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ver the last few years the
month of January has wit-
nessed a number of events

marking the development of sec-
ondary education in Auroville. The
first occurred when the Center for
Further learning (CFL) was inaugu-
rated on January 3rd 1996 at the Last
School Campus near Aspiration.
Largely inspired by Luc, CFL
opened with the aim of providing an
alternative educational option to
Auroville students, who wished to
obtain an internationally recognized
qualification. Many students in the
age group of 13-19 were at that time
studying elsewhere: approximately
15 at Kodaikanal’s International
School and around 12 at the French
Lycée in Pondicherry, as well as at
various other schools in India and
abroad.

CFL currently follows a program
based on the British GCE O and A
level syllabi. However, exams are
not compulsory and the students take
them when they and their teachers
feel they are ready to do so.
Obtaining a certificate to be able to
attend an external college is not the
only reason for registering for an
exam. It may be to evaluate one's
own progress or be as an incentive to
study more seriously. Yet, while
exams continue to be important
value-added features, the main aim
at CFL remains the integral develop-
ment of the student. The Center
offers a wide choice of extra-curric-
ular subjects such as music, art, ecol-
ogy ‘and computer  studies.
(However, it is surprising to find
architecture and urban planning
absent.) Says Chali, a full-time
teacher and coordinator at CFL,
“The teacher-student relationship is
primarily to be a relation of trust.
Students choose their own mentor,
with whom they feel comfortable
and we closely interact on the matter
of subjects and curriculum.”

Currently there are thirty-two

e The four entrances of
Matrimandir

Aurovilian students at CFL, while
there are only four at Kodaikanal and
around five at the Lycée. This is
ample proof that the aspiration and
efforts of Luc and others are bearing
fruit, and the program is appreciated
and has taken root.

Yet the team at CFL hasn’t been
resting on its laurels. It has been
actively exploring new ways of cre-
ating a more conducive and better-
equipped environment for a larger
number of students. The opportunity
arose with the allocation by Gateway
of one crore rupees (US$ 200,000)
for a secondary education building.
On January 1st 2000 a small ground-
breaking ceremony, centered around
the planting of a Service tree sapling,
marked the start of a new school
complex in the Transformation area
at a stone throw from Transition
Primary School. Following three
years of design, planning and con-
struction, another January 1st will
see the inauguration of the new cam-
pus. The core team of the new school
had aptly called it Future School.
But that name was unanimously
rejected by the students. They prefer
a much more conventional name.
Explains Jivatma: “Now it is our
future school, but once we have
moved there the name does not apply
anymore.” Philip is even more out-
spoken: “When someone from
England comes to Auroville, all
those names like Aspiration,
Fraternity make no sense to him. I
think, that a name like ‘Auroville
High School’ serves the purpose bet-
ter.” In the end it may just continue
to be called CFL.

At the new campus I met three
members of the school’s core group:

Chali, Mary and
Sergei; the others
being Anton,
Bunty, Lyle and

Sanjeev. They were
enthused about the

“new campus, allowing new possibilities and
“growth for Auroville's secondary education

‘The Center for Further Learning will move into a

rapid progress in

the recent days regarding painting,
carpenting and especially the con-
touring of the landscape. Designed
by Piero and Gloria and built by
Sumark (Rolf and Brigitte), the two-
winged, two-storied building in an

inviting peach colour imparts to the
visitor a sense of solidity (study is
after all serious business) married
with a play of color and light (stud-
ies are fun too), accentuated by the
broad entrance with a colonnaded
passage to the tiffin area and by gen-

One of the three new science labs

The new high school
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erous window spaces with grills in
maroon.

While finishing work is still
going on, we settled down to con-
duct our interview in the auditorium
on the first floor. It turned out to

consist of a concrete mass of semi-
circular steeply-rising steps facing a
huge blackboard. Light falls from
different angles into the space and
being equipped for multi-media pre-
sentations, the auditorium can host a
variety of events and guest lecturers.
Opinions about the design appear to
be divided, both among teachers and
students. But positive consensus
reigns about the rest of the rooms at
the campus. Downstairs there are
five classrooms, of which one has
been converted into a library. There
is a kitchenette with covered tiffin
area and a room for teachers and
administration. But the first floor
houses the pride of the campus: three
fully equipped science labs, the first
of their kind in Auroville — one each
for biology, chemistry and physics.
Both Chali and Sergei, teachers of
biology and science respectively,
showed the labs with glowing eyes,
gently touching the new equipment
and carefully sliding up and down
the window of the hood.

