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a hot and humid place, bathed in sunshine and bright
colours. The riot of flowers is incessant. There gr
trees, shrubs and climbing plants in profusion—
peepuls, gulmohurs, flames of the forest, red silk
cottons, jacarandas, mangoes, jackfruits and many
others that would remain unknown to you if they
didn’t have neat labels at their feet. There are benches.
On these benches you see men sleeping, stretched
out, or couples sitting, young couples, who steal
glances at each other shyly and whose hands flutter
in the air, happening to touch. Suddenly, amidst the
tall and slim trees up ahead, you notice two giraffes
quietly observing you. The sight is not the last of your
surprises. The next moment you are startled by 2
furious outburst coming from a great troupc of
monkeys, only outdone in volume by the shrill cries
of strange birds. You come to a turnstile. You distract-
edly pay a small sum of money. You move on. You
see a low wall. What can you expect beyond a low
wall? Certainly not a shallow pit with two mighty
Indian rhinoceros. But that is what you find. And
when you turn your head you see the elephant that
was there all along, so big you didn’t notice it. And
in the pond you realize those are hippopotamuSCS
floating in the water. The more you look, the more
you see. You are in Zootown!

Before moving to Pondicherry, Father ran a larg¢
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hotel in Madras. An abiding interest in animals led
him to the zoo business. A natural transition, you
might think, from hotelkeeping to zookeeping. Not
so. In many ways, running a zoo is a hotelkeeper’s
worst nightmare. Consider: the guests never leave
their rooms; they expect not only lodging but full
board; they receive a constant flow of visitors, some
of whom are noisy and unruly. One has to wait until
they saunter to their balconies, so to speak, before
one can clean their rooms, and then one has to wait

until they tire of the view and return to their rooms

before one can clean their balconies; and there is much

cleaning to do, for the guests are as unhygienic as

alcoholics. Each guest is very particular about his or

her diet, constantly complains about the slowness of
the service, and never, ever tips. To speak frankly,

many are sexual deviants, either terribly repressed and
subject to explosions of frenzied lasciviousness or
openly depraved, in either case regularly affronting
management with gross outrages of free sex and
incest. Are these the sorts of guests you would want
to welcome to your inn? The Pondicherry Zoo was
the source of some pleasure and many headaches for
Mr. Santosh Patel, founder, owner, director, head of
a staff of fifty-three, and my father.

To me, it was paradise on earth. I have nothing
but the fondest memories of growing up in a zoo. I
lived the life of a prince. What maharaja’s son had
such vast, luxuriant grounds to play about? What
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