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The Matrimandir waits to be unveiled

The main structures are expected to be ready on February 21st, 2007, 36 years after Matrimandir’'s foundation ceremony.

he Matrimandir, des-
cribed by The Mother as
the cohesive Force of
Auroville, has featured as
one of Auroville Today’s
main topics ever since the journal start-
ed in October 1988. At least twice a
year someone from Auroville Today
would walk the site with one of
Matrimandir’s executives and hear

But 'completely ready' the building
won't be. Says Gilles: "Sometime dur-
ing the second half of January, the
inside of Matrimandir, including the
Inner Chamber, will be closed so that
we can complete the work. On
February 21st, we intend to reopen the
Matrimandir together with all twelve
meditation rooms in the petals and the

Matrimandir should also be freely
accessible to every visitor, just like the
Baha’i Lotus Temple in New Delhi,”
says Gilles. “But The Mother has told
Roger Anger that the Matrimandir is a
place for Aurovilians, and that it was
‘not for visitors in principle’.”” Opinions
on what She exactly meant by “visitors’
in this respect differ, but all agree that

stories about new developments,
unexpected delays and particular
difficulties. And at every visit, a
long list of “works still to be done’
would be recited.

This time, however, our visit is

“The Matrimandirwants to bethe sym-
bol of the Divine's answer o man's
aspiration for perfection, union with
the Divine manifested in a progres-

sive Human Unity.”
The Mother

the present policy for casual tourists
should continue: they will only be
allowed to see the Matrimandir
from a distance. Explains Gilles, “It
is simply not possible to allow all
the tourists because their number is
far too great. Each person would

different. For the first time we

learn that nearly everything has been
done. The Matrimandir merely waits to
be unveiled. The date, for many, is
obvious and beyond dispute. “We want
to be ready on February 21st, the birth-
day of The Mother,” says Gilles
Guigan, one of Matrimandir’s execu-
tives. “Firstly because Matrimandir is
“The Mother’s Shrine’. Secondly,
because it was on this same day, 36
years ago, that the foundation ceremo-
ny for the Matri-mandir took place. It’s
symbolic. The number 12, which is
omnipresent at Matrimandir, stands,
according to the Mother, for Perfect
Stabilised Manifes-tation and for
Double Perfection, spiritual and mater-
ial, and 36 is three times that number.”

space underneath the Matrimandir. We
are aiming at making the whole place
look as beautiful and complete as possi-
ble, but some things probably won’t be
finished." He mentions specifically the
large decorative feature above two of
the four entrance doors, and to the pos-
sibility that the placement of the curved
glass parapets on the ramps — described
as 'works of art' by the glass experts —
might run into problems.

While awareness dawns that the
Matrimandir will finally be ready, there
is as yet little understanding what
impact it will have on Auroville.
“There is a substantial pressure that, as
Auroville belongs to nobody in particu-
lar according to its Charter, the

of a simple yet magnificent altar and the large gathering satin

Mother's message and music

An exiract from Sri Aurobindo'

human endeavour and tapa
tear the covering and shape
this world of obscurity and fals

The inauguration 36 years ago
The Foundation stone of the Matrimandir was laid af the cen-
tre of Auroville on 21st February 1971, exactly at sunrise at 6.30
am. A fire, symbol of the human aspiration, had been lif in front
a semi-circle, facing the East, while the air resounded with the

message for the occasion: "Let the Matrimandir be the living
- symbol of Auroville's aspiration for the Divine".

by Nolini Kanta Gupta: “The Mother's power and not any

. The Mother gave the following

s book The Mother was read out

sya can alone rend the lid and
the vessel and bring down info
ehood and death and suffering

need to pull on white socks to walk
through Matrimandir, so you can imag-
ine the confusion.” He recalls that an
earlier experiment to allow tourists to
walk in file up to the Chamber, have a
look at the Crystal and then turn back,
was unsatisfactory to all.

