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connection to the Auroville spi

or those adults who don’t have

teenagers of their own or who lack reg-

ular contact with Auroville teenagers,

the youth of this community are some-

thing of an enigma. Glimpsed briefly on
the roads or from across a crowded Solar Café, it is
all too easy to stereotype them, both for better or
worse. But what are they really like? What are their
preoccupations and their goals? What do they find
to celebrate about this place and what frustrates
them? And what is the nature of their relationship to
Auroville?

To find out more, Auroville Today spoke to
two classes of 18 — 20 year olds at Future School.
Some had joined Auroville relatively recently, but
almost half of them were born in Auroville.

All these students will graduate next year.
When asked what they will do next, all reply that
they plan to leave Auroville for a longer or shorter
period, the most popular option being to pursue fur-
ther academic studies in Europe. Anandi explains,
“I want to go to university abroad and deepen my
knowledge of music.” Why abroad? “Because over
there you can meet and interact with many young
people who share your interest.”

But is this the only reason why the students
want to leave Auroville and go abroad? “No,” says
Nisha, “Most of my life I've lived in Auroville so
have a curjosity about how it is outside. It’s not that
1 feel I lack something here, but I want to step out of
the box for a bit, just to see what else is out there.
don’t want to miss out on something.” “I think that
once you have experienced what is outside,” adds
Vasanthi, “you can make a conscious choice about
whether you want to be in Auroville or not.”

“I think my major reason to go abroad,” says

————Emanuele, “is to challenge myself, to see if I can

live on my own for the first time.” Sushant agrees.
“I want to see how the world will challenge me. 1
want to discover what I’m good at and how I can
cope socially with being in a much larger group.
When I spent a year out of Auroville at Kodaikanal
School I learned to play the guitar. It made me real-
ize you can discover a lot of new things in yourself
if you step out of your comfort zone.” “Auroville is
a beautiful place,” adds Amba, “but it is also a small
bubble: we are not always aware of what is happen-
ing outside of our bubble. I think if you go out and
learmn something in Europe or America and bring it
back, it creates a stronger connection with the out-
side world; it brings something extra to Auroville.”
So those Aurovilians who argue that providing

.

ey

Auroville’s monthly news magazine since 1988

“Everybody who has grown up here feels a strong

rit"

-

____;..-J-m-t;“
s v

-
-
-
-

From left: Sushant, Vasanthi, Amba, Anandi and Teresa

a first-class university education in Auroville would
prevent an exodus of the young are probably wrong,
Nevertheless, a few of these students would consid-
er this option if it was available. “Probably I would
stay in Auroville if there was higher education
here,” says Nitzan. “I've lived in other countries,
like Israel and the U.S., so I don’t lack this experi-
ence. The educational approach I’ve been looking
for I’ve found in Future School and Auroville in
general. Education here is more authentic.” Vika
agrees. “I’'m very comfortable and familiar with the
way things are taught in Future School and if there
would be a higher level taught by the same people 1
would definitely stay on.”

From left: Nitzan, Nisha, Emanuele and Vika.

In fact, all of them admit that they will miss cer-
tain things here. “This is home,” says Nisha, “it’s
like a big family here. When I come to school in the
morning I see ten people on the road that I say ‘hi’
to. You kind of know everybody and you’re com-
fortable with everybody.” “In the West,” says
Nitzan, “you’re surrounded by so many more dis-
tractions that you have a tendency to lose yourself'in
them. Here there are a lot of different opportunities
in terms of doing sports or arts without having to
pay for them. You can just go up to somebody and
say you're interested in learning something and they
will help you. This is one of the most beautiful
things about this place.”

Teresa agrees, and she adds, “When I go for
holidays to Europe and see the youth there I realize
they are growing up in a completely different envi-
ronment: what we have in Auroville is unique.”
Anandi explains, “The Western world is easily
manipulated by consumerism and appearances, but
when [ realize I am being pulled into that world I
can step back: I recognise it’s not me.” “People
abroad tend to get caught up in the superficiality of
materialistic needs,” says Vasanthi. “In Auroville
we can step away from that.”

It sounds as if Auroville is something of a par-
adise, an ideal society. Is there no downside for the
youth?

“Educationally there’s a wide range of possibil-
ities here but they’re not really established or devel-
oped enough and they lack depth,” says Anandi.

“The main downside for me,” says Emanuele,
“is that because everybody knows you, if you make
the tiniest mistake everybody will learn about it and
judge you. Making mistakes is human, but some
people keep bashing on us instead of looking at their
own mistakes,” Sushant adds, “One faux pas or
mistake can lead to a long-lasting label and from
then on some names are consistently brought up as
the “wrongdoers” for all youthful indiscretions. At
the same time, [ realize the way we behave in a
group can be loud and disruptive; for example,
when we come to the Solar Café.” “I think some
people who judge us may have done similar

things,” says Vasanthi. “They may unintentionally
project their mistakes onto us.”

Vika wonders, “Are the youth and adults two
completely different entities? Aren’t we meant to
learn from one another?”

“Often we find ourselves not knowing where to
g0,” adds Sushant. “We really try to find places
where we can be ourselves without disturbing the
neighbours.” But what about the Youth Centre and
the youth community of Kailash? Aren’t these
places where the youth can organize themselves and
be themselves?