“But this is only the first phase
of the campus,” explains Chali. “The
second phase will have a true library,
art rooms and workshops and per-
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haps a few more classrooms.” Adds
Mary, “Last School, including the
Pyramid group, may eventually also
move here as part of the future
CIRHU university complex.” The
school will be able to accommodate
two hundred students. For the time
being it will provide an exploration
ground for the thirty-two CFL stu-
dents when they move here by the
end of February after their ongoing
exams. From then onwards it will be
a new journey with new possibilities.
But also some apprehensions as
expressed by art student Suryamai,
for she doesn’t know how the con-
siderable distance from Last School
and the Pyramid will intluence her
art classes. Explains Mary, “New
possibilities may evolve through
interaction with close-by art commu-
nity Kalabhumi. And the proximity
of Transition School may induce an
interesting exchange of teachers and
new subjects.” Also activities cen-
tered around physical education and
sports may take different shapes in
collaboration with the nearby
Dehashakti sports complex.

Whatever may develop, the main
thing is that the students as well as
the teachers are eagerly looking for-
ward to future possibilities. Philip
hopes, that “the new building will
allow a better organisation of class-
room spaces.” Says Sergei, “The stu-
dents spend several years absorbing
different subjects of their own
choice, exploring to discover their
own interest. Only in the end we
help them to prepare for the exams.
With the new school there will be
many more possibilities to explore
and we can add new subjects.” Adds
Chali, “Also the fact that students
need not seek education elsewhere
allows them to absorb Auroville’s
special atmosphere for many more
years.”

But the team’s real goal is that
their efforts will result in the estab-
lishment of an Auroville educational
program of international standing,
which will be universally accepted
and would be more in keeping with
the Aurovilian educational philoso-
phy. I left with the confidence that
we will continue to witness substan-
tial growth of Auroville’s education-
al organizations.

Dirk Kievith
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MATRIMANDIR

Matrimandir's four entrances

uch work continues to be
done on the Matrimandir,
some at a relatively calm

pace. Like the entrances, for exam-
ple. When I first visited the
Matrimandir in Februraryl1993, I
remember comparing the marble
perfection and cosmic beauty of
the Inner Chamber with the rough
concrete flooring of the steps and
the ramps leading up to it. The
outer entrances, it seemed to me
then, were inert, showing little
signs of struggle to achieve a union
with the inner form, in matter and
in spirit.

Perhaps, my judgement was
blinkered by the more conventional
lenses I was wearing at that time.
Today, as a newcomer more in tune
with the Aurovilian ethos, my per-
ceptions are different. My visits to
the Matrimandir now are explo-
rations of my self, my own rough-
hewn edges that need to be some-
how recognized and smoothed into
a balanced whole. I realize that
process too will take time.

Sometimes work continues
behind the scenes. The four
entrances to the Matrimandir, par-
ticularly the paths leading up to the
outer doors, are still unfinished,
perhaps because they are the lowest
priority at present. Why have the
driveway and the front door ready
when the house itself is still in
process, with workers going in and
out all day? Victor, the cheerful
Russian engineer in charge of the
disc installation and the entrances,
informs me of the labour under-
way, unseen to outside eyes. He
takes me on a quick, guided tour of
the entrances that face north, south,
east and west. Together, they sym-
bolize the four emanations of the

Mother’s consciousness, her
Mahashakti. These four are
Mahasaraswati, Maheshwari,

Mahalakshmi and Mahakali. A
conscious devotee of the Mother
could choose to enter or be drawn

ARCHITECTURE

through a particular entrance
depending on his/her level or con-
dition of progress towards a four-
fold personality comprising quali-
ties of Wisdom, Harmony, Beauty,
and Force.