The opening times for the non-
Aurovilian pass holders are still to be
decided. The main question is the avail-
ability of a sufficient number of volun-
teers: at least fourteen Aurovilians are
required for the Chamber and the
twelve meditation rooms in the petals.

On an ‘occult’ level, the finishing
of Matrimandir might presage the com-
ing of better times. The Mother repeat-
edly stressed that the earlier the
Matrimandir would be ready, the better
it would be for everybody, especially
for the  Aurovilians.  “Build
Matrimandir, I take it upon myself to
make it info a very strong centre,” She
said.

Even now, while the finishing
work is in progress, something seems
to be changing in Auroville’s atmos-
phere; many attempts are being made
to harmonize opposing viewpoints. As
Nirodbaran, who recalled, in an inter-
view with Auroville Today in August
1991, that Mother had mentioned that
“the completion of Matrimandir will
coincide with the establishment of
peace and harmony in the world.”

e

Auroville Today

Auroville’s monthly HEWS magazine since 1988

Daybreak at the Matrimandir - April 2006

Status Report

Markimandir outside

Quter skin: Although most discs
have been installed, the work of
fixing the golden discs will be
fully finished only by February.

Enirance doors: Only the golden.

shields above the North and
West enftrance doors are
expected to be completed by
February 21st, 2007.

Crane: The 12 ton stainless steel
crane that wil be positioned
invisibly on top of the
Matrimandir is being sent from
Germany.

The heliostat is in place.

Area beneath the
Mafrimandir:

A crystal globe of diameter 17
centimeters will be installed in
the centre of the pond beneath
the Matrimandir. It will receive a
concentfrated ray of sunlight
which is directed dll the way
from the heliostat on top of the
Matri-mandir. This ray of sun,
after passing through the crystal
globe in the Inner Chamber,
enters an opening in the floor
below, travels down through the
centre of the Mother's symbal in
the staircase, and finally reach-
es the crystal globe in the pond.

Matrimandir inside

Inner skin: The placement of the
white powder-coated alumini-
um triangles holding fibre-glass
fabric is in progress.

Inner skin lighting: Cable and
LED lamp fixing is in progress. The
computer programme to regu-
late the LED lamps which will
give the golden-pink light pre-
scribed by The Mother is com-
pleted.

Ramps: The white glass for the
parapets of the ramps that lead

Chamber will be made by a
company in Bangalore. This is
the most difficult job yet to be
done. Each of the 150 pieces of
glass needs to be bent in a dif-

ferent ways, which calls for fine

Slosmamshipr s
Enfrance foyers to the Chamber:
A marble bench and a false
celling will be cdded.

Meditation rooms

All 12 meditation rooms in the
twelve petals that suround the
Matrimandir will be ready. To
begin with, three of them will
have a/c, the others natural
ventilation.

Gardens

Mdjor pathways are done.

Unity Garden: Work is in progress
to complete the six plofs of the
Unity Garden under the Banyan
area.

Petal lawns: The lawns on the
small and big petals are being
reseeded with drought-resistant
grasses.

Imigation: A computerized imgo-
tion system is completed.
Individual garden lay-outs:
These are to be decided.
Ancillary facilifies: The foilet
blocks etc., are slill to be decid-
ed upon.

Lake

The dimensions of the lake sur-
rounding the Matrimandir are as
yet undecided.

Maintenance

The Matrimandir will be a
high-maintenance building.
To minimize calcium deposits
on the marble and discs, de-
mineralized water will be used
for cleaning. This will be
stored in tanks beneath the

Truth and Light and Life Divine and the immortal’s Ananda.” Carel from the second floor fo the  amphitheatre.
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SRI AUROBINDO AND INDIA

Sri Aurobindo in the Parliament Building

The statues of Swami Vivekananda and Sri Aurobindo were recently unveiled in India’s Parliament House.
They were both conceived in Puducherry's Aurodhan art gallery.

n August 23rd, 2006,

Shri  Bhairon Singh

Shekhawat, the Vice

President of India, and

Shri Somnath Chatter-
jee, the Speaker of the Lok Sabha,
India’s lower House of Parliament,
unveiled the statues of Swami
Vivekananda and Sri Auro-bindo in
Parliament House. The occasion was
graced by the presence of many min-
isters and parliamentarians, both from
the ruling coalition as well as from
the opposition.

