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Celebrating Earth Day!

HOTOS PRIYA SUNDARAVALLI

pril 22nd witnessed an unprecedented celebration of
Earth Day in Auroville with a spontanedus outpouring of
programmes and activities. There was an Eco-Film
Festival, a two-day workshop ‘Understanding Soil and
Plant Physiology’, and a Green Toddler programme. At Savitri Bhavan one could lis-
ten to a recording from The Mother “For Earth and Men”, Savitri’s prayer to the Divine and the
response of the Supreme, and get a booklet specially prepared for Earth Day of relevant passages
from Savitri. '
Pollution-free or less polluting modes of transport were on show, such as the Auroville Bio-Bullet
motorbike, running on a mixture of diesel and Straight Vegetable Oil (SVO); a Bio-Trike running on
Auroville ‘biodiesel’; the latest version of the Mahindra Bijlee electric three-wheeler; the REVA
co:npact electric car; and a range of bicycles from the Honesty Cycle House, Pondicherry, which
offered an attractive Earth Day discount of Rs 999.00 on the purchase of Firefox mountain-
bikes.

During the day, almost all Auroville restaurants and a few non-Auroville restaurants in
the vicinity agreed to serve only vegetarian food as the production of vegetarian food puts
much less pressure on the environment than meat production. Another person who was
doing something in a small way for the environment was Mr G.Yuvaraj of New Pizzeria,
who used ecological plates made of plant materials instead of cardboard for packing and for
home delivery of his pizzas.

Those who wanted their old T-shirts dyed blue were invited to give them a free dip at
The Colours of Nature natural indigo-dying unit. The Auroville Earth Institute conducted
an awareness programme on earth architecture. The farmers and food producers pitched in
with an organic farmers and food products market. In the Town Hall a series of speakers
presented 10 minute lectures on carbon-neutralising Auroville; sustainable grasses at
Matrimandir; The WELL Project for village women learning handicrafts with recyclable
materials; the ‘No More Pesticides!” campaign; the énd of the plastic plague, introducing
100% degradable plastics; and how to save water in Auroville. Representatives from

. Greenpeace India talked about their work in places like Bhopal, Alang, and Cuddalore.

The grand finale was held at Kalabhumi where a range of activitics and games forchil- - _
dren was organised. The ‘Unicorns’ from Transition School performed their play ‘“Toad of ... ==
Toad Hall’, and in the evening some ‘Songs for the Earth” were sung by children from -
Udavi School, followed by hip-hop dancing by our Auroville tecnagcrs An orgamc selec-
tion of musicians played till mid- .
night.

Compared to last year, this
year’s Earth Day celebration
involved many more Aurovilians
and Auroville units. And this
time there were no aggressively-
green Auroville pre-teens and
teens banging pots or ringing

bells at motorcyclists — though we noticed that many
Aurovilians had not followed the suggestion ‘See you on
your cycle and leave your motorbike at home.”
Carel
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AUROVILLE FOUNDATION

Governing Board meets

Members of the Governing Board of the Auroville Foundation visited
Auroville on March 29th and 30th for their postponed meeting.

n the evening of March 29th the
Governing Board met with the members
of the Working Committee and repre-
sentatives of various units and working
groups to inform itself of developments.
The next morning chairman Dr. Karan Singh
opened two buildings and laid the foundation
stone for a third one. That afternoon the Board
met, and in the early evening interacted with
the community in the SAWCHU building.
“With all the excitement about ‘offices of
profit,” it is a miracle that I am here at all,”
began Dr. Karan Singh in his talk to the com-
munity. He was referring to the controversy
which was front-page news in the Indian
newspapers some weeks ago, when, in

standstill in the last two and a half years. To
deal with this issue the Board had set up the
Land Consolidation Committee in its meeting
in September 2005. It now instructed the
Acting Secretary Mr. Srinivasamurthy to con-
vene its first meeting and restart the process of
land acquisition. “For,” said Dr. Karan Singh,
“unless we acquire that land, any talk of build-
ing the city is unrealistic.”

