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Abstract: Perambur is one of the historically and industrially significant neighbourhoods of Chennai, Tamil Nadu, whose 

development is closely associated with the expansion of the railway system in South India. This review paper examines the 

origin, historical evolution, and urban development of Perambur by tracing its transformation from a relatively undeveloped 

peripheral area into an important railway and residential centre. Historical accounts indicate that the construction of 

railway infrastructure during the nineteenth century significantly influenced the growth of Perambur. The establishment of 

railway workshops in the mid-nineteenth century created the foundation for its subsequent industrial and settlement 

development. The railway facilities expanded over time, supporting locomotive, carriage, and wagon maintenance activities 

and generating employment opportunities that attracted workers and their families to the area. ([Chennai Municipal 

Corporation][1]) 

 

The development of the Perambur railway station and associated railway colonies further strengthened the area's 

connection with Madras, now Chennai. The establishment and expansion of the Perambur Carriage Works and Loco Works 

contributed substantially to the emergence of a railway-oriented community, including a prominent Anglo-Indian 

population and working-class settlements. Historical institutions such as the railway hospital, schools, churches, and 

residential colonies also contributed to the social and cultural character of the neighbourhood. ([The New Indian 

Express][2]) 

 

Following the formation of Southern Railway in 1951, Perambur continued to develop as an important railway centre. 

The establishment of the Integral Coach Factory further strengthened its industrial significance and contributed to 

employment, population growth, and urban expansion. ([Wikipedia][3]) In the later decades, improvements in road and rail 

connectivity, commercial activities, housing, education, healthcare, and public infrastructure transformed Perambur into a 

densely developed urban locality. This review highlights how transportation infrastructure, industrialisation, migration, and 

institutional development collectively shaped the physical, economic, and social evolution of Perambur. Understanding this 

historical trajectory is essential for interpreting the area's present urban identity and addressing its future development and 

heritage-conservation needs. 
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I. INTRODUCTION 
 

Perambur is one of the historically significant localities 

of Chennai, Tamil Nadu, with an identity shaped by 

transportation, industry, migration, commerce, and urban 

development. Located in the northern part of Chennai, the 

area has gradually transformed from a relatively less-

developed settlement into a densely populated urban 

neighbourhood. Its history is closely connected with the 

expansion of the city and the development of railway 
infrastructure, which played an important role in influencing 

employment, settlement patterns, and economic activities in 

the region. 

 

The growth of the railway sector, particularly the 

establishment and expansion of railway-related facilities, 

contributed significantly to Perambur’s development. Over 

time, railway employees and their families settled in the 
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locality, creating residential communities and supporting the 

emergence of schools, markets, healthcare facilities, places of 

worship, and other public amenities. Industrial activities in 

and around Perambur further strengthened its economic 

importance and attracted people from different parts of Tamil 

Nadu and other regions. 

 
The evolution of Perambur can also be understood 

through changes in its physical landscape. Roads, railway 

networks, residential areas, commercial establishments, 

parks, educational institutions, and public infrastructure have 

expanded alongside population growth. At the same time, the 

locality has experienced challenges associated with rapid 

urbanisation, including traffic congestion, drainage problems, 

flooding, waste management, and pressure on available open 

spaces. 

 

This research examines the historical development and 

urban evolution of Perambur by exploring its name, 
geographical growth, population, transportation, industries, 

important landmarks, public spaces, commercial activities, 

and major changes over time. The study aims to understand 

how historical events and urban development have shaped the 

present-day identity of Perambur. 

 

II. REVIEW OF LITERATURE 

 

Here is a more original, academically phrased version of 

the literature review. I have also replaced weaker references 

with more appropriate sources, including CMDA, Chennai 
District Administration, CAG/Indian Railways material, and 

railway-history sources. 

 

The development of Perambur needs to be understood 

within the wider historical expansion of Madras, as the 

locality gradually changed from a peripheral settlement into 

an important industrial and residential component of the city. 

The historical records of the Chennai District Administration 

indicate that Perambur came under British control along with 

neighbouring areas such as Vepery and Periamet during the 

eighteenth century. This incorporation was significant 

because it brought Perambur within the expanding territorial 
and administrative influence of Madras. (Chennai District) 

 

The transformation of Perambur accelerated 

considerably with the introduction of railway infrastructure. 

The Chennai Metropolitan Development Authority (CMDA) 

identifies the railway as an important factor in changing the 

character of Perambur. Before railway development, the area 

was described as low-lying and largely swampy, with limited 

settlement. The railway line passing through the locality 

created new opportunities for settlement and economic 

activity and connected Perambur more closely with the 
developing urban structure of Madras. The growth of roads 

and railway networks during this period also contributed to 

the expansion of the northern parts of the city. (Chennai 

Municipal Corporation) 

 

The establishment of the railway workshop at Perambur 

in 1856 represented a major stage in the locality's industrial 

development. Initially associated with locomotive, carriage 

and wagon maintenance, the workshop became one of the 

important industrial establishments connected with the 

railway system of Madras. Its expansion generated 

employment and encouraged the development of residential 

areas, railway colonies and supporting social infrastructure. 