Would there be visible differ-
entiation, in form and design, for
each of the entrances, I wonder
aloud. “No,” replies Victor. “It is
all on a very subtle plane. The
entrances would have the power to
pull  individuals of varying
strengths and weaknesses. The
experience of the Matrimandir is
entirely subjective. One cannot
open it to a logical analysis.”

Which is what I am doing now,
I think to myself. “But what would
the entrances finally look like once
they are ready?” I prod Victor. He
points up to the space above the
stairs leading up to the door.
“There will be a metal shield cov-
ering that space. It will be made of
aluminium, a metal that does not
rust in this humid climate and
which is light and strong. This
shield will be covered by thin,
golden tiles, in the form of straight,
flat lines. Each tile has a very thin
sheet of beaten gold, sandwiched
between glass of 2mm thickness. It
took us a year to discover the right
way to fuse the glass and the gold
without cracking. Three quarters of
the total number of tiles required
are ready. Once the shield is in
place it will give the semblance of
rays of light issuing from the door.
The entrance door itself will be
sliding and gilded as well”.

I can quite picture the complet-
ed structure. The golden discs or
“petals” covering the Matrimandir
in its entirety, and the four golden
entrance doors with their overhead
shields heightening the dome’s
blaze of light and energy. “But
there is something else,” Victor
informs me as we walk back to the
gilding workshop. “Each shield
will have this disc on its centre.” I

watch as Victor attempts to heave
over a giant disc lying face down,
so I can take a peep. It is in the
form of the Auroville symbol — a
cut-out flower with five petals. It
measures three and a half metres in
diameter, and the weight is approx-
imately a half ton. “You mean to
say that these massive half ton
discs will be positioned directly
above the stairs leading up to the
entrance doors of the dome? But
what if they . ..”

ECONOMY

Victor grins
and waves me
off. “You ask
too many
questions,” he
says.

Abha
Prakash

Surviving,
not growing

Extracts from a summary
presented to the Governing
Board by the Funds and

Assets Management
Committee (FAMC)

source of funds is from donations received by well-

Sourccs of Funds and Utilisation: Auroville's main
wishers in India and all over the world. Of the total

Artist's impression of the entrance to the
Matrimandir: the staircase leads up to the (closed)
door. The Auroville symbol is in the centre, sur-
rounded by the golden discs. The metal shield cov-
ered by rectangular golden tiles is behind.

receipts of approximately Rs. 33 crores (US$ 6,875,000) last

year, Rs. 4.8 crores (US$ 1,000,000) came from internal
generation and Rs. 7.4 crores (US$ 1,540,000) from individ-
ual donations to Auroville projects and development. The
percentage break down of inflows is: internal generation
18%, foreign sources 56% Indian sources 26%. These grants
are directed towards all major activities of Auroville: build-
ing Matrimandir (10.38 %), purchasing land (4.25 %), edu-
cation (9.06 %), maintaining Aurovilians (22.25%) and bal-

ance towards other activities combined.

Deficits: In the estimates for the year 2002-03, the

biggest deficits are in the projects of:
(i)purchase of land for Auroville

(ii) Matrimandir,

(iii) public buildings and housing
(iv) education.

For these areas Auroville is mainly dependent on donations
from outside, which makes forecasting a difficult exercise in

September 11th 2001 and its after-effects, the donations
from outside India have declined considerably. As of
September 2002 we have received 25% less donations. This
is leading to a slowdown of many activities, especially the
purchase of land which is a priority for Auroville.

Our deficits for the year 2002-03 will be even higher,
with the actual receipts being less than anticipated. To keep
up activities in the area of educational research, Auroville

has applied for funding in the area of Education and

Development to the Government of India. It is also doing

active fund- raising for Land and Matrimandir, within and

outside India,

In summary, the projects of Auroville are Eajltaining a
minimum level of activity to survive. As and when funds
become available the projects will go-ahead at full speed,

today’s uncertain world. Due to the unfortunate events of

fulfilling the purpose for which they were started and help-
ing build the city of Auroville.