Sushant replies, “Kailash is a place where peo-
ple live and not a place to hang out, which leaves us
the Youth Centre.” Nisha considers that “something
new has to come.”

Some adults seem have a poor image of the
youth in Auroville because they fail to live up to
their expectations. “I guess the young people, like
anybody else in Auroville, are confronted by this
force which pushes us to confront ourselves.” says
Rolf, one of their teachers. “The youth is working
with these issues but they are judged on basically
three or four external elements. A lot of other things
they are and do may not always be properly valued.
Judgments do not help us to connect and build
trust.”

Of course, tensions and conflicts between youth
and adults are common to many societies. But
unlike most societies, Auroville has high ideals.
Does this exacerbate the tensions here and make
them more difficult to resolve?

Teresa replies, “We don’t feel that there is a
substantial conflict between the youth and the
adults. We try to respect each other’s needs and talk
about a conflict when it arises so that we can find a
compromise.”

But do they believe that some adults have prob-
lems with the youth in Auroville because they think
they are not “spiritual’ enough, that they don’t know
enough about the spiritual dimension of Auroville?

“It depends what you mean by spirituality,”
says Vasanthi. “Maybe we cannot quote Mother
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YOUTH

arissa J. Devine, a Fulbright-Nehru
Research Scholar from the USA, isa
graduate from Lebanon Valley
College (LVC) in Religion and
Philosophy. She recently returned
home to the US after spending nine months living
in Auroville’s Youth Community, Kailash, while
studying at the Sri Aurobindo Centre for
Advanced Research (SACAR) in Pondicherry.
The full title of her Fulbright-Nehru research pro-
ject is ‘The Birth of the Aurovilian Tradition:
Capturing the Nexus of Text and Interpretation.’

The title of the chapter on youth, recently
published under the auspices of SACAR, is
somewhat disparaging: ‘Losing Faith in Faith’.
The contents do, however, reflect the unique
pressures on Auroville youth. I spoke with Jean-
Frangois, who has worked closely with the
younger generation of Auroville for many years,
and Mishi, a teacher at Future School.

“You know there are certain tensions for the
youth in Auroville. This can and does lead to
issues from time to time,” says Jean-Francois.
“Even though Auroville is supposed to be a unity
of cultures there are still some things that Indian
Aurovilians can do that foreign Aurovilians
can’t, and vice versa.” He goes on to explain
that, for example, a local youngster has no prob-
lems taking up employment anywhere in India,
whereas a foreigner is not allowed to work out-
side Auroville because of his Aurovilian status.
On the other hand, a foreigner can go and work
anywhere in Europe, potentially gaining more
exposure and higher earnings, whereas a local
youngster has to go through a rigorous bureau-
cratic process which is not always successful.

“There is extra pressure for local young
Aurovilians because of the educational system in
Auroville,” he adds. “In India, if a youngster
wishes to get a good job it is crucial that they
have recognised certification. That’s why most

Losing faith in faith?

Apathy, despair, disconnection and frustration...is this really what the
youth of Auroville are feeling? According to Carissa Devine, it is.

of the Tamilians study either at Aikiyam and
then Future School, or they travel to Pondi-
cherry. Another of the main pressures on the
kids here is that of keeping up the ‘reputation’
which Auroville has projected around the
globe.” One can’t help but sympathize with the
youngsters one this score.

Carissa had written, “In an interview regarding
the youth's awareness of the underlying philosoph-
ical principles of Auroville, one of the individuals
deeply involved in Future School remarked that
this topic becomes, ‘tricky with a lot of the
teenagers because they hear, unfortunately, a lot of
the adults saying, ‘Mother said...” ‘In Auroville we
should ...” And then what they see people doing is
very different. And of course they see the hypocrisy,
no?’ It is no surprise, then, that bringing up such
ideas for class discussion or mere conversation
and reflection is met with a ‘rolling of the eyes.”

Both Jean-Francois and Mishi are surprised. “I
have no idea whom she spoke to at the school,”
says Mishi. “However, it’s true that the kids feel
that the Mother and Sri Aurobindo are used as an
agenda to push things in a lot of ways,” says Jean-
Francois. “There is also an expectation that the
youth should be angels, that they should be con-
scious just because they were born here, that they
shouldn’t party or make loud noise. The reality is
that those who condemn them were also young
once, many in the free era of the sixties. So, maybe
there is room for a little more understanding™.

Jean-Frangois says that before 2000 the
young and adults used to party together. “The
problem is that now that the older generation is

generally not present at the parties, their imagina-
tion leads them to fantasize about what the kids
are getting up to ... this comes from their own
youthful experiences no doubt! The reality is,
however, that the level of responsibility amongst
the youngsters is quite high, it’s quite decent.”

He points out that the youth of Auroville are,
on the whole, more mature than their counter-
parts in the West. They are better at participating
when it comes to routine chores in their commu-
nities and it is rare to hear of any major distur-
bances. The youth are more critical, more chal-
lenging and more adaptable, especially in rela-
tion to their short and long term future than their
counterparts elsewhere. This means that “those
who are fortunate enough to travel adapt quickly
and tend to do well,” says Jean-Francois.