Consequently, Perambur evolved into a distinctive railway-

oriented community whose economic and social development 
was closely linked to railway employment. (Wikipedia) 

 

Another important milestone was the establishment of 

the Integral Coach Factory (ICF) in 1955. Located at 

Perambur, ICF was created to strengthen India's capacity to 

manufacture railway coaches domestically. The factory 

introduced modern coach-building technology and 

subsequently became a major production centre of Indian 

Railways. Its establishment contributed not only to industrial 

production but also to employment generation, technical 

training and the expansion of the surrounding urban area. 

(IRFCA) 
 

The literature therefore suggests that Perambur played a 

significant role in the transformation of Madras from a 

colonial administrative centre into a modern industrial and 

transportation city. Railway infrastructure, industrial 

employment, housing, improved connectivity and associated 

institutions collectively contributed to the physical and socio-

economic expansion of northern Madras. Perambur can 

consequently be viewed as an important example of how 

transportation-led industrialisation influenced the growth and 

urbanisation of Madras and later Chennai. 
 

III. METHODOLOGY 

 

Secondary data refers to information that has already 

been collected, recorded, processed, or published by another 

person, researcher, institution, or organisation for a purpose 

other than the current research study. Unlike primary data, 

which is collected directly by the researcher through surveys, 

interviews, observations, or field investigations, secondary 

data is obtained from existing sources.  

 

For a study on the origin, historical evolution, and 
development of Perambur, secondary data can include 

historical books, government publications, Census reports, 

Chennai Metropolitan Development Authority (CMDA) 

reports, railway records, old maps, archival documents, 

research papers, journal articles, newspapers, institutional 

reports, and reliable online databases. Such sources are 

particularly useful for studying historical changes because 

they provide information about earlier periods that cannot be 

collected through present-day field surveys.  

 

Secondary data may contain both quantitative and 
qualitative information. Quantitative information may 

include population figures, land-use statistics, railway 

development records, demographic data, and urban growth 

statistics. Qualitative information may include historical 

descriptions, archival accounts, photographs, maps, 

newspaper reports, and previous scholarly interpretations.  

 

 

https://chennai.nic.in/history/?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.cmdachennai.gov.in/Volume3_English_PDF/Vol3_Chapter01_Structure%20of%20Chennai.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://www.cmdachennai.gov.in/Volume3_English_PDF/Vol3_Chapter01_Structure%20of%20Chennai.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Perambur_railway_station?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://irfca.org/faq/faq-shop.html?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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IV. DATA AND INTERPRETATION 

 

Below is a fully rephrased, original version of the 

material you provided. I have retained the historical 

information and organised it in an academic style suitable for 
a research paper, dissertation, or review of literature. I have 

not treated the claims as independently verified facts; where 

you use this academically, the specific references should be 

checked against the original archival/government sources. 

 

 Historical Background and Development of Perambur 

Perambur is one of the historically important localities 

in North Chennai, with an identity shaped by its early 

settlement history, religious traditions, military activities, 

railway development, industrialisation, and multicultural 

communities. The name Perambur is generally associated 

with the Tamil term pirambu, referring to bamboo or cane, 
and ur, meaning a settlement or place. This association 

suggests that the locality may have derived its name from the 

bamboo vegetation that historically characterised parts of the 

region. During the Chola period, the settlement was 

associated with the administrative divisions of 

Tondaimandalam and Puliyur Kottam. Historical accounts 

indicate that the landscape was considerably different from 

the densely built urban area seen today, with areas of 

vegetation and agricultural land forming an important part of 

the settlement. 

 
Perambur became increasingly connected with the 

development of Madras during the eighteenth century. It is 

traditionally identified as one of the villages incorporated into 

the expanding city of Madras in the eighteenth century, along 

with settlements such as Egmore, Triplicane, Purasawalkam 

and Tondiarpet. This process gradually brought Perambur 

into the administrative and economic influence of the 

growing colonial city. 

 

A major transformation occurred during the nineteenth 

century with the introduction of the railway system. Railway 

infrastructure established Perambur as an important centre of 
industrial and transportation activity. The development of the 

Carriage and Wagon Works during the 1850s created a large 

employment base and encouraged the establishment of 

housing, institutions and commercial activities around the 

railway facilities. The subsequent development of the Loco 

Works strengthened the locality's role in railway engineering 

and maintenance. These establishments were instrumental in 

transforming Perambur from a peripheral settlement into an 

important industrial suburb of Madras. 