FAMC, November 2002

Designing with nature

- Jorgen Becker talks about his experiments in ecological architecture

n the early years many
IAurovilians practiced ecological

architecture, or construction
which uses natural materials and is in
harmony with the environment. More
recently, however, many construc-
tions in the community have used
energy-intensive materials like brick
and concrete. This is a result of guide-
lines from the Development Group
outlawing ‘temporary’ constructions
in the city area, but it also reflects
growing reservations concerning the
wisdom of using ecologically-friend-
ly technologies which require close
and expert supervision like com-
pressed earth block construction .

However, a few experiments with
ecological architecture have contin-
ued in the greenbelt, and quite a num-
ber of Auroville architects continue to
be fascinated by the concept. So it
was with great interest that many of
them crowded into the Merriam Hill
Center in December to hear an ex-
Aurovilian talk about his continuing
research in this area.

Jorgen Becker describes himself
as a technician who studies the
processes and materials involved with
bio-architecture, which is closely
related to ecological architecture. In
1982 he began researching in north
India into traditional building tech-
niques and geomancy. In 1984 he
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came to Auroville and built an
‘organic’ house which incorporated
much of what he had learned. The
first challenge in this climate, he
points out, is to find ways of releasing

absorb moisture and in hot climates
this can lead to the growth of fungi.
Eventually he discovered that
coconut fibre and dust are very resis-
tant to fungal growth and even ter-

An eco-house in the greenbeit

heat energy as quickly as possible. He
solved this by making thin walls and
roofs out of organic materials and by
maximizing the air flow through the
building. However, organic materials

mites, so he plastered the thin walls
with a mixture of coconut dust and
mud.

Since 1985 Jorgen has continued
his experiments outside Auroville

under the auspices of The Institute of
Bioarchitecture = and  Ecology.
Temperature, he notes, is only one
parameter of comfortable living in the
tropics. Others include air movement,
humidity and the cleanli-
ness of the air circulating
in a house. There are
many ways of achieving
these parameters. These
include adequate shade,
green walls and roofs
(walls and roofs covered
with vegetation), the pro-
vision of a solar chimney,
and piping cool air from
below the ground into the
house (the temperature at
3-4 metres below the sur-
face is constant all year
round). Ideally these dif-
ferent techniques should
be used in combination,
and four years ago a
German Foundation fund-
ed him to come up with an
optimum design for an
ecological house. His
design included the provi-
sion of low openings cov-
ered with vettiver grass mats soaked
in cold water to clean and cool the air
(cooler air is less humid), which is
then drawn up through the house by a
central solar chimney (such a system

requires the windows and doors to
remain shut).

After the Gujarat earthquake he
began a closer study of the shapes of
dwellings. The Gujarat experience
was that right-angled constructions
were not as earthquake-resistant as
circular constructions. Also, light-
frame constructions stood up much
better than solid constructions of
cement and concrete. This is because
a light, flexible construction can
absorb more energy before it breaks.
Consequently Jorgen designed some
houses with circular, lightweight
roofs, creating a basket-like frame out
of split bamboo which was then thin-
ly plastered.

He discovered, however, that
even the round shape can distort and
break under extreme pressure because
it is closed, static: the energy can cir-
culate but cannot ‘escape’. A much
better possibility, he discovered, is a
dynamic shape like that of a snail’s
shell which acts like a spring to
absorb and release energy. His latest
house designs are all of this shape.
While he admits it takes a little prac-
tice to use the novel inner space pro-
vided in an optimum manner, he feels
this is one of the most stable of all
structures. Best of all, it is based on
the wisdom of nature herself.

Alan
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Waste not, want not

Taking steps towards better wastewater management

astewater and sewage
management has been rela-
tively neglected in the

community. Most people have a two
or three chamber septic tank,
although in recent years some larger
communities have experimented with
larger-scale treatment plants. Most of
these use a reed bed process for the

Principle of the horizontal
planted filters
1 Continuous oxygen supply to the upper layers only has
2 Anaerobic conditions in the lower parts of the filter
3 Roots of plant provide favorable environment for

bacteria diversity.

BUILDING THE CITY
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secondary treatment of wastewater.
However this has its drawbacks,
notably that large amounts of recy-
clable water get lost through evapo-
transpiration and infiltration.