On this topic he mentioned that the Board
is still studying the proposal submitted by
Roger Anger about how to proceed building
the city. [see AVToday March 2006, issue
208]. “Now that the Matrimandir, apart from

the wake of Mrs. Sonia Gandhi’s resig-
nation as a Lok Sabha [Lower House of
Parliament, eds.] member, he resigned
as Rajya Sabha, [Upper House of
Parliament, eds.] member to uphold the
highest principles of polity and propri-
ety. “The Indian Government is studying
the issue. Meanwhile, I am happy that
my psychic commitment to and contact
with Auroville is continuing,” he said.
Dr. Karan Singh then briefly talked
about a few major topics which the
Board had dealt with. In order to help
obtain the exemption from income tax
which the Auroville Foundation had
enjoyed before, the Board approved the cre-
ation of an Auroville Unity Fund, though it is
aware that its modus operandi and guidelines
still need to be worked out. [see AVToday
October 2005, issue 201] “The last thing we
want is our commercial units having to pay
vast sums of money to the Income Tax
Authority when that money is needed for the
development of Auroville,” said Dr. Karan
Singh. “The setting up of the Auroville Unity
Fund is an important milestone in the evolution
of Auroville as a unified community.”
Another major problem is the question of
land acquisition, which has come to a total

AUROVILLE FOUNDATION

Touched by ‘ubuntu’

NVIOIHOD ‘SOLOHd

Aurovilians; how a small community of 1800
people, which is hardly a village — a small vil-
lage in India would have 18,000 people! — is
able to produce such a lot of creative work in

The Mitra Trainees Hostel

the gardens, is nearing completion and
should be ready by Auroville’s next
birthday on 28th February 2007, the next
phase has started, which is to build the
city. We have to apply our minds as to
how we are going to get the money, and
how to create a structure and appropriate
organization to build the city. That is the
next serious question we have to deal
with.”

Referring to the earlier interaction with
community members and his morning activi-
ties, Dr. Karan Singh reflected that he remains
“profoundly impressed by the creativity of the

The new exhibit hall and audio-visual room at the
Visitors® Centre

different fields. I think it shows that there is
some force working in Auroville, despite the
apparent discords and the conflicts that surface
from time to time. If we keep ourselves open to

Dr. Karan Singh laying the foundation stone for the Auroville Foundation office building

the light, to the inner light, I am sure that
Auroville will continue to progress in the
future very rapidly. That is my personal
belief.”

Asked about Auroville’s image in
New Delhi, Dr. Karan Singh mentioned
that it has definitely improved, but he
warned that “it is really up to the com-
munity to see that it functions in such a
way that the image continues to
improve.” He concluded that he looks
upon Auroville as part of the broader
Sri  Aurobindo movement, which
includes the Ashram, the Sri Aurobindo
Society, Auroville International, and all
people who are interested in Sri
Aurobindo. “I think that there is a
growing interest around the world now
in the philosophy of Sri Aurobindo.
More and more people are beginning to

wonder about consciousness. Despite the
outer tsunami of materialism there is also
an inner spiritual growth in the world. Sri
Aurobindo’s philosophy and the way the
Mother has amplified it and Auroville as the
symbol of it are going to become increasingly
important in the years to come.” Carel

PHOTO FRIEDERIKE

bond that eternally

Africa—a one-woman play; written in

Glimpses of the 23rd Annual Meeting of Auroville
International in Cape Town, South Africa -

n March 2006 we had our first
Auroville International (AVI)
meeting on African soil. No
better place could have been
chosen as a venue than.Cape
Town which is known as the Mother
_ City of South Africa. Africa and
Auroville are both places of a new
beginning, Africa being the cradle of
humanity and Auroville striving to
become the cradle of a new society.
We were reminded of the Mother’s
own physical connection with the
African continent through her mother
coming from Egypt. So there may be
a deeper significance to our holding
the meeting in South Africa at a time
when Matrimandir, the House of the
Mother and golden symbol of the
highest consciousness, is approaching
completion.