 

The establishment of the Integral Coach Factory (ICF) 
marked another significant stage in the industrial history of 

Perambur. Planning and construction began in the early 

1950s, and the factory commenced production in 1955 

following its inauguration by Prime Minister Jawaharlal 

Nehru. ICF subsequently became one of India's major 

railway-coach manufacturing centres. Its growth generated 

employment and stimulated the expansion of residential 

areas, transportation facilities, educational institutions, 

markets and other urban services in and around Perambur. 

 

Railway development also had a major influence on the 

social composition of the locality. Perambur became strongly 

associated with the Anglo-Indian community, many of whose 

members were employed in railway-related occupations. 
Railway colonies, particularly areas around Perambur and 

Ayanavaram, provided residential spaces where distinctive 

cultural practices and community institutions developed. 

Churches, schools and social organisations contributed to the 

formation of a multicultural urban environment. The locality's 

Western-influenced architectural and cultural features 

continue to reflect this historical association. 

 

Perambur also possesses a wider military and industrial 

heritage. Historical references associate the area with the 

Government Powder Mills, which operated during the 

colonial period. Some of these industrial premises were 
subsequently connected with military-related manufacturing, 

including the production of harnesses and saddlery. The 

continued presence of names such as Perambur Barracks 

Road provides an indication of the area's former association 

with military establishments. During the First World War, 

textile production in the wider area also contributed to 

wartime requirements, including the manufacture of khaki 

cloth. 

 

Religious and community institutions form another 

important dimension of Perambur's historical development. 
Our Lady of Lourdes Shrine, whose origins date to the late 

nineteenth century, became an important landmark for the 

local Catholic community. The present Gothic-style structure 

reflects European ecclesiastical architectural influences and 

has contributed to the cultural heritage of the locality. 

Similarly, the Perambur Railway Hospital, established in 

1928, reflects the development of specialised welfare 

facilities associated with the railway workforce. Initially 

established to provide medical services to railway employees, 

the institution became an important component of the railway 

community's social infrastructure. 

 
The history of labour organisation is also represented by 

Unity House, which is associated with the railway employees' 

trade-union movement. Mahatma Gandhi's visit to the site in 

September 1927 is remembered as an important event in its 

history. The building was associated with the Madras and 

Southern Mahratta Railway Employees' Union, reflecting the 

emergence of organised labour among railway workers. The 

site therefore provides evidence of the relationship between 

industrial employment, worker organisation and the social 

history of Perambur. 

 
Apart from its railway heritage, Perambur has a 

significant religious and archaeological history. Inscriptions 

and historical records associated with temples and religious 

institutions provide evidence of earlier phases of settlement. 

The Sri Semathamman Temple, located near the 

Ayanavaram–Perambur area, has been associated with an 

eighteenth-century inscription recording the construction of 

temple steps. Although the original inscription stone has 
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reportedly been lost following reconstruction, its earlier 

documentation provides evidence of the antiquity of the 

settlement. Records associated with Shri Mahaan Satguru 

Andhu Swamy Madam also contribute to understanding the 

religious history of the area, particularly through references 

to the establishment of a Jeeva Samadhi and associated shrine 

during the early twentieth century. 
 

The industrial history of Perambur extends beyond the 

railway sector. Simpson & Company, established in the 

nineteenth century, developed its manufacturing activities at 

Huzur Gardens in the Sembiam–Perambur area. The 

company was initially involved in activities such as coach 

building, harness production and related manufacturing. Its 

subsequent transition towards automobile and diesel-engine 

technology reflects the broader industrial transformation of 

Madras. Under the Amalgamations Group, the company 

became associated with the development of diesel-engine 

technology in India, particularly through its collaboration 
with Perkins of the United Kingdom. 

 

The history of Huzur Gardens is particularly significant 

because it demonstrates the relationship between the area's 

environmental and industrial past. The locality is traditionally 

associated with bamboo vegetation, while the later industrial 

estate represents the conversion of parts of the landscape into 

organised manufacturing space. The present-day green 

landscape maintained within the Simpson estate illustrates 

how industrial premises can retain substantial vegetation 

alongside manufacturing activities. 
 

Overall, the historical evolution of Perambur 

demonstrates a gradual transition from a landscape associated 

with vegetation and village settlement to a major railway, 

industrial and residential locality within Chennai. Railway 

workshops, ICF, industrial enterprises, military 

establishments, religious institutions, labour organisations 

and residential colonies each contributed to this 

transformation. Consequently, Perambur's present identity is 

not the product of a single period of development but the 

result of several historical layers that have interacted over 

time. Its heritage therefore represents an important part of the 
wider historical development of Madras and the urban growth 

of present-day Chennai. 

 

Below is a fully rephrased and academically structured 

version of your material. I have avoided simply replacing 

words sentence-by-sentence; instead, the information has 

been reorganised into original academic prose suitable for a 

research paper/dissertation on the historical development of 

Perambur. 