Carissa also wrote:

Sadly, many young people in Auroville believe
that their-voices are silenced, that they do not stand
a chance at really having a say in Auroville’s deci-
sions simply because they are not on the side of
those who hold the power to make decisions. At the
Residents Assembly Service's meeting with the
youth, preparing for a City Planning Workshop,
this frustration was voiced candidly. One of the
individuals that attended, who has lived in
Auroville since he was a small boy, commented,
‘The old won 't let go, they won 't let the youth make
their mistakes ...". Another individual, who was
born in Auroville, and was present at this meeting,
stated, ‘You can't sit in meetings if you don’t have
money.” With money, vou can sit in, suggest pro-
Jects, give money to help manifest those projects,
etc. It's unfair. Yet, to make money is taboo’.

Jean-Frangois says that the youth of Auroville
feel neglected when it comes to development.
“But there tends to be a lot of complaining. In
actual fact the youth in Auroville have a propor-
tionally larger spending power than in most places.
You only need to look at the mobile phones and
bikes to see this. Also, I've not yet seen the
Auroville youth produce a written project. This is
something that is required for anyone when they
are looking for funding. I would say that it’s either
because they are not 100% sure of their projects or
that some self-esteem or drive is missing. They
would like everything to be handed to them. In that
respect they are quite lazy. A few do manage but
these are the ones who get out of the group and go
it alone. 16-21 is a hard time for any youth and
some are still influenced by the elder ones.

“What I have noticed, though, is that the new
generation, those who are currently in that age
group, are the kids to look out for, the ones to initi-
ate change. These kids seem to have reached the
acceptable mix required for unity. They are inte-
grating the best of both East and West cultures, all
by themselves. Because of this I hope to see my
dream of the elimination of that special ‘Tamil
Aurovilian’ caste,” he says.

One wonders how the next generation of
young Aurovilians will develop. However, you
only need to look at what the current generation of
young adults in Auroville are doing to see that the
majority of those who left Auroville for some
time, be it for studies or work experience, came
back. These youngsters are now pioneering new
communities and starting businesses and service
units, and they are doing it with the true Aurovilian
spirit. None of them seem to have Jost the faith.

Louise
An abstract of Carissa’s paper was first published in
New Race: A Journal of Integral Studies, volume XI,
issue 3 of the Sri Aurobindo Centre for Advanced
Research (SACAR), Pondicherry.

The Auroville Volunteers, Internships and Study programme

"Self-knowledge, growth, world of possibilities, surpassing myself, love vibration". "Very rich experience, in a new social, economic context". "l think
Auroville is a university of the life"... These are some words of volunteers and students when asked to define their experience in Aurovilie.

he Auroville Volun-
‘ ‘ teers, Internships
and Study pro-
—-— ~ -gramme—AVIS in
short — was created

in 2002 to help individuals find a place
and coordinate several university student
exchange groups,” says Dominique, who
together with Shivaya, is responsible for
AVIS.

“Auroville holds a strong attraction
for students, researchers and profession-
als. The applicants’ interests cover all
work areas of Auroville, from eco-con-
struction to rural development, green
work, water, renewable energies and
health, with a major concern about sus-
tainability. A number of individuals,
such as Indian students of architecture or
world ‘woofers,” contact Auroville units
directly; many more go through the
Auroville website and email us at
study@auroville.org.in to find a work
place for voluntary service.”

Dominique has done in-depth
investigations on the subject. “Two
years ago, we analysed several years of AVIS
archives to better understand this growing inflow
of enthusiastic volunteers, teachers and students
from all over the world. The number of foreign
applications has increased from 74 in 2004 to 380
in 2009. In 2010 there has been a slowdown from
abroad because of the restrictions on visas.”

Is Auroville able to meet the expectations of
these people? “Auroville has an incredibly rich
and creative potential for transmitting and sharing
its knowledge and experiments,” says Dominique.
“It is also a rich area of research. Few people are
aware that in the last 25 years, more than 135 aca-
demic works, including theses and scientific pub-
lications, have been written about Auroville by
graduates from 65 universities.all over the world.
But none of these works are available in
Auroville! This means that a huge amount of very
relevant information is unavailable to us because
of a lack of coordination and awareness.”

The function of AVIS is to manage the inflow
of students and volunteers, assist them in their
search for internships, voluntary services and acade-
mic research in Auroville, and give information on
educational opportunities. AVIS organizes a 5 days
orientation programme for around 15 volunteers
every month, and keep records of all internships and
voluntary services completed. It is no small work.

“I estimate that in 2009 Auroville hosted
approximately 1,000 students, teachers and vol-
unteers, many of them for short periods,” says
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Dominique at the AVIS desk

Dominique. “An unknown number of them just
turn up and find their own place or are found
roaming around with no real commitment. There
should be a formal registration, with records in a
central database, as a tool to monitor them. The
AVIS database is not complete, as not all people
come through us.” The AVIS statistics show that
in 2009, it placed 65 students and volunteers out
of 368 requests (a success rate of 18 %); for the
year 2010 so far, 75 placements were realised
out of 185 applications (a success rate of 41 %).
An arrangement has been made that the Guest
Service deals with volunteers who stay for less

than a month in Auroville, while AVIS
takes care of those who apply long in
advance and want to stay for longer
periods.