This feeling of deep underlying
importance was most tangible when
we visited Table Mountain. With its
incredibly strong physical presence it
is regarded by many as the basic,
Muladhara chakra of the world.
Standing on top of Table Mountain at
sunset, holding hands in a big circle,
chanting OM together, our African
friends singing “Nkosi sikelel’
iAfrica” (Lord, bless Africa), the
South African anthem, and our Indian
friends answering with “Vande
Mataram™ — this aroused more than
sentimental feelings!

For the first time at an AVI meet-
ing the three bodies founded by the
Mother — the Ashram, Auroville and
Auroville International — were well
represented in Cape Town. From the
Ashram came Dr. Chamanlal Gupta,
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Dr. Alok Pandey and Sraddhalu
Ranade, Auroville sent fourteen
members, five of whom were of
Indian and two of African origin, and
AVT representatives came from nine
different countries. Altogether people
of 19 different nationalities joined the
meeting, a beautiful assortment of
colours and languages, out of which
the local Xhosa language with its
amazing click consonants attracted
the greatest attention.

During the first three meeting
days we stayed at Lynedoch
Sustainability Institute and
EcoVillage, just outside Cape Town.
These days gave us an experience of
the townships around Cape Town,
with their activists and community
projects. Some of us lodged in one of
the townships, with warm-hearted
black African families opening their
homes to us. Our guided tours
through the township revealed a lot of
the social problems South Africa is
still facing: the different populations
still don’t really mix, townships are
still predominantly either “black” or
“coloured”, with the white population
close to zero. The family structures
are often shattered, with an over-
whelming percentage of single moth-
ers — the legacy of AIDS but also at
least partly a result of black labour
policies of the Apartheid regime
which systematically separated men
from their families. There was also a
high rate of alcoholism and related
violence and a general lack of self-
confidence which results in inertia
and fatalism. It was uplifting to meet
wonderful, dedicated people working

Final gathering on top of Table ountain

in the townships to encourage
women’s and youth groups and sup-
port other educational initiatives.
Some seed money was collected at the
meeting for a créche in a township
which will be called “Auroville”.

A visit to Robben Island, where
Nelson Mandela has spent most of his
27 years of imprisonment and many
other freedom fighters were incarcer-
ated, left another strong impression.
Our tour guide brought us to the lime
quarries where Nelson Mandela and
his comrades were subject to hard
labour, damaging their eyes in the
burning sun reflected by the brilliant
white lime. But instead of being phys-
ically and psychologically-broken,
the political prisoners started in the
quarries lessons in all kinds of sub-
jects, thus laying the knowledge foun-
dation for the society they were aspir-
ing to build. What an incredibly
strong example of the power and ulti-
mate victory of human dream and
vision over the most adverse condi-
tions!

The second part of our meeting
was dedicated to presentations and
exchange. Ms. Ruchira Kamboj, High
Commissioner of India, gave the
opening speech. She spoke of the

his first Satyagraha
campaign in South
Africa.

Alok and
Sraddhalu  started
the  presentations
with talks on “The

Ideal of Human
Unity in the Light of
Sri°  Aurobindo”,

reminding us that no outer system can
ever win lasting peace and happiness
unless people are ready for a change
of consciousness. The next presenta-
tion impressively showed how far
South Africans are already prepared
for this change. Ginn Fourie, a white
mother whose daughter had been
killed 1993 in a bomb attack, spoke
together with Letlapa Mphahlele, a
black member of the former militant
wing of the Pan African Congress
who had given the order for the
attack. They met in the Truth and
Reconciliation Commission hearings
and now work together to help heal
the wounds of the past. As Ginn put it,
“It is only at the moment when you
can identify with the other person that
you can be liberated yourself.”