 

 Social, Cultural, Institutional and Environmental 
Development of Perambur 

The historical identity of Perambur has been shaped not 

only by railway and industrial development but also by the 

contributions of military personnel, sports personalities, 

artists, professionals, community leaders and social 

organisations. The locality's connection with the railway 

sector created employment opportunities and encouraged the 

formation of distinctive residential communities. Among 

these, the Anglo-Indian community occupies an important 

place in the social history of Perambur. Railway employment 

provided opportunities for generations of Anglo-Indian 

workers, technicians, administrative personnel and officers, 

enabling the community to establish a strong presence in 

railway colonies and adjoining neighbourhoods. 

 
One notable military association is General P. P. 

Kumaramangalam, who served as Chief of Army Staff from 

1966 to 1969. The G.K.M. Colony in Perambur is associated 

with his name and was developed largely as a residential area 

connected with former military personnel. Such residential 

developments demonstrate the relationship between 

Perambur's institutional history and the provision of housing 

for service communities. 

 

Perambur's Anglo-Indian heritage is also reflected in its 

contribution to sports, particularly hockey. Railway 

institutions and community organisations provided 
opportunities for young people to participate in organised 

sport. The locality became associated with the development 

of hockey players, and railway centres such as Perambur 

played an important role in nurturing sporting talent. The 

strong sporting culture was closely related to the community 

institutions, schools and railway establishments that formed 

part of everyday life in the area. 

 

The locality has also developed connections with 

education, medicine and the arts. Viswanathan Anand, the 

internationally recognised chess grandmaster and former 
World Champion, has a connection with the railway 

community through his family background and schooling. 

The presence of chess and other sporting activities in railway 

institutions illustrates the wider cultural environment that 

developed alongside railway employment. Perambur has also 

been associated with medical professionals and community 

leaders who contributed to the provision of healthcare and 

social services. The establishment and continued operation of 

local hospitals and medical institutions demonstrate the 

importance of the area as a self-contained urban community. 

 

The Anglo-Indian community has produced several 
individuals who played significant roles in public service and 

community affairs. Dr. Beatrix D'Souza, for example, was an 

important public figure who represented the Anglo-Indian 

community in both the Tamil Nadu Legislative Assembly and 

the Lok Sabha. Other community representatives and 

professionals contributed to education, administration, 

medicine, labour organisations and social welfare. Their 

activities demonstrate that Perambur's railway-based 

community developed institutions and leadership networks 

that extended beyond the locality. 

 
The history of Perambur is also reflected in its street 

names and neighbourhood names. These names provide 

evidence of the different administrative, military, railway, 

religious and social influences that shaped the area. 

Stephenson Road, Baden-Powell Road, Powder Mills Road, 

Thiru.Vi.Ka. Nagar, G.K.M. Colony, Strahan's Road and 

Melpatti Ponnappa Street represent different layers of the 

locality's historical development. Some names are associated 
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with colonial officials or railway personnel, while others 

commemorate Indian social reformers, labour leaders or 

prominent local figures. Consequently, the street network can 

be regarded as a form of historical record that preserves 

aspects of Perambur's changing identity. 

 

The history of Jamalia provides another important 
example of institutional development influencing urban 

growth. The establishment of the Madrasa Jamalia in 1898 

contributed to the transformation of the surrounding area. The 

educational institution attracted students, scholars and 

residents and gradually encouraged the development of 

housing and commercial activities. The neighbourhood 

therefore demonstrates how educational institutions, 

alongside railways and industries, contributed to the 

urbanisation of the northern part of Madras. 

 

Perambur's development must also be examined from an 

environmental perspective. Historically, the locality formed 
part of a larger network of tanks, wetlands and drainage 

channels in North Chennai. Water bodies such as the 

Perambur Large Tank and Perambur Small Tank formed part 

of the area's natural drainage and water-storage system. The 

wider Vyasarpadi network was connected to several tanks 

located in surrounding areas, including Sembiam and 

Peravallur. These water bodies performed important 

functions in storing rainwater and regulating local drainage. 

 

Rapid urbanisation during the twentieth century 

significantly altered this hydrological landscape. Railway 
expansion, residential development, road construction and 

housing schemes resulted in the gradual reduction or 

disappearance of several tanks. The transformation of the 

Vyasarpadi Tank and other water bodies into residential and 

infrastructure areas illustrates how urban expansion modified 

the natural environment. The loss of these traditional water-

storage systems has also been associated with increased 

vulnerability to waterlogging and flooding in some low-lying 

parts of North Chennai. 