To plan for future development
data on existing facilities is neces-
sary. Hence, in 1999 the
Development Group initiated a sur-
vey on wastewater
management  in
Auroville. As a
result there is now
information
regarding the
number and differ-
ent types of waste-
water and sewage

con
filled with Son o . 3 <
Hebedg Renvalbins installations in the

community. The
fact that the sur-
vey was conduct-
ed house to house
also helped
create a new
awareness of the
need for effective
wastewater man-

height

agement.

One finding of the survey was
that there are too many people with
too little knowledge: what is required
is a little bit more expertise in this
field to plan effective systems.
Therefore a Wastewater
Management Group (WMG) has
been constituted which exchanges
ideas and experiences. The group
consists of Joseba, Tency, Dr. Lucas
and Cristo, with Govind as coordina-
tor. They are advised by a number of
external consultants: Dr.Agrawal, of
the Central Former Member
Secretary Pollution Control Board
New Delhi, Prof. Church Henri of the
Washington University and
Mr.Martin Strauss of
EDWAG/SANDER Switzerland.

The WMG has identified a num-
ber of treatment plant prototypes
which can be implemented in new
projects, depending on the size of the
project and the funds available. The
latter is often a problem because
waste water treatment is often
neglected or paid scant attention to at

Inflow gas l

the planning
stage of pro-
jects. The sur-
vey also identi-
fied a number
of highly dys-
functional
treatment
plants, most
notably at the
Solar Kitchen
and Vikas. The
WMG was
able to advise on improvements to
both systems, which have been par-
tially implemented. Another problem
is sludge disposal. If properly
processed sludge can be turned into
compost, but this requires space and
the present area available at Harvest
is already full.

A topographical survey of
Auroville has been made, which will
facilitate wastewater management at
the level of city planning. However,
Joseba explains that it is difficult to
develop a collective infrastructure at
present as there is a mismatch

sedimentation

particles

inoculation of fresh wastewater with active sludge final settler

Principle of anaerobic baffled reactor

1 Sedimentation — flotation of solids

2 Anaerobic digestion of suspended and dissolved
solids through contact with sludge

3 Anaerobic digestion (fermentation) of bottom sludge

4 Sedimentation of mineralized (stabilized) suspended

between the concerns of individual
project holders and the need for cen-
tral planning.

In spite of this there are some
new developments. The Central
Pollution Control Board in New
Delhi is taking a very active interest
in wastewater treatment experiments
in Auroville, as it would like to iden-
tify workable solutions for imple-
mentation all over India. As a begin-
ning, the Board has granted Rs. 6
lakhs for monitoring and analyzing
the wastewater and sewage treatment
plants at Sangamam.  Dirk Kievith

The project of Sadaca

Financing apartment blocks through loans to be repaid from monthly

rents is an option which is being studied by Auroville's Funds and
Assets Management Committee (FAMC)

igher-density buildings are
Hnot necessarily an architectur-

al preference brought upon
Auroville by a “capricious” Master
Plan. It might well be a conscious
alternative. For sharing has proven to
be beneficial for ecological, economic
and social reasons.

Ecologically, sharing results in a
more efficient use of natural resources
like land, water and energy. The water
consumption in high-density areas,
for example, has proven to be consid-
erable less than in low-density areas.
Collective  wastewater  treatment
plants can supply all the recycled
water which a common garden would
need. Electricity consumption is less
as many facilities such as storerooms

. and washing machines can be shared..

Economically too, sharing means

saving costs. Large solar hot-water

systems are cheaper than small ones;
maintenance expenses of collective
infrastructure are considerable lower;
the costs of employees such as gar-

Notwithstanding the advantages
of sharing, apartment buildings are
slow to manifest in Auroville. The
basic difficulty of building high-den-
sity housing blocs seems to be finan-
cial. The higher the envisaged density
the greater are the complications. The
limitations of the present situation,
which allow projects to proceed only
by advance cash from interested per-
sons or from outside donations, con-
siderably slow down the development
of the Residential Zone. It naturally
leads to individually manageable
solutions, like building single houses,
as can be observed in the low-density
areas. Our experience with Invocation
taught us how difficult it is to find a
sufficient number of people who are
willing to advance the money and
who can wait a few years while con-
struction takes place before moving
in. We have experienced that in a pro-
ject like Arati our own financial con-
straints forced us to build only one
house divided into two apartments at

The Invocation building

deners and watchmen can be shared.
Given the present economic situation
of the Central Fund, and the fact that
funds available for personal mainte-
nance are not increasing while there is
a constant inflation in the cost of liv-
ing, higher density living might
become more and more a necessity.