AVIS is developing closer contacts
with student exchange programmes,
such as the Living Routes programme
or the programme of the University of
Washington. “We are in the process of
coordinating our work, resources and
schedules,” says Dominique. “For in
hosting students and volunteers, we all
encounter the same problems.”

The problem of accommodation
inevitably crops up first. “The student
residences we have in Auroville are not
really suitable to their needs,” says
Dominique. “A better infrastructure
needs to be put in place. It will enable us
to be proactive and solicit more partner-
ships with world educational institu-
tions. One of the projects of AVIS is a
campus called ‘Cité Universitaire.” It
will provide residences, reception facili-
ties, administrative offices and study
and work places. A request for a plot of
land in the International Zone is presently submit-
ted to L’ Avenir d’Auroville,” says Dominique.

“For non-Indians, the visa issue is another dif-
ficulty. The majority of the students’ applications
(72%) come from abroad. AVIS helps them get the
appropriate visa: we advise about the recommend-
ed type of visa and we ensure that they get a letter
of invitation issued by the Working Committee.”

Having been involved with AVIS for almost 2
years now, Dominique feels that she would like to
see a change of strategy relating to volunteers.
“There is at present a *demand-driven’ process: vol-
unteers contact us, and we try to find a place. I wish

we had a more balanced situation, more of an
‘offer-driven’ one: we search for the people request-
ed by Aurovilians. This can only be achieved in
cooperation with the units.-That’s why we have
started to systematically document the opportunities
offered by the various Auroville services, units and
projects. We are now working on a database of
almost three hundred potential workplaces.”

Another of Dominique’s projects is developing
a ‘student policy.” “Actually all volunteers are here
to learn from Auroville. There should be a ‘student
charter’ containing guidelines, values and practi-
calities to which a student/volunteer and the host-
ing unit would commit, clarifying expectations
about the material and non-material support. A past
student wrote to us, ‘I think that Auroville should
describe more clearly what is offered and expected.
I sometimes met students who were frustrated hav-
ing to pay the monthly contribution for the stay in
the community, while working the full day there. It
would be a good idea to offer discounts for accom-
modation and food to those volunteers who commit
for long stays.’” Formalizing such a policy would
facilitate the grant of a ‘student visa® for every
applicant and would contribute to make the educa-
tional vocation of Auroville more visible.”

AVIS does a lot of office work. “We are lay-
ing the basis of the organization. It avoids misun-
derstandings when the expectations on both sides
are clarified. When the AVIS team gets trained, it
will also develop educational services for accom-
panying students during their stay. Aurovilians
have become sensitive to our efforts and now refer
to us more spontaneously.” Dominique pauses to
reflect. “The only way I can interpret our work is
by referring to the Yoga. It is as if the Divine is
forcing us to clarify our ways of functioning, to put
more consciousness in what we are doing.”

In conversation with Dianna

-

contined from page |
and Sri Aurobindo, but if we are talking about our
consciousness of ourselves and of our surroundings
and, basically, how we connect to ourselves and to
others, then | would say we are quite spiritual.”

“I"ve often been told that as a youth I should
know more about Auroville and what Mother and
Sri Aurobindo said,” says Sushant. “But we do try
to understand the notion, the feeling, the general
direction, in our attitudes and the way we live.”
Anandi adds, “I think the most important thing is to
get to the root of what Mother meant and be able to
make decisions from that perspective.”

A recent article by a visiting researcher said that

\the Auroville youth had “lost faith in the faith”, that

“Everybody who has grown up here feels a strong connection to the Auroville spirit”

they had lost hope in the future of Auroville.

“I wonder who this researcher spoke to!™
exclaims Nisha. “The way I see it the youth here are
very open, very dynamic, so [ think as long as we
can keep this openness and don't become rigid
Auroville can develop into the future.” Vasanthi
clarifies, “Auroville is more than just infrastructure;
it’s also the spirit of the community which lives
within us.”

“Auroville is not yet perfect,” says Anandi, “but
here there’s an aspiration for a different kind of
world. Once you've been in contact with that, going
somewhere else is like taking a step back.”

“1 think all of us feel connected and want to
come back,” says Amba. “Whenever | am in

\

Germany 1 want to return, basically to see the
progress which is happening here, even if it’s only
small. For example, the new roads make me happy.
[ want to be part of these changes.” Sushant agrees.
[ want to participate in moving Auroville forward.
1t’s really hard to believe that Auroville might fail.
We might not reach the ideal number or build the
Galaxy but we'll still reach somewhere.”

“It’s a process,” says Vasanthi. “There might
not be the result that everyone expects but the best
part is the journey. Everybody who has grown up
here can feel a strong connection to the Auroville
spirit and [ don’t think it is possible for us to lose
that connection. We will always carry it within us.”