 

The historical development of Perambur can therefore 

be understood through several interconnected dimensions. 
Railway infrastructure provided the initial industrial 

foundation; residential colonies supported the growth of 

communities; educational and religious institutions 

strengthened social and cultural life; military and public-

service associations added another layer to its identity; and 

rapid urbanisation transformed the original environmental 

landscape. The interaction of these factors changed Perambur 

from a peripheral settlement into an important component of 

metropolitan Chennai. 

 

 Historical Significance of Perambur 

Perambur's importance lies in the coexistence of 
industrial, railway, social, cultural and environmental 

heritage. Its railway workshops and ICF contributed to the 

economic development of Madras, while railway colonies 

and institutions created distinctive communities. At the same 

time, the disappearance of historical water bodies 

demonstrates the environmental consequences of urban 

expansion. The area's streets, institutions, residential colonies 

and remaining heritage structures collectively preserve 

evidence of different stages of its development. Perambur 

therefore provides an important case for studying the 

relationship between transportation infrastructure, 
industrialisation, community formation and urban 

transformation in Chennai. 

 

 Summary of Lost Water Capacity: 

 

Table 1. Historical Size and Period of Disappearance of Water Tank in Perambur 

Vanished Lake/Tank  Historical Size (Approx.)  Period of Disappearance 

Vyasarpadi Tank  220 Acres  1960s–1970s 

Peravallur Tank  128.22 Acres  Post-1950s 

Perambur Large Tank  52.16 Acres  1960s 

Sembiam Tank  51.25 Acres  Post-1950s 

 

 Environmental Challenges, Famines, Floods and Public 

Health in Perambur 

The environmental history of Perambur reflects the 

interaction between its physical setting, urban expansion and 
recurring climatic and hydrological disturbances. As a 

relatively low-lying area of North Chennai, Perambur has 

historically been vulnerable to waterlogging, flooding and 

associated public-health problems. Its development as an 

important railway and industrial centre further increased the 

concentration of population and infrastructure in areas that 

were naturally susceptible to drainage-related hazards. 

 

One of the major historical crises affecting the region 
was the Great Famine of 1876–1878, commonly referred to 

as the Madras Famine. Severe drought conditions affected 

large parts of the Madras Presidency, resulting in widespread 

food shortages, migration, unemployment and loss of life. 

Working-class communities and people dependent on 

irregular employment were particularly vulnerable. 
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Perambur, which was developing as a railway and industrial 

locality during this period, was consequently part of the wider 

social and economic impact of the famine. 

 

The famine also influenced the physical landscape of the 

region. Public-works programmes were introduced as part of 

the colonial administration's famine-relief measures, 
providing employment through infrastructure construction. 

The development of the Buckingham Canal is associated with 

this wider period of canal and public-works construction. The 

canal subsequently became an important component of 

Chennai's transportation and drainage landscape. However, 

the history of its construction also reflects the difficult 

conditions under which famine-affected populations were 

employed in relief works. 

 

The environmental vulnerability of Perambur continued 

into the twentieth century. Major rainfall events and cyclonic 

disturbances periodically resulted in flooding, particularly in 
low-lying neighbourhoods and areas close to natural drainage 

channels. The 1943 floods, remembered as a particularly 

severe episode, affected several parts of Madras after 

prolonged rainfall caused water levels in major waterways 

and drainage channels to rise. Residential settlements in and 

around Perambur were among the areas affected, creating 

difficulties in transportation, food distribution and access to 

essential services. 

 

Flooding became an increasingly complex problem with 

the rapid urbanisation of Chennai during the twentieth and 
twenty-first centuries. The expansion of roads, railway 

infrastructure, housing colonies and other built-up areas 

reduced natural drainage capacity and altered traditional 

water-storage systems. The disappearance or modification of 

several historical tanks around Perambur and neighbouring 

localities further reduced the landscape's ability to retain 

excess rainfall. 

 

The December 2015 floods demonstrated the scale of 

this vulnerability. Exceptionally heavy rainfall, combined 

with high water levels in regional reservoirs and inadequate 

drainage capacity, resulted in extensive inundation across 
Chennai. Low-lying areas of Perambur and nearby railway 

colonies experienced significant waterlogging, affecting 

residential areas, transport and essential services. The event 

highlighted the relationship between extreme rainfall, urban 

development, drainage limitations and water-management 

practices. 

 

More recent events have demonstrated that the problem 
remains relevant. During Cyclone Michaung in 2023, several 

parts of North Chennai experienced substantial flooding. 

Areas around Cooks Road, MPM Street, Vyasarpadi and 

G.K.M. Colony were affected by severe water accumulation, 

with emergency evacuation and relief operations required in 

some locations. The continued vulnerability of these 

neighbourhoods can partly be understood in relation to their 

low elevation and the transformation of former water bodies 

and drainage channels through urban development. 