Last there is the social aspect of
living more closely together. For har-
monious living, one is compelled to
take other people’s needs into account
and maybe change one’s behavior
along the way, which may turn out to
be a training in non-egoistic living.

a time, for it is easier to pre-finance
two than four or more units.

The difficulty of lack of available
housing poses considerable con-
straints, not only for Auroville but
also for those who want to join. The
Newcomers policy in effect limits the
possibilities of joining Auroville to
those who have sufficient funds to
make a donation to Auroville in order
to get a place to live; the policy makes
it nearly impossible for people with-
out capital to join Auroville. There is
also no solution offered to newcomers
who have not sufficient capital to

build a house, but have only some sort
of monthly income. But this cannot be
the last word concerning housing and
entry.

It is being argued that affordable
housing is increasingly a matter of
fundraising. The Kailash apartment
building is taken as an example, or the
Creativity community which to a
large extend depends on outside dona-
tions [see also Auroville Today
October 2002]. While fundraising is
doubtless an option to be pursued, the
“free” housing it gives might create
psychological or practical “side
effects”. Joining Auroville should, we
believe, never be an ‘easy’ commit-
ment and people who feel the call
should be able to stand on their own
feet and therefore to take the responsi-
bility of finding the means to fully or
partially fund their accommodation in
Auroville.

Auroville, then, needs to widen its
possibilities and the way it handles
housing, without reducing the individ-
ual responsibilities
of those who are in
need to find
accommodation.
One possibility of
doing so is by tak-
ing loans from pri-
vate parties or
Auroville units, as
well as  from
friends of
Auroville and sup-
porters of the pro-
ject. With these
loans  apartment
buildings can be built, which then can
be rented out against a monthly con-
tribution which is used as loan (and if
applicable, interest) repayment.
Alternatively, a unit could be made
available to a new occupant against a
donation to Auroville. The loans
should have a one or two year morato-
rium on loan repayment and prefer-
ably be interest-free, or otherwise
given at low-interest and with
deferred interest payment for the first
years, as high interest rates would
increase the building costs. The
Auroville unit Sumark has proposed

that the
Sadaca pro-
ject near
Invocation

be used as an
experiment for
this approach. Inspired by the
Golconde building of the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram, Sadaca will be an
apartment building comprising 9 stu-
dios and common facilities in the
basement. The studios would have a
carpet area of 37 sq.m. with terraces
surrounding it on two sides. The stu-
dios are meant for individuals who
would like to live in Auroville as sad-
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Four apartments in Arati

35

haks as well as for long term guests
who would like to try and work in
Auroville with an assured domestic
base. This proposal is at present being
studied by the Funds and Assets
Management Committee, not only on
its financial feasibilities but also in
view of the ideals of Auroville.

Rolf

Long-term guest
status revised

he Entry Group recently

I revised the conditions under
which someone can become a
long-term guest of Auroville. A
long-term guest is someone who
wishes to reside in Auroville for
more than six months and up to one
year to work in and for Auroville
without necessarily intending to
join Auroville. The long-term guest
has the possibility to work in a ser-
vice, a unit, or a working group in
the context of a study, a research
project or an exchange programme.
The long-term guest’ status is
granted by Auroville’s Entry Group.
Those who would like to avail
themselves of this possibility should
themselves arrange for a place to
work and for accommodation in
Auroville. Foreigners who would
like to become a long-term guest
should also apply to the Entry
Group for a recommendation letter
to obtain an Entry Visa from their
home country. The Entry Visa
issued on the recommendation of
the Entry Group is for the purpose
of residing and working in
Auroville only, and cannot be used

for extensive travel in India.