Alan




MATRIMANDIR

Entering the light

The meditation chambers in the petals were opened on February 21, 2007. Three design elements express the specif-
ic quality of each chamber: its colour, its mandala and the mosaic arrangement of the Agra stones on the wall of the
corridor leading to the chamber. But change is in the air - literally.

n the 19th of January
1972, The Mother
explained to Satprem the
specific quality and
colour of each of the 12
meditation rooms which architect Roger
Anger wanted to create in the
Matrimandir’s twelve petals. [see box]
Someone who enters a chamber should
experience its specific quality on all lev-
els — psychic, mental, vital and physical.
Auroville artist Shanta (Chantal
Gowa) was responsible for the colours
and the mandalas, the focal points, of the
chambers. She began the work in 1992.
Her first task was to find the right
colour, the vibration of which should
correspond to the chamber’s quality.
After various experiments it was decid-
ed to use natural pigments and paint the
chambers in pure, strong colours. The
result, she said at the time, was to create
a ‘colour bath,” which would give an
‘immersion in colour’. Shanta also
designed the geometric patterns of each
chamber’s mandala, which also indi-
cates the chamber’s specific quality.
Today, almost four years later, the
work on the chambers has entered a new

4 Quality and colour of each = one
of the 12 meditation rooms

Sincerity (light blue),

Humility (dark green),

Gratitude (light green),
Perseverance (light yellow),
Aspiration (golden yellow),
Receptivity (orange),

Progress (vermilion),

Courage (pure red),

Goodness (reddish violet),
Generosity (pure violet),

Equality (blue violet),

Peace (deep blue).

_The first eight concern the atti-
" fude towards the Divine, and the -
last four towards humanity, com-
mented The Mother.

X P

EDUCATION

phase. “Some damage has occurred in a
few of the chambers. Humidity has pen-
etrated some walls and in another room
we noticed that cockroaches had started
to eat the paint,” says Pierre Fourquez,
of the
Matrimandir. “It was necessary to repair
the damage. And this made us wonder if
we couldn’t do something different.”

That ‘something different” was to
experiment with LED lights to obtain
the required colour. “We had experi-
mented with LED three years ago,” says
Shanta. “Roger Anger, Jacqueline and a
small group of people were there. We
projected LED light on to the coloured
walls, but the result wasn’t satisfactory
and we dropped the idea.”

“But as some chambers had now to
be repainted, we decided instead on a
new experiment,” says Pierre. “In the
Goodness chamber we removed all the
paint using high-pressure water jets.
After applying a waterproofing layer,
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Experimenting with colour in the Goodness meditation room

colour we want.”
executives of the

other colours.”

world,” says Pierre.

we then painted the entire room pure
white. Then we started to play with
LEDs, using green, red and blue mod-
ules. With them, we can create any

“Goodness has now become our
testing chamber,” adds Shanta. “Our
first experiment to get the reddish vio-
let shade wasn’t successful; the colour
we got was too light. We then worked
with more LED modules and it now
seems we are gefting what we want.
We have also just started to find the

The result? “It is ethereal, another
“You enter
coloured light, coloured air — a transpar-
ent mass which yet you can see and
experience,” says Shanta. “You no
longer enter a room with painted walls,
but you enter the colour itself; you go
within the membrane of the colour as it
were, the walls drop away. The experi-
ence is very subtle. Also the white mar-

ble on the floor and the benches on the
side take different shades.”

“But we’ve just started,” says
Pierre. “The experiment will soon be
extended to the mandalas — we want to
see how they will look when they are
lit by coloured LED light. Then we
will experiment with LED to light the
corridors. It will take some time, but I
think we can expect some important
changes.”

“I am ready to jump in,” says
Shanta. “I experience the Matrimandir
as a place which can evolve, not as a
place that has been fixed. And I keep
wondering if the change from the gross
to the more subtle in the chambers isn’t
also a sign for us Aurovilians to make
the jump to more subtle levels of con-
sciousness. Could this be an indication
that the time has come for each of us and
for the Auroville collectivity to become
lighter and more transparent?”

In conversation with Carel

The Children's Land

adhana Forest, Auroville’s frontier outpost

settlement, has offered two and half acres to

be used as “The Children’s Land’. It is the

brain-child of a Portuguese Newcomer cou-

ple called Anisha and Tiago. They honed
their skills as NGOs with ANIA (Associacion para la
Nifiez y su Ambiente) in the Amazon Rain Forest for
two years and then in North Africa. They also teach and
sing African music, which gives them the chance to
burst into song with the children at every possible
opportunity.

Friday morning is the time for the kids from
Aikyam School at New Creation to learn about dig-
ging and planting and caring for nature. They start
their session by singing the Children’s Song which
gets them in the mood for their morning’s work.
Anisha then asks them what tools they will need and
what is going to be planted today. “Mumpti, crowbar,
wheelbarrow,” shouts one boy and runs off to collect
them. “Mango tree and chiku tree,” yells another as
he grabs a little tree in a plastic container. “Careful,”
says Tiago. “That little tree is from the Botanical
Gardens and is three years old.” Carrying their trees
and equipment they troop out to the almost barren
land covered with small silvery acacia trees.

“Look at that tree we planted last week,” says
Anisha, pointing to a chewed-looking shrub. “The vil-
lage cows and goats come and eat them so now we have
to make a fence to protect them. It is a big job to circle
two and half acres of land but it is absolutely necessary.”

