 35,000, depending on 
the size, as against the price of  
imported surfboards which can 
set you back by anything from Rs 
37,000 to Rs 70,000. “In Australia, 
surfing is a $3billion industry, and 
there’s no reason why it can’t 
grow as large in India and benefit 
young men like the ones in this 
factory,” says Hearn.

Santhosh is clear that surfing 
has changed his life. “I was another 
guy on the beach before. Now, I’m 
known as one of  the first surfboard 
shapers in India.”

DESI TOUCH: Sculptors have been 
quick to pick up the craft, moving 
from stone to foam with ease

BOARDING SCHOOL: Kovalam has 
about 40 surfers and 15 boys 
from the village are national 
surfing champions. (Below) Murthy, 
a former fisherman, runs a surfing 
school in Kovalam 

FALSE NOTES: Korla used every Hollywood cliche of the exotic east from 
the bejewelled turban to the so-called hypnotic gaze

‘At a time when a 
black man could get 
whipped for making 

eye contact with 
a white woman, he 

was making dreamy 
eyes at  them’

— RJ SMITH, LA MAGAZINE
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