“Spiritual Power,” ran the head-
line of one national newspaper,
reporting on the occa-
sion. “A nation hon-
ours itself when it hon-
ours those who fought
for its greatness,”
commented another
one. Both indicated
that India has not only
a spiritual heritage but
also a spiritual destiny.
Manoj Dasgupta, the
managing trustee of
the Sri Aurobindo
Ashram Trust,
summed it up elo-
quently “We are glad
that his statue has been
installed in Parliament
House and hope that it
will be a constant
remin-der of the great
spiritual  destiny of
India and the role all
Indians need to play in
it.” For India’s destiny,
according to  Sri
Aurobindo, is not just to become a
nation like many others, but to be the
leader in a new world and spiritualise
the human race. The Mother, in a
conversation in 1954, had said it
more specifically: “The future of
India is very clear. India is the Guru
of the world. The future structure of
the world depends on India. India is
the living soul. India is incarnating
the spiritual knowledge in the world.
The Government of India ought to
recognize this significance of India in
this sphere and plan their action
accordingly.”

CELEBRATION

T P

Sri Aurobindo’s statue
in Parliament House.

The man behind the statues is Lalit
Verma, the owner of the Aurodhan art
gallery in Puducherry. “Sri Aurobindo
is my guru and friend, and I have a
deep respect for Vivekanda,” he says.
“To see their statues in the most
important entrance of the Indian
Parliament House is a signal that the
country, after 56 years, has acknowl-
edged the values they represent and
the spiritual mission they initiated.”

He adds: “The Prime Minister pre-
sented shawls to the sculptors of the
statues as a mark of respect. When he
put the shawl around my shoulders, I
was very much moved. For [ inwardly

felt that it was a sign that

' Z the Government of India
85 would protect and sup-
83 port Sri Aurobindo’s
! ;_%| organisations — the Sri
& 87 Aurobindo Ashram and
= Auroville — against the
£ forces that come to dis-
& turb them.”
% The story of the stat-
8 ues began over 10 years
ago when Jayantilal
Prakash, the former head
of the Sri Aurobindo
Archives, asked Lalit to
make two busts of Sri
Aurobindo: one for
Kings  College in
Cambridge where Sri
Aurobindo had studied,
the other for the Nehru
Centre in London. At
that time the High
Commissioner for India
in the U.K. was Dr. L. M.
Singhvi, who later became
Member of Parliament, and also
served on the Governing Board of the
Auroville Foundation.

“At some point in time I learned
that a Parliamentary Committee was
considering placing larger than life
statues of Sri Aurobindo and
Vivekananda in the Parliament
House,” says Lalit. “On the advice of
Dr. Singhvi they came to Puducherry
and asked if I could take up the work.
I replied that I could do a sketch of
Swami Vivekananda’s statue, but not
the mould making or the casting. This
was later done by another sculptor,

e

Political leaders of India's major parties at the unveiling of the statue of Swami Vivekananda and Sri
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Aurobindo at Parliament House in New Delhi. (Lalit Verma stands Second from left)

Shri C. D. Dakshinamoorthy. I also
said that I would take up the assign-
ment of Sri Aurobindo’s statue only
if I found that it would come out well.
For I was not really sure if I was up to
the task. They wanted a statue of Sri
Aurobindo as a yogi and sage, based
on the well-known photos which the
French photographer Cartier Bresson
had taken in April 1950, a few
months before Sri Aurobindo’s pass-
ing. But The Mother has often said
that it is near impossible to catch
something true of Sri Aurobindo in
paintings or sculptures. So I doubted
Iwas up to it.”