 

Environmental crises have also produced secondary 

public-health concerns. Historically, periods of famine and 
hardship increased vulnerability to infectious diseases 

because of inadequate nutrition, sanitation and living 

conditions. In the contemporary period, floodwater mixed 

with sewage and accumulated waste can create conditions 

favourable to water-borne diseases and other health problems. 

During major flooding events, healthcare institutions, 

including railway medical facilities, government agencies 

and voluntary organisations, have therefore played an 

important role in providing emergency medical assistance. 

 

Overall, the history of Perambur demonstrates that 
environmental hazards are closely connected with the area's 

physical geography and pattern of urban development. From 

the social consequences of the nineteenth-century famine to 

repeated flooding in recent decades, environmental crises 

have influenced the lives, infrastructure and development of 

the locality. The loss of traditional water bodies, increasing 

built-up density and pressure on drainage systems have 

increased the importance of sustainable flood-management 

strategies. Understanding these historical environmental 

changes is therefore essential for planning the future 

development and resilience of Perambur within the wider 

Chennai metropolitan region. 

 

Table 2. Timeline of Major Disasters 

Year Event Impact on Perambur 

1876–1878 Great Madras Famine Massive loss of life; labor used to dig Buckingham Canal. 

1943 Historic Flood Cooum breached banks; Army called for food drops. 

1976 & 1985 Severe Monsoon Floods Massive inundation of railway tracks and workshops. 

2015 December Deluge Worst modern flood; city declared a disaster zone. 

2023 Cyclone Michaung Record rainfall (over 400mm) led to boat rescues in Jamalia. 
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The following is a rephrased, original academic version 

of your material. I have also been careful to distinguish well-

supported historical information from claims that would 

require verification before being used as established facts in 

a research paper. The Tamil Nadu Archives identifies its 

archival records and gazetteers as important sources for 

researching the political, social, economic and industrial 
history of the region. (Tamil Nadu Archives) 

 

 Labour Movement, Nationalism and Industrial 

Development in Perambur 

Perambur occupies an important position in the social 

and political history of Chennai because its industrial 

development was accompanied by the emergence of 

organised labour and nationalist consciousness. The growth 

of the Buckingham and Carnatic Mills, railway workshops 

and other industrial establishments created a large working 

population whose experiences of employment, wages and 

working conditions contributed to the development of labour 
organisations in the Madras Presidency. 

 

 Emergence of Organised Labour 

A major landmark in this history was the formation of 

the Madras Labour Union (MLU) in 1918. The organisation 

emerged in the context of growing dissatisfaction among 

workers employed in the Buckingham and Carnatic Mills, 

commonly known as Binny Mills. Thiru. Vi. 

Kalyanasundaranar (Thiru. Vi. Ka.) became one of the 

important leaders associated with the early labour movement. 

Along with B. P. Wadia and other activists, he helped connect 
the demands of industrial workers with the wider social and 

nationalist movements of the period. 

 

Thiru. Vi. Ka.'s contribution was particularly significant 

because his knowledge of Tamil enabled him to communicate 

political and labour issues effectively to Tamil-speaking 

workers. His speeches and writings helped transform 

workplace grievances into a broader discussion concerning 

workers' rights, social justice and national self-government. 

The Tamil Nadu Archives' published historical material also 

documents the emergence of organised working-class protest 

and its relationship with the wider political movement in the 
Madras Presidency. (Tamil Nadu Archives) 

 

The labour movement gained greater prominence during 

the 1921 Buckingham and Carnatic Mills strike. Disputes 

concerning working conditions, wages and employment 

practices contributed to prolonged industrial unrest. The 

confrontation between workers, mill management and the 

colonial administration eventually became a significant 

episode in the history of the Madras labour movement. The 

strike demonstrated the increasing capacity of industrial 

workers to organise collectively and negotiate with 
employers. 

 

The significance of the movement extended beyond 

Perambur and the textile industry. The experiences of early 

unions contributed to discussions about the legal position of 

trade unions and the relationship between industrial workers 

and colonial administration. The subsequent Trade Unions 

Act of 1926 provided a legal framework for the registration 

and functioning of trade unions in British India. Therefore, 

the labour struggles associated with Madras became part of 

the broader development of organised labour in India. 

 

 Perambur and the Nationalist Movement 

Perambur's working-class organisations also became 

associated with the wider nationalist movement. Railway 
employees and industrial workers formed a substantial 

section of the urban population, and labour organisations 

provided an important platform through which political ideas 

could reach ordinary workers. Leaders such as Thiru. Vi. Ka. 

connected labour rights with the larger objective of Swaraj, 

thereby strengthening the relationship between social reform, 

workers' rights and Indian nationalism. 

 

The locality also has associations with Mahatma 

Gandhi's activities in Madras. The historical significance of 

Unity House is particularly important in this context. 

Gandhi's association with the foundation of the building in 
1927 is remembered within the railway labour community, 

and the site became connected with railway employees' 

organisational activities. Such institutions illustrate how 

Perambur's industrial spaces were simultaneously becoming 

centres of social organisation and political awareness. 