I don’t have enough space in this
article to mention all the extremely
interesting presentations from African
and Auroville. But I have to mention
the wide variety of cultural perfor-
mances we enjoyed, with classical
Indian and modern African and
Brazilian dance, singing, reciting
poems — we had two young black
African poet-rappers showing their
great skills and Meenakshi answering
with a poem dedicated to the youth of

connects South  prison, a wide variety of films and
Africa’swithIndia’s  videos and more.

freedom struggle, A third part of the meeting was
for Mahatma  dedicated to the AVI Board meeting
Gandhi organized and General Assembly. The venue

was the Temenos Retreat Center,
which is dedicated to bringing world
religions together. A Lakshmi statue
was waiting to be consecrated there
and the Temenos community was
delighted to have Meenakshi,
Sraddhalu and Venkat perform the
consecration ceremony. There are
major changes in AVI since our for-
mer chairman Sonia Dyne (AVI UK)
resigned due to personal reasons. The
new chairman is Julian Lines (AVI
USA) and the vice-chairpeople are
Sonia Dyne and Toby Neuman (AVI
Netherlands). We also said farewell to
our previous Auroville representative,
Tine, thanking her for her many years
of dedicated service and for helping
our new representative, Kathy, famil-
iarize herself with the work.

Finally we expressed our deep
gratitude to Jasmin and Aravinda
Maheshwari, our AVI South Africa
liaisons, for their immense dedication
and untiring efforts to make this meet-
ing happen.

“Ubuntu”, the underlying spiritu-
al principle of the South African
Rainbow Nation, describes in one
word the idea of equality and dignity
of all people, the sisterhood and
brotherhood of all mankind and the
sacredness of life. It felt as if the
ubuntu spirit touched us throughout
the meeting, evoking the impression
of Auroville's soul meeting the soul
of Africa.

Friederike
AVI Secretary

(For more details of the meeting visit
www.auroville.africa.org)




SPIRITUAL LIFE

Doing yoga in Auroville
“I do not want to pry into your spiritual life, but you are here to study yoga. What sort of spiritual development are
you all doing?” asked Dr. Karan Singh. He suggested, with a grin, that this might be an interesting topic for Auroville

Today. It certainly is.

esponses to Dr. Karan
Singh’s
have been pronounced.
Some people challenge
his right to ask the
question, particularly in view of the
hidden sting in his conclusion that
‘if the Aurovilians are not doing
yoga, then they are not following the
Charter of Auroville.” “Is he imply-
ing that those people shouldn’t be in
Auroville?” asked one person indig-
nantly. Other Aurovilians consider
that the Chairman has a perfect right
to ask this question. They point to
the first line of Auroville’s Charter
which asks those living in Auroville
‘To be willing servitors of the
Divine Consciousness’ and to The
Mother’s numerous writings on
what it means to be an Aurovilian.

Reactions apart, answers to the
question have been hardly forth-
coming. Only Alain Grandcolas
spoke up during the interaction. He
replied that he believed that more
than 50% of the Aurovilians are giv-
ing priority to inner life. Asked by
Auroville Today to corroborate this
statement, Alain admits that his is
an educated guess — and most proba-
bly on the low side. He has been
doing some research on yoga in
Auroville, and is conducting inter-
views with selected Aurovilians. “I
discovered that most of the people
who apparently are leading a normal
life are in fact giving priority to
their inner life,” he says. He
explains, “Giving priority to inner
life means that there is a connection
to one’s inner being, that to some
extent one’s life is guided by the
psychic. Whenever they take a deci-
sion, they listen to how they inward-
ly feel about that decision, and they
act according to the indication they
receive.”

Alain’s figure of 50% (at least!)
is backed up by a survey on spiritu-
ality in Auroville conducted by two
Dutch students. In 2005, Sandra ter
Huurne and Erik Jan Tillema, stu-
dents of Religious Studies and
Philosophy at the Free University of
Amsterdam, asked 101 Aurovilians
and Newcomers how the philosoph-
ical ideas of Sri Aurobindo and the
Mother are realized in Auroville. To
the question if they practice Integral
Yoga, 77% of the respondents
answered they (tried to) practise it;
11% replied that they practice
another yoga; and 7% said that they

observation

He does it all. He does it all, He is .

ble.

shquld 1 act?