“Different schools come out here every morning,”

“A previous group made this vol-
cano- style planting she says,” pointing to
a perfect circle of scooped-out red earth.
“The dug-out soil is piled in the centre,
and then a hole is dug for the new little
tree.” “Let’s fill it with water now,”
Tiago shouts and the boys run off to get
water from a nearby mud pool. This is
much more fun than getting it from a
water tower. They stand fascinated as the
hole fills up with water, then start digging
out the next one. Everything is done very
precisely — the measuring, the scooping
out of the soil, the patting it hard so it will
contain the water. The sense of involve-
ment is immense. “Back to the first one.
Let’s plant the tree now the water has set-
tled.” Reverently the little mango is low-
ered into its hole, a song is sung to honour
it, then the kids choose a name for it and
there is much clapping.

To see such enthusiasm and teamwork is a joy.
They are not only learning about planting trees but
about working, caring and respecting each other.
Saskia, one of the accompanying teachers, divides the
kids into two teams and asks each one in turn to tell
the five ways of good working. She gets an enthusias-
tic response: “To follow all the steps properly; to do
things with quality and care; to work as a team; to fin-
ish the work properly; and, lastly, to sing the finishing
song as well as we can.”

A song is sung to honour the little mango tree

Itisnoon. A sense of weariness descends as the sun
is very hot. When all the tools have been carefully
returned to their correct places the boys rush off to the
mud waterhole and splash and scream with joy till the
bus leaves.

“Every Monday at four p.m. we ride on bicycles
to the nearby villages with our volunteers and anyone
who likes to join us,” explains Tiago. “We are very
open to receive everybody who wants to participate
in the project. On the weekends our neighbours come
to visit us and kids from the Village Action projects at

explains Anisha. “We receive many kids

from the government schools, Auroville /
schools and the villages around Sadhana
Forest. We want to create a place where
the children learn to care for trees by actu-
ally preparing the ground and making the
compost themselves. We want them to
feel it is their particular land and eventual-
ly they will make the decisions about it
for themselves. Under the guidance and

MAKING A VOLCANO GARDEN

This technique uses a minimum amount of water and is very low mainte-
nance. A circle of one metre diameter is marked on the ground then soil
dug out to the depth of about half a metre inside the perimeter. The dug out
soil is piled up in the centre of the area, patted hard to prevent it from col-
lapsing, then a deep hole made in the centre so the tree’s roots will be
encouraged to go downwards. It is then filled with water which is allowed
to soak in, and later filled with cow dung and leaves soaked in water, cow
urine, human urine and followed by a iayer of dry leaves to retain the mois-
K ture. It is called a “volcano garden™ as it resembles a volcano.

Thamarai and Kottakarai cultural centres.
N It is a great and very informal way of
making a connection with them and there
must be about two hundred children
involved now. Sometimes they come
with their mothers, which is nice. The vil-
lage children love to help us take care of
the garden, and we play games and get
out the drums and dance with them. This
is a very happy place and we are grateful

with the support of the adults,” she adds.

to be part of it.” Dianna

In brief

Residents' gatherings
In consultation with the Residents'
Assembly Service, the Auroville
Council plans to revive the
Residents Gatherings that started
a year ago and have since lapsed.
These gatherings are meant to
ensure the possibility of feedback
and discussion on the work and
directions of our different working
groups.

Income tax
exemptions renewed
The Government of India has
renewed the income tax exemp-
tions on donations to Auroville.
Indian donors may now claim
100% income tax exemption on
donations for scientific research
and for social science research. For
more information contact the
Auroville Working Committee at:
workingcom@auroville.org.in

Matrimandir gardens
The Auroville Council tries to solve
the Matrimandir Garden imbroglio
where two groups stand on oppo-
site positions, one holding that late
Roger Anger, the other that the
community, has the authority to
decide. Weekly meetings have
started to find a way to agree and
develop a policy for the future.

Auroville Population

Register 20

The Auroville Council, in collabora-
tion with the Human Resources
Team and the Residents Service,
have started updating the Auroville
population records regarding the
place of residence and the work
activity of all the Aurovilians on the
Masterlist. Volunteers will be col-
lecting data during three months.

Drummer Boy

Auroville's seven-year-old student
Keshava kick-started the percus-
sion section "Rhythms of India"
playing the tabla at the opening
ceremony of the Commonwealth
Games 2010 at the Jawaharlal
Nehru Stadium in New Delhi.

AV-Online store tree
planting report
Auroville's Online Store commit-
ment to plant one tree for each
order received has resulted in
the planting of 2050 seedlings
during the last 14 years.

Auroville Safety
Volunteers

From November 1 onwards the
Auroville  Safety  Volunteers
(AVSV), a group of over 60
Aurovilians and Newcomers, will
help secure the Auroville area by
patrolling along several routes

from 6 to 10 pm every day.
inform before you dig
The infrastructure services of

Auroville have collectively set up
an 'Inform Before You Dig' service
to ensure that underground water,
electricity and telephone lines are
installed and mapped in a coordi-
nated manner and are not disrupt-
ed by unauthorised diggers.