The registration fee for long-
term guests is Rs. 4000 for adults,
Rs. 1000 for students, trainees or
civil volunteers . Long-term guests
are also required to pay the general
monthly contribution of Rs.1200 to
the Central Fund. In case of foreign
nationals, a return ticket or the
amount equivalent to a return ticket
is to be deposited. The ticket or the
money will be returned upon depar-
ture.

Children of long-term guests
below the age of 18 years can study
in Auroville schools, subject to the
availability of place. Before coming
to Auroville, enquiries with the
Auroville School Board should be
made. A contribution towards the
educational expenses will be asked.

A long-term guest must take up
residence in Auroville, but cannot
build a house in Auroville.

In case of negative feedback or
difficulties with integration into
Auroville, the Entry Group may
cancel the long-term guest status
and ask the person to leave
Auroville.
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Folk musician playing the Rawanhatha

s I set foot in Pushkar, a small
Avillage built around a holy lake,
the Pushkar Sarovar, and sur-
rounded by hills of the Aravalli range, I
was immediately under a spell...
Pushkar is an important pilgrimage
centre for Hindus, and thousands of pil-
grims from all over the country come to

__bathe in the holy waters of the lake.

According to the Padam Puran, a Hindu
religious text, Lord Brahma, the
Creator, of the Hindu Trinity, was in
search of a place to perform a vedic
yagna. A lotus, which He was holding
in his hand, fell to earth, and water
sprouted from that spot. That is how the
holy .Pushkar lake originated, and
Brahma decided to perform the yagna
on its banks.

Of the great number of temples
built on its banks, the most important is
the Jagat Pita Shri Brahma Mandir, the
only temple in the world where Lord
Brahma, the Creator, is worshipped.

We offered a puja, officiated by a

Brahmin priest, to the holy lake on our

first evening, as the sun was setting, the
temple bells were ringing and devotion-
al bhajans were being sung.

Pushkar village, although it has
become a major destination for tourists
and travellers from the west, has
retained an authentic charm and atmos-
phere, and the negative and aggressive
aspects of ‘modernisation’ haven’t yet
invaded and altered its character. Its
narrow alleys, lined with old houses
and temples, are bustling and alive,
with the vegetable and fruit vendors
selling their produce, children playing
and laughing and the proud, old, tur-
banned men sitting at the roadside
stalls, sipping their spiced tea in terra-
cotta cups.

Our stay in Pushkar was full of
interesting encounters. There was the
aged Brahmin priest, Shyam, who, one
early morning as I sat on the Ghat, told
me of the history of Pushkar, recount-
ing the many mythological tales sur-
rounding it. There was also the old cou-
ple, from the Langa tribe of nomadic
musicians, whose Dharma, or divine
duty, it is to play music and sing, of
births, marriages, and deaths, in short
of life and its different stages. He
played plaintive melodies on the saran-
gi, while she, dressed in the traditional
skirt and blouse of bright coloured fab-

£J Auroville Today January 2003

ric, heavily bejeweled, with the odhni
or shawl covering her head, sang in a
powerful, moving voice. There was the
young man Krishna, with his bright

Discovering Rajas

Rajasthan, in the north west of India, is a magic
magnificent old forts and palaces. A travelogue

the young man, who sat on a cart, his
lifeless legs folded under him, who
smiled, with his bright, laughing eyes,
and greeted us, but never asked for
alms. There was also the deaf and
dumb orange turbanned man, whom I
sat and had a tea with one morning,
who could communicate as well as any-
body, with his gestures, and eyes, and
smile.

That was, above all, what made it
so difficult for me to leave
Pushkar...Although the place itself, its
charming character, the lake and its
peaceful atmosphere had seduced me, it
was the people, their smiles, the human
contact, which I would miss the most.