 

The railway workforce also participated in wider 

political activities during the late colonial period. Industrial 

disputes and railway-worker protests demonstrated the 

strategic importance of organised labour because railway 

employees were essential to the functioning of the colonial 
transport and communication system. Consequently, labour 

mobilisation in Perambur had implications beyond the 

immediate workplace. 

 

 Contribution of Labour Leaders 

Several personalities contributed to the development of 

labour and nationalist politics in the locality. Thiru. Vi. Ka. is 

particularly remembered for combining Tamil literary 

activity, social reform and labour activism. His newspapers, 

including Desabhaktan and Navasakthi, provided platforms 

for discussing social and political issues and for promoting 

nationalist ideas. 
 

V. V. Giri, who later became President of India, also had 

an important association with the railway labour movement. 

His later career reflected the growing significance of 

organised labour in Indian politics. The development of 

railway employees' organisations in the Madras region 

contributed to the emergence of a more structured labour 

movement within the railway sector. 

 

 Integral Coach Factory and Post-Independence 

Industrialisation 
After independence, Perambur entered a new phase of 

industrial development through the establishment of the 

Integral Coach Factory (ICF). The factory was established in 

1955 with Swiss collaboration and became India's first major 

production unit specifically developed for manufacturing 

lightweight, all-steel, welded integral railway coaches. 

According to Indian Railways, the original production plan 

was to manufacture approximately 350 broad-gauge coach 

https://tamilnaduarchives.tn.gov.in/WEB/EN/PAGE/GAZETTEERS?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://tamilnaduarchives.tn.gov.in/UPLOAD/PUBLICATION/PDF/10.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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shells annually, with production capacity subsequently 

expanding as the factory developed. (Indian Railways) 

 

The technology introduced through ICF represented an 

important change from the earlier construction of heavy 

railway coaches. The integral design combined the 

underframe and body into a welded structure, producing 
lighter and more structurally integrated coaches. The factory 

subsequently expanded its technical capabilities and 

diversified its production, becoming a major centre of railway 

manufacturing. (Indian Railways) 

 

The establishment of ICF also had a wider impact on 

Perambur's urban development. Large-scale industrial 

employment encouraged population growth and increased 

demand for housing, transport, education, healthcare, markets 

and other public services. Railway colonies and surrounding 

residential areas expanded in response to the growing 

workforce. Thus, ICF was not simply an industrial 
establishment; it became an important institution influencing 

the economic and spatial development of Perambur. 

 

 Historical Significance 

The history of Perambur demonstrates the close 

relationship between industrialisation, labour mobilisation, 

nationalism and urban development. During the colonial 

period, railway workshops and textile mills created the 

economic foundation for the growth of a large working 

population. Labour organisations subsequently provided a 

platform for workers to articulate demands concerning 
employment and social justice. These activities became 

increasingly connected with the wider nationalist movement. 

 

Following independence, institutions such as ICF 

transformed Perambur into an important centre of modern 

railway manufacturing. The locality therefore represents 

several successive phases of India's history: colonial 

industrialisation, the emergence of organised labour, 

nationalist mobilisation and post-independence industrial 

development. The surviving railway institutions, labour 

associations, residential colonies and industrial 

establishments provide valuable evidence for understanding 
Perambur's contribution to the wider historical development 

of Madras and Chennai. 

 

V. RESULTS / MAJOR FINDINGS 

 

The review identifies the following major findings: 

 Perambur evolved from a peripheral settlement into an 

important urban locality as Madras expanded northwards. 

 Railway development was the principal catalyst for 

nineteenth-century urbanisation. Railway workshops, 

stations and colonies generated employment and 
encouraged settlement growth. 

 Industrialisation transformed the economic structure of 

the locality. Railway workshops, textile industries and 

later ICF created a strong industrial employment base. 

 Perambur developed a distinctive multicultural identity. 

The railway system encouraged the settlement of Anglo-

Indian and other working communities, resulting in the 

development of schools, churches, residential colonies 

and social institutions. 

 The locality contributed significantly to India's labour 

history. The growth of industrial employment created 

conditions for organised worker mobilisation and trade-

union activity. 

 Perambur became associated with the wider nationalist 
movement. Labour activism created an important 

connection between workers' rights, social reform and the 

struggle for self-government. 

 The establishment of ICF marked a transition from 

colonial industrialisation to post-independence industrial 

development. It strengthened India's domestic railway 

manufacturing capacity and reinforced Perambur's role as 

an industrial centre. 

 Religious, educational and community institutions 

contributed to social development. These institutions 

helped establish Perambur as more than an industrial 
settlement by providing education, healthcare, cultural 

activities and community services. 