The El'klllllctlnel_' about ‘domg yoga‘

‘There's nothing to say — if you sincerely want to get out of it, it's really not

so difficult: there's nothing to do but leave everything to the Lord. And

.. it's so wonderfull So wonderfull

. He takes anything, even what we cail a quite ordmary intelligence, and

;then He simply shows you how to put that intelligence aside, lay it to rest

~ “There now, keep still, don't stir, don't bother me; | don't need you."
And then a door opens — you don't even feel you have to ope
wide open, and you're led through to the other
who does all ﬂns not you. And then

Oh, aII this fnghtful toil, this effort of the mind to _nderstand  gects
Struggling, giving itself headaches — phewl ..... Absolutely useless

absolutely useless. It leads nowhere, except to more confusion.
* You find yourself facing a so- called problem: What am | to say’? What
? He There is.

it; it's
de. It's Someone else
the othe way becomes 1mp ssi-

10 do! Nothmg butto

“Spiritual atmosphere’ is the
name given by the Mother to the
Neem flower.

tual life is there, most of us still live
like ordinary human beings most of
the time, while some of us seem to
be doing nothing else. “Our own
‘Aurobindonian’ brand of spirituali-
ty is not strongly enough expressed
here. It is still not a sufficiently
dominant strand in our collective
life,” she says.

“One reason is histori-
cal,” says Shraddhavan.
“Some people miss having
a living guru who gives
daily guidance. And we
had a difficult past when
Auroville broke away
from the Ashram.” She
refers to the early days of
Auroville when there was
a strong feeling in some
that all that was available
from the Sri Aurobindo
Ashram was just mumbo-

do not practise any yoga whatsoev-
er. Asked whether they read any lit-
erature about or by Sri Aurobindo or
The Mother, 93% replied ‘yes’ and
only 6% said ‘no.
Is this conclusive evidence of a
spiritualising society? “I wish it
as,” sighed Shraddhavan, “but I
can’t believe it. I would assume that
if 70% of the Aurovilians were real-
ly practicing Integral Yoga, we
should be witnessing a completely
different society than the one we’ve
got.” Shraddhavan believes that,
even if the aspiration to live a spiri-

jumbo; that all that was
needed was The
Adventure of Consciousness or
Mother’s Agenda. At the same time,
there was a tendency to a zealous
and excessive use of quotations,
which resulted in a kind of ‘Mother-
said’ syndrome. Moreover, quota-
tions were often used by people who
themselves were not living up to
what they quoted. Says
Shraddhavan, “As a kind of inheri-
tance from those years, some
Aurovilians, and Auroville’s youth
in particular, developed a disgust
and do not want to hear any more
speeches about The Mother and Sri

" TIVAVYYANNS VAN OLOHd

Aurobindo. Many Aurovilians also
have developed a healthy reluctance
to speak about something they feel
they cannot live up to. We do not
want to be marked as a sect, we do
not want to preach, and in conse-
quence, we leave

Finally there is the aspect of col-
lective yoga. Says Shraddhavan: “I
believe that The Mother has created
a special concentration of energy in
Auroville to accelerate the yoga of
evolution. When she talked about
collective yoga, she conveyed not
only that everybody who connects
gets affected, but also that the force
field acts like a churn, making all
that needs to change rise up. This
may be one of the reasons why
Auroville seems such an impossible
society at times, with so many prob-
lems surfacing.”

Yet, Shraddhavan is convinced
that the path almost all Aurovilians
— “surely 70% or even more,” she
says — are following is the path of
dedicated work. “This is the hall-
mark of Auroville. For most of us
this is not yet real Karma Yoga,
which for me implies a conscious
constant consecration of all activi-
ties to the Lord of the Yoga. But it is
an offering of lives and capacities,
energies and resources to the ideal
of a better world and a higher con-
sciousness and as much perfection
as possible. In addition, many peo-
ple are trying to gain more knowl-
edge, both by studying and concen-
tration, and there is a strong though
fairly silent current of devotion too.
The fact that all this offering to a

people free to their
own inner develop-
ment — but perhaps
fail to pass on infor-
mation about our own
inspiring experiences
that would be helpful
to others.” 2