AV Marathon 2011
The fourth Auroville Marathon will
be held on Sunday, February 13,
2011, with 10 km, Half Marathon
and Full Marathon events. For
more info contact the Auroville
Marathon organising team via
marathon.auroville.com.
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BUSINESS

Creativity and reconnection

rother and sister, Balu and Manju

have lived in Auroville most of their

lives and a number of family mem-

bers are Aurovilian. Their father is

known to many old-time Aurovi-
lians as *Matrimandir Ramalingam’. He was one
of the two children who laid the foundation stone
of the Matrimandir and later worked there for
over 30 years. Their mother has worked at the
Information Centre for over 20 years and their
family home is in ‘Nursery’.

Due to the family’s desire for them to have
recognised certifications, plus a desire from both
to pursue certain career paths, Manju and Balu
spent time studying outside Auroville. So how
was that and how, both being under 30 years old,
did they manage to create two successful busi-
nesses here?

Manju - Creator of ‘Ishta’

Manju studied at Transition school up to 5th
Standard and then travelled to Pondicherry daily for
three years in order to obtain the necessary certifi-
cation which would allow her to pursue her studies.
She says, though, the Pondicherry State Board
Exams were quite rigorous as they relied on the tra-
ditional rote method of learning, not leaving any
room for interpretation. This was in complete con-
trast to the way of learning in Auroville, which
actually encourages students to question and under-
stand concepts rather than revise parrot-fashion.
She ended up repeating 8th Standard, to include
Hindi, in Chennai and took the alternative Central
Board State Examinations (CBSE) exam which
allows for more critical thinking. Following this she
went on to study at Kalakshetra School of Dance,
Chennai as she is passionate about the traditional
Bharatha Nathyam dance. Her love of any-
thing creative veered towards fashion and she
successfully completed a 3 year Degree in
Fashion and Apparel Design in Bangalore.

In the meantime she met her Aurovilian
husband, Selvam. They married after she
completed her studies. Then they went to the
US for six months to live and work in
Arcosanti, Texas, before returning to
Auroville to firmly set down their roots. They
have two young children.

“Qur family’s house in Nursery was only
two rooms when Balu and 1 were young.
Originally it had a tile roof, but the mangoes
kept falling and breaking them so dad put up
keet instead,” Manju recalls fondly. “It was
quite a squeeze in the house. I lived there
right up until I got married.” Manju says that
she had lots of friends while studying at
Transition School but later, when she shifted to
Pondicherry and then on to college, these friend-
ships somehow lapsed. “It hurt quite a lot actual-
ly.” she says. “I would come back to Auroville on
the weekends and call my friends to keep in touch.
But I realised after some time that it was always
me who was doing the calling. I began to feel like
an outsider. A:lot of the kids I grew up with had
gone abroad too. Even after I came back to live

“here with my husband, people who had been here
for only a year would ask me where I was from,
they had no idea I had grown up here. Only one
good friend remained close during that time, that
was Blanchefleur. Her mother Paulette was quite
strict and I was the only one she was allowed to
move around with in the early days. Blanche was
quite indianized despite being from the West.”

Starting Ishta

Manju spent a lot of time during holidays help-
ing at Upasana. “Uma helped me a lot and even
offered me a job,” says Manju, “but, while I felt I
should get some experience, I also wanted to have
creative freedom. I didn’t want to develop some-
one else’s ideas. Those around me encouraged me
to do something by myself. That’s when I decided
to start ‘Ishta’.” The business started small, with
one helper, Kalpana from Irumbai Village, who is
still happily working with Manju now. The first
outfits were mainly sleeveless cotton tops embla-
zoned with intricate needlework designs. The gar-
ments were made by a local tailor and the embroi-
dery and sari work hand-stitched by Manju and
Kalpana. The detail in the decorative work is spec-
tacular. Manju says that this work is more impor-
tant to her than the shape of the garments.

Manju would take her samples to the
Auroville boutiques to sell. Later on, as the popu-
larity of her products grew, her garment sales
expanded into Pondicherry. She now has an exclu-
sive range in ‘Casablanca’ and specializes in
clothes for newborns. Her product range has gone
from tops to include skirts, laptop bags and shop-
ping and evening bags and they are even experi-
menting with jewellery. Most of the ideas come
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from Manju, but she heartily wel-
comes volunteers who wish to exper-
iment. Growth in demand meant a
growth in staff. The business now
runs from rented premises in [rumbai
and has 10 employees. Manju is
waiting for a suitable setting to
develop a workshop in Auroville but
adds, “The motivation for the busi-
ness comes not so much from mak-
ing money but more from the happi-
ness I get from creating something
unique. My husband has been
extremely supportive. There was a
point in the early days when money
was tight and I thought I should give
up, but he sat with me and we
realised that I needed to recheck the
value of the materials I was using to
balance the sale price of the finished
goods. That’s the problem when
you're not really focused on profit,”
she says smiling.

Manju says that despite the busi-
ness being successful, she has not
been very visible. It was at the recent
World Bamboo Day Fair that she dis-
played her latest innovation — shop-
ping bags made from recycled
TetraPaks! “So many people came to the stall and
asked about the bags and the company that made
them,” she says, “people I knew well. They thought
I was just managing the stall,” she chuckles. “When
I told them the business was my creation they were
really surprised. Lots of them told me that they had
been buying my designs for years and never knew it
was me who made them..”