 Urban development altered the historical environmental 

landscape. The reduction of tanks, wetlands and 

traditional drainage systems increased the vulnerability of 

several low-lying areas to flooding. 

 Perambur's present identity is the outcome of multiple 

historical processes. Its railway heritage, industrial 

economy, labour movement, multicultural communities, 

institutions and environmental challenges are 

interconnected rather than independent developments. 

 

VI. CONCLUSION 

 

The findings demonstrate that Perambur played a 

significant role in the historical growth of Madras and the 

subsequent development of Chennai. Its importance extends 

beyond its railway identity. The locality represents a historical 

relationship between transportation, industrialisation, labour, 

migration, community formation and urban expansion. The 

railway provided the initial stimulus, industries created 

employment, communities established social institutions, and 

post-independence industrial projects strengthened its 
economic importance. 

 

At the same time, the historical transformation produced 

environmental pressures. The conversion of natural and 

agricultural landscapes into industrial, residential and 

transportation infrastructure contributed to the loss of 

traditional ecological systems. Therefore, the development of 

Perambur presents both the benefits and challenges of 

urbanisation. 

 

Overall, the review establishes Perambur as an 

important case study for understanding the transformation of 
Madras from a colonial city into a modern metropolitan 

region. Its historical significance is reflected in its 

contribution to railway development, industrial production, 

organised labour, social and cultural life, and the physical 

expansion of Chennai. Future development policies should 

therefore consider both the area's economic importance and 

the conservation of its historical, cultural and environmental 

heritage. 

https://icf.indianrailways.gov.in/works/uploads/File/Profile%282%29.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
https://icf.indianrailways.gov.in/works/uploads/File/Profile%282%29.pdf?utm_source=chatgpt.com
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VII. RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

The historical development of Perambur highlights the 

need for an integrated approach to future urban planning and 

heritage conservation. First, the important railway, industrial, 

religious and labour heritage sites should be systematically 

documented, protected and incorporated into local heritage-
management programmes. Second, historical structures such 

as railway colonies, churches, labour institutions and 

significant industrial buildings should be conserved while 

allowing appropriate adaptive reuse. Third, the remaining 

open spaces and natural drainage channels should be 

protected to improve the area's environmental resilience. 

Restoration of selected historical water bodies and 

improvement of storm-water drainage can help reduce 

recurring flood risks. Fourth, local authorities should promote 

heritage-based educational programmes, walking trails and 

community museums to increase public awareness of 

Perambur's contribution to Chennai's history. Finally, future 
infrastructure and housing development should consider the 

area's historical character, population density and 

environmental vulnerability. Collaboration among 

government agencies, railway authorities, researchers, local 

communities and heritage organisations is essential for 

achieving sustainable development while preserving 

Perambur's distinctive historical identity. 

 

REFERENCES 

 

[1]. Chennai Metropolitan Development Authority. 
(2008). Second master plan for Chennai metropolitan 

area, 2026: Volume I—Vision, strategies and action 

plans. Government of Tamil Nadu.  

[2]. Government of India, Ministry of Railways. (2014). 

Report of the Comptroller and Auditor General of 

India on the working of Integral Coach Factory, 

Chennai. Comptroller and Auditor General of India.  

[3]. Indian Engineering Heritage. (2015). Indian 

engineering heritage: Railways—Rolling stock, 

coaches. Indian National Academy of Engineering.  

[4]. Indian Railways. (2017). Coach manufacturing units 

in railways. Press Information Bureau, Government of 
India.  

[5]. Indian Railways. (n.d.). Classified list of gazetted 

establishment of Indian Railways. Railway Board, 

Ministry of Railways, Government of India.  

[6]. Indian Railway Fan Club Association. (n.d.). Indian 

Railways FAQ: Production units and workshops.  

[7]. Mookerjee, S. (2021). Integral Coach Factory—

Tracing the roots: History unearthed. The Rail 

Enthusiasts' Society.  

[8]. Tamil Nadu Archives and Historical Research. (n.d.). 

Gazetteers and archival records. Government of 
Tamil Nadu.  

[9]. Tamil Nadu History Congress. (2007). Proceedings of 

the Tamil Nadu History Congress: Labour and 

political movements in Madras. Tamil Nadu History 

Congress.  

[10]. Veeraraghavan, D. (1987). The making of the Madras 

working class: From the 1870s to 1920. Oxford 

University Press.  

[11]. Madras Labour Union. (n.d.). The Madras Labour 

Union of the Buckingham and Carnatic Mills. Indian 

Labour Archives.  

[12]. Ministry of Railways. (n.d.). Integral Coach Factory, 

Perambur. Parliament Digital Library, Government of 

India.  

[13]. Swaminathan, V. (2015). Integral Coach Factory: 
Tracing the roots—History unearthed. Integral Coach 

Factory, Chenna 

 

 