Another reason is
that Auroville’s path
of Karma Yoga is
probably not suffi-
ciently understood.
The Mother, in Her
last message to.
Auroville, stressed
that the particular
yoga Aurovilians are

supposed to be doing
is Karma Yoga, which has as focal
point the surrender of all one’s
activities to the Divine. But many
people need help to understand and
practice this path, and there is no
one in Auroville who offers it.
Individuals are left to themselves.
Perhaps for this reason quite a few
Aurovilians and Newcomers feel the

_ need to visit other gurus or attend

other disciplines. In recent years,
Savitri Bhavan has been inviting
lecturers from the Sri Aurobindo
Ashram and elsewhere, and their
courses are increasingly well attend-
ed. “Those who have grown up in
the Ashram carry something spe-
cial,” says Shraddhavan, which is
perhaps one of the reasons for the
growing attendance. Another one
may be an increasing inner need.

higher ideal is made within the
force-field of the Mother’s forma-
tion means that it should have much
more effect than mere idealism ever
normally does.”

So is Auroville a spiritualising
society? The problems and historic
setbacks notwithstanding, both
Shraddhavan and Alain reply with a
forceful ‘yes’ but add that
Auroville’s spiritual society is still
in its infancy. “But,” says
Shraddhavan, “while I’m not at all
satisfied with the state of Auroville
as it is today, I’'m also not ready to
accept any criticism of Auroville
from anyone who is not participat-
ing in the effort — for only those
people who participate are in a posi-
tion to understand the difficulties
Aurovilians face.” Carel

New Book

o mark the 50th
Anniversary  of  the
Supramental manifestation
in February this year, a
book called ‘Darshan.” has
been compiled. The book contains per-
sonal reminiscences of Aurovilians
and Ashramites. Their recollections
are not only touching but also very
informative. For those who did not
have the opportunity to meet The
Mother physically, this collection of
stories about how The Mother entered
is a treasure.
email

the devotees’ life
For more information
varadharajan@auroville.org.in

o _

In brief

Land
Consolidation
Committee

By order dated 14th March
2006, the Chairman of the
Auroville Foundation nomi-
nated 5 of the 11 members of

the Land Consolidation
Committee. Earlier, the
Residents’ Assembly had

nominated the other 6 mem-
bers. The tenure of the mem-
bers will be two years. In view
of the long delay in setting up
the Committee, the
Governing Board urged the
Committee to expedite and
re-start the process of land
acquisition and consolidation.

Study Group on
Organization

On March 16th, a General
Meeting created a Study
Group on Organization to
make proposals for a proper
internal  organisation  of
Auroville. The Group is mean-
while taking the pulse of the
residents through compiling
and circulating a question-
naire dealing with informa-
tion, discussion, organization
and decision making in
Auroville. The information
gathered will help identify the
direction for a new organiza-
tion for Auroville, which
should minimize the growing
communication-gap between
the residents and the working
groups and promote transpar-
ent communication within the
community.

Passings

On March, 27, 2006, Manou
died. Jakareya Manou joined
Auroville Electrical Service as
an office staff member and
became an Aurovilian in
1984. Afterwards he pio-
neered an air-ticketing unit
for Aurovilians. He later gift-
ed the unit to The Travel Shop
— Inside India, as he saw more
benefit for Auroville in joining
the two units than allowing
them to continue as two sep-
arate entities. He was one of
the founders and executives

of SEWA, the Small
Employees Welfare
Association, he coordinated
the Auroville Board of

Commerce, and functioned in
the Working Committee for
several years. He also took
care of SAIIER's accounting
and was involved in
llaignarkal School. He was
buried at Auroville's burial
ground in Adventure and a
special concentration was
held at llaignarkal school.

Auroville Choir
concerts

The Auroville Choir, conduct-
ed by Nuria, gave two end-

of-season performances in -
Pitanga, and one in the
Cathedral des Anges in

Pondicherry. The 29 member
choir sang 15th Century
Spanish songs of anonymous
or unknown Spanish com-
posers, late renaissance com-
posers Orlando di Lassus,
Claudio  Monteverdi and
Michael Praetorius, and Bach,
Brahms, Rheinberger and
Kodaly.