In order to reach Ajmer, we jumped
onto a crowded bus, which wound its
way over the rugged Nag Pahar, or
snake mountain. Ajmer is a very impor-
tant Muslim piligrimage centre, as the
tomb or Dargah of the great Sufi saint
Gharib Nawaz Khwaja moin-ud-din
Chisti, who lived in the 12th century, is
situated there. The saint is revered not
only by Muslims, but by Hindu and
Christians as well, and throngs of pil-
grims of all faiths come to the Dargah
to offer prayer and ask for their wishes
to be fulfilled. The Dargah’s atmos-
phere is peaceful. Pilgrims, after having
offered prayers at the tomb sit in the
cool, marble paved gardens, go to the
mosque to pray. Qawalis are sung,
accompanied by musicians on the har-
monium and dholak. Food is cooked at
the Dargah and distributed on a daily
basis to the poor and destitute of the

smile, who had started off as a young
boy washing glasses at a roadside tea
stall. He now runs what you can hardly
call a store, a small, narrow enclosure
in a wall, where he sells a few bright
coloured embroidered shawls, mirror-
work pillow covers and wall hangings.
The tensions between India and
Pakistan, although they now have abat-
ed to a certain extent, are responsible
for having greatly reduced the foreign
tourist influx into Rajasthan, and a lot
of the locals depending on the tourism
industry are struggling to
make ends meet. Yet
Krishna, although
directely affected, was
far from despondent. He
was happy to make
enough money to feed his
family and send his two
sons to school

There were so many
others I met, talked to,
interacted with, people of
different tribes, castes,
social and economic
classes. There were the
gypsy girls on the streets,
with their vibrant dresses,
chunky jewelery and
bright smiles. There was

View of Pushkar village around the holy lake

town. The hidden face of Islam...

Jaisalmer

We then moved west, to Jaisalmer,
this beautiful town surrounded by the
arid Thar desert, in the midst of which
stands an impressive golden sandstone
fort. And it is in the fort, within its
walls, that the heart of the city really
lies. We stayed near the city palace,
which has been converted into a muse-
um. I took great pleasure exploring the
maze of narrow, winding alleys lined

The Jaisalmer fo

with old buildings with delicately
carved arched doorways, and balconies.

Jaisalmer was founded and ruled
for centuries by the Bhati Rajputs, who
are believed to have been the descen-
dants of Lord Krishna Himself. The
golden period of Jaisalmer was
between the 16th and 18th century,
when the desert town became an impor-
tant trading centre on the silk route.
This brought many of its inhabitants
great wealth, and beautiful mansions,
or havelies were buiit by tradesmen,
some of which still stand today. During
the British rule, the ports of Bombay
and Calcutta having become the centres
of commerce, land routes lost their
importance, resulting in the decline of
Jaisalmer.

After Independence and the wars
between India and Pakistan, the town,
being very close to the border between
the two countries, became an important
military base.

No visit to Jaisalmer is complete
without the inevitable camel safari. So
one morning we set off in a jeep which
led us into the desert to the home of
Tiger Khan, who would be our camel
man and guide. We set off on camel
back, with blankets and provisions bun-
dled and tied onto the animal’s saddles.
Slowly, carried by the gently swaying
gait of the camels, we headed deeper
into the arid immensity of the Thar
desert.

The fact that the state was suffering
from drought, due to the failure of the
monsoon for the past three years,
became painfully apparent. Land,
which had previously been under culti-
vation had turned arid due to lack of
water for irrigation. The carcasses of
dead cows, goats and donkeys, which
had died of thirst or hunger lay scat-
tered over the sand dunes. We saw the
women, dressed in bright pinks, greens
and oranges, walking long distances,
with vessels on their heads, in search of
awell.

We came across some desert vil-
lages, made of a few straw roofed huts,
their walls plastered with cow dung.
We dismounted and walked through
them, as the villagers greeted us.

All day we sat on camel back, dis-
covering the great desert, an immense
expanse of golden sand over which,
scattered, grew a few dry shrubs, some
thorny cactuses...In the evening, we
stopped and set up camp. We watched
the sun set over the dunes. We were

joined by an old man wearing an
orange turban and a young shepherd
boy. As night fell, we sat around a fire,
while Tiger Khan and the old man
sang. We then went to sleep under the
stars, huddled under a large pile of
blankets which protected us from the
biting cold.

‘We opened our eyes the next morn-
ing as the sun was rising. We saddled
and harnessed our camels, rolled up our
belongings and set off once more, this
time back towards Jaisalmer town,
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