The TetraPak bags

The TetraPak bags

What about the fabulous bags, where did the
idea come from? Manju explains that having
always been one to try and make something out of
nothing, she had seen a stack of the TetraPaks pil-
ing up at Eco Service. The only way to dispose of
these cartons was to burn them. She began to
think that there must be some way they could be
recycled, hence the design for the bags. “At first it
was hard to get the ‘workers enthusiastic,” she
says, “as the cartons had to be cut and cleaned.
Quite often there were worms inside and they
smelt really bad.” The bags are beautifully crafted
and fully-lined. Each large bag uses around 20

Manju in her workshop

milk or juice cartons. The prototypes took a while
to make and were quite expensive, as she had to
encourage her family to buy and drink lots of
juice and milk. At around Rs. 80 per pack it didn’t
come cheap. Once the design was finalized she
was able to procure the waste cartons by the kilo.
“Some people have said that the bags are quite
expensive,” Manju adds, “but a lot of materials
are used and each bag takes quite a while to
make, so I feel completely justified. Plus,
it’s all in a good cause.”

So how does the future look for ‘Ishta’?
Manju explains that the main problem is that
most shops take goods on a consignment
basis only. She is hoping that she will be
able to market her products better so that she
can get some bulk orders which, in tum, will
free up capital to aid expansion.

Balu - Honey Bee Restaurant

Walk into the ‘Honey Bee’ restaurant in
Kuilapalayam village and the first things
that strike you are the bright yellow walls
and amazingly colourful bee murals. It’s
clean and cool and the tablecloths and fabric
place mats add a ‘homely’ feel. Balu is grin-
ning at the thought of being interviewed. When
asked about the murals he proudly says that he
painted them himself. The restaurant offers a wide
range of culinary treats to suit all palettes, from the
East to West. Chicken is cooked alfresco on the
grill and the garlic butter roti is a dish to die for!
Balu’s story is much the same as his sister
Manju’s when he shares his experience of having
spent time studying outside Auroville. From the
age of 9-14 years, Balu travelled daily to
Pondicherry for school. His days would start early,
as he first commuted to Kottakarai to take the bus,
and ended late. During this period he lost touch
with Auroville as his remaining time was spent
catching up with the family and studying. At the

Balu in the Honey Bee restaurant

age of 15 he joined Last School (now New Era
Secondary School) in the hope of reconnecting. “It
was tough,” he says, “For Indians, a recognised
educational certificate is really important, it’s a
necessity if you want to pursue further education
or get a job and that’s why I had gone to
Pondicherry to study. At that time, the schools in
Auroville didn’t provide any certification. Then,
because I had been studying at a Tamil-medium
school and lost touch with my friends here I had
forgotten most of my English. The kids used to
make fun of me and say that I couldn’t possibly
have grown up in Auroville because I couldn’t
speak English.” Balu explains that he felt really
hurt at times as he constantly had to reaffirm his
Auroville status. The worst moment, he says, was
when he was refused entry to Repos beach by the
security person there. In front of his teenage
friends he was asked to prove he was Aurovilian.

The invisible family

“It’s been difficult. I mean, my family have
been Aurovilian since before [ was born. My dad
was 12 years old and helping his grandmother,
who had a tea stall at the Matrimandir site, when
he was called over to help lay the foundation
stone along with a young foreign girl. We have so
many photos at home of those times, yet no-one
has ever asked to see them or to use them even
though we’ve told many they exist. I've felt at
times that our family has been quite invisible. My
dad really connected with the Mother and if ever
he has a problem he goes to the Matrimandir
Chamber to ask her advice. He has always been
adamant that at least one member of our family
should work full-time for her. He worked at
Matrimandir for over 30 years. My mother still
works at the Information Centre”, he says. “She
works six days a week and even on our traditional
holidays. 1 feel quite sad that, considering the
number of volunteers within Auroville, no one
has ever offered to relieve her so she can spend
our traditional holidays with the family.
Whenever there’s a special occasion like Diwali
she usually calls us a few times during the day to
see what we are doing and what we are eating...,”
he pauses, “Auroville is not what it was when we
grew up as kids. Everyone was kind and helpful
then. Now it seems that no one will do something
just from the heart, there is always an underlying
expectation of something being required in return.
I hope that this will change, we need to get back
that essence of togetherness.”

The restaurant was opened in April this year.
Why did Balu think to open a restaurant here?

“Actually, I had been in Chennai for 4 years
pursuing my acting career and just felt that I really
needed to come back home and reconnect,” says
Balu, “I didn’t have any experience but I just
knew that I wanted something that would bring
me closer to the people. The restaurant has defi-
nitely served that purpose and the response has
been great. I'm getting to meet so many
Aurovilians now, new and old. I just love being
able to sit and talk with them, especially the old-
timers. People now recognise me in the street and
say ‘hi’, that’s a great relief. I never opened the
restaurant to make money, the fact that we break
even is a bonus. But, I'm really happy and I feel at
this point that [ could continue doing this forever.
I’m glad to be home!”

Louise
