Auroville's Children's Choir,
also conducted by Nuria, gave
a concert at Pitanga Hall with
music from anonymous 18th
century  composers  and
Fugain, Duteil, Coulais and
Andrew Lloyd Webber. There
was also a song from Walt
Disney's Aladdin.
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Regina and the forest

An enthusiast speaks about the AUI'OViIIé Green Belt: what has béen achieved over the years, and what are the

greatest threats to it today.

he Green Belt is
‘ ‘ Auroville’s only
protection,”
says Regina.
“But a lot of

people don’t realize its importance.
There should be more consciousness
of the land, of our natural environ-
ment.”

Regina’s great passion is nature,
there is absolutely no doubt about
that. She lives in the midst of her ele-
ment, the forest, in Newlands, a com-
munity in the Green Belt, together
with her partner Robi and their
twelve year old daughter Keya. They
live in a beautiful, tiled roof house
built on stilts over a pond, depending
on solar power for electricity and on
a windmill for their water supply.

The house, with its distinct
Japanese inspiration, was designed
and built by Regina, who studied and
specialized in tropical architecture in
her native country, Germany. It was
built keeping environmental sustain-
ability in mind. The mud walls, plas-
tered with cow dung, are covered
with white potter’s clay and the floor
is slabs of green cadappa stone. The
sliding doors and windows help the
spaces inside the house blend harmo-
niously into the natural surroundings.
“The living space is not restricted to
the inside,” explains Regina, “you
can open it up and extend it to the
garden, where you can sit down
under the trees.”

Behind the house, a beautiful
grand old Rain Tree and a Service
Tree are in bloom, an explosion of
golden yellow flowers. All around
there is a multitude of bird songs,
and an amazing variety of insects
humming, buzzing and chirping.

A nature sanctuary

Regina’s dream is to work,
together with other nature enthusiasts
in Auroville, on creating a nature
sanctuary in the region, of which the
Green Belt would be a part. “We
have lots of ideas,” she says “like
reintroducing wildlife, and having
animal corridors which would con-
nect to the outer forests. If we had
the land, we could even create corri-
dors all the way down to the
Kallivelli watershed, and to the
QOusteri Lake. We would also very
much like to have a scientific labora-
tory to study reforestation from

wasteland onwards,” she continues.
“We could find out how the soil
changes, at which stage the bacteria
and fungi come in, when the under-
growth begins, when the insects start
to appear. It would be fascinating!”

Over the years, Regina has
worked on documenting the growth
of Auroville’s forest through the
medium of photography. “When you
see slides from the early days, and
then you see the forest today, you
really get a sense of what has been
achieved.”

An Auroville nature guide

She has also been working with
Aurosylle and Jana on putting
together an Auroville nature guide.
They have been doing research and

Photograph by Regina of an old cashew tree growing wild in the
Forecomers/Newlands forest; Right: The nocturnal Slender Loris

accumulating as much information as
possible on the different mammals,
reptiles, birds and insects of the area.
“We are in the process of creating a
unique Auroville nature guide. It
would explain how everything came
to be, the whole regeneration
process, and which plants came in
which succession. It would be beau-
tifully illustrated, with information
about the habits of the animals, birds
and insects, what they eat, where
they hide...”

“When you start getting interest-
ed in nature and wildlife, it’s endless,

. you keep making new discoveries.

It’s fascinating! Look at the termites
for example. Where do they get their
water from? During the summer,
when there hasn’t been any rain for
months, all of a sud-
den these fresh, moist
termite mounds
appear. And they actu-
ally get the water from
the aquifers, they
sometimes dig up to
forty metres to get to
it. Just imagine!”

As we speak, a

beautiful  butterfly
flutters by. “It’s a
Blue Mormon,”
Regina exclaims.

“They started appear-
ing around here in the
early nineties, after we
had a few years of
very good monsoons.”
She explains how they
lay their eggs in
lemon trees and the

caterpillars feed on their leaves.

The increase of wildlife
Over the years, a multitude of

" new insects, dozens of different

species of birds, as well as a number
of reptiles and mammals have been
reappearing in the
forests. Witnessing
this has been one of
Regina’s greatest
joys. “It’s really
exciting! Where does
all this wildlife come
from?” she wonders.
She mentions that
in the early days of
Auroville, some thirty
different species of
birds were recorded.

Today, there
are more than one hundred and thir-
ty. A lot of them are migratory birds,
but some stay over in the summer,
like the Golden Oriole, which started
appearing in the eighties.

There are also a variety of mam-
mals dwelling in the forests. The
more common and well known are
squirrels, jackals and civet cats.
There is also the occasional monkey.
Wild cats have also appeared, and
there have even been sightings of
barking deer. Then there are porcu-
pines, different species of turtles and
the star tortoise.

Some years ago Regina even
spotted a Slender Loris, a tiny noc-
turnal primate with large round eyes.
“It is very secretive and remains

hidden. It is extremely rare to sight
one. It was really a special darshan.
The fact that all this wildlife is com-
ing back on its own is a clear indica-
tor that the work we have been doing
on the land is paying off. It’s really
rewarding
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not the only one. The canyon is not
protected. “On the other side of the
canyon, towards Pondicherry, there
is an open sewage farm, tons of
garbage are being burned
and there is illegal mining

Regina

“But on the other hand,” she says
“we have to be aware that the envi-
ronment we have helped cre-
ate, the forest, is very fragile.
And there is a lot of pressure
from the outside.”

The threats

A couple of weeks ago, a
plot of land situated right at
the entrance of the Newlands-
Forecomers forest was
bought and walled off: “More
and more people from
Pondicherry are buying land close to
the Green Belt area for real estate
development. They wall off the com-
pound and put up ‘Farm houses’.
Pondicherry is growing, everybody
wants to invest their money in real
estate. And they are ready to pay a
very high price per acre, sums that
Auroville cannot match. It’s a very
serious threat and if we don’t get it
under control now, it will be too
late,” Regina warns.

“I am normally a cheerful and
absolutely happy person,” she says,
“put this is really draining me. And
it’s difficult to keep going and have
faith that things will get better.”

While real estate development is
without doubt the greatest threat, it is

Dill and snake-gourd flowers photographed by Regina
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of the land.

“We have to protect
the land! I think that’s the
real  urgency,”  says
Regina, with a lot of emo-

_tion. “There has to be a
legal protection for our
Green Belt, our canyons.
Otherwise all our work
could be reduced to noth-
ing. And it is not just
Auroville and the Green
Belt which need to be
protected, it’s the whole
bio-region, the whole
arca. We still live in par-
adise, but it’s paradise in
the midst of Kali Yuga.”

Environmental
education

“The children are the
future,” she says, “And
that is why, some years
ago, I started environmen-
tal education.” She has

worked with students
from various schools:
Transition, Udavi and

New Creation. Recently
she also got involved in
Joss’s  project, the
Nadukuppam School. “We have to
educate everybody, not just the
Auroville children. It’s also the chil-
dren of the surrounding villages that
we have to reach.” =

When she starts speaking of her
work with the children, Regina’s
eyes light up and she’s very enthusi-
astic. “I take them for walks through
the forest, explain to them how nat-
ural regeneration works, introduce
them to the wildlife. We play games
and try to have fun. My goal now is
to get them interested, to make them
aware of their environment. Then we
can go deeper into the subject. When
they are very young, you can really
get through to them. And there are
such amazing children around!

“It’s not just about going into the
forest, playing games and being
loud,” she continues, “It’s about
focusing, listening, observing. I've
also been compiling passages from
the Mother, for my work with the
children. She writes a lot about the
importance of creating a connection
with nature, of communicating with
nature.”

Though the threats to the land are
many and the challenges may some-
times seem insurmountable, Regina

is not one to give up.
“One can only
protect what one

loves,” she concludes,
“There is so much the
land has to offer.
There is so much
overwhelming beauty
around. Walking the
land for all these
years, seeing the for-
est grow, has given
me so much joy. I've
got so much more out
of it then I can ever
give back. I feel it is
my duty to share that
joy, to make others
see the beauty of the
leaf patterns, to help
them discover the
land.”

Emmanuelle
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