The work took almost 3 years.
Lalit, as team leader, did the drawings
and the sketches. “There were
moments when I was ready to give
up,” he says. “Our ideal was to create a
statue of Sri Aurobindo that would not
only resemble him and but also convey
something of his presence. I often felt
it was impossible.” But he struggled
on, aware of the fact that if he didn’t
deliver, someone else would get the
assignment and might botch the job.

“The work had become a responsibili-
ty. Then I noticed something interest-
ing: all along, while doing the job, I
felt fantastic. I had the feeling that the
work was being done through me.”
The main difficulty was to imag-
ine how Sri Aurobindo would appear
standing up. Cartier Bresson’s photos
are all of Sri Aurobindo in a sitting
position. The only photos of him
standing are from before 1915. Using
measurements of Sri Aurobindo’s
body, taken by one of the old sadhaks
in the 1940s, Lalit made many sketch-
es. “One of them was particularly
good. I sent it to the Parliamentary
Committee. 1 heard afterwards that
one of its members almost got into a
trance gazing at it. They gave the
order. I replied that I would do my
best, but that the statue would not be
released until I had the sanction of
someone who had seen Sri
Aurobindo.” That someone was
Nirodbaran, who occasionally would
come to check the progress of the
work and give advice. “We first
worked with small scale models.

Then, when we had finished the
mould for the final statue, he came
again. He looked intently at the
mould, and then said ‘Yes, there is no
doubt that this is Sri Aurobindo.” I
heaved a sigh of relief. Then we cast it
in bronze,” says Lalit.

Both statues, 82-inches (2.08
metres) tall, have been designed to be
seen from a distance of 10 to 12
metres. Will other statues be added to
their commanding presence in the
Entrance Hall? Says Lalit: “T was told
there won’t be any, and that a bill to
that effect has been passed. For who
could stand in their presence?”

The mould for the statue, mean-
while, stands in a corner of the
Aurodhan Gardens at Kuruchikup-
pam in Puducherry. More casts of the
statue can, and, in fact, have been
made. “One has been installed in the
Sri Aurobindo Bhavan in Calcutta,
the others are still waiting,” says
Lalit. And with a smile he adds,
“Something for Auroville?”

Perhaps for Savitri Bhavan?
Carel

Eleven Days of Global Unity

Kosmos Cultural Café brings the message of peace, sustainability and unity.

e peace with at
least one Aurovilian
you have a conflict
with, reads a seem-
ingly cheeky line

from an announcement posted by the
Kosmos Cultural Café. It is one
amongst a list of suggestions that
Aurovilians may adopt over eleven
days of celebrating global unity, from
September 11th through the 21st.

For the past three years, the
Kosmos Cultural Café has been bring-
ing the Auroville community the mes-
sage of peace, unity, and sustainability
in a spirit of celebration. The 11 Days
of Global Unity in Auroville in mid-
September saw a wide variety of activi-
ties and programmes. There were daily
film screenings that included the debut
release of a 10-minute short titled
Satyagraha: 100 Years of Nonviolence;
and the documentary Peace One Day,
the story of one man’s attempt to per-
suade the global community via the
United Nations to officially sanction a
global ceasefire day. The programme
also included an open source peace café
at the Unity Pavilion, poetry sessions,
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an evening of drumming, music and
dance, peace awareness events in
schools, round table dis-

“The United Nations declared that on
this day governments all over the world

observe a global

cussions, and a peace
vigil and meditation
under the Banyan tree.

Aurovilian ~ Wim
Aspelagh is the driving
force behind this event.
“What is unique about
this year’s happening is
our choice of the dates,”
says Wim. He explains:
“September 11th this
year is the hundredth
anniversary of Gandhi’s
first nonviolent action in
South Africa, and this
ability to overcome
injustice without resort-
ing to violence has
inspired millions
throughout the century
to do the same. It is a
message that is still rele-
vant today, and needs to
be celebrated.”

Peace Day

The U.N. International
Day of Peace was first
celebrated in 1982. It
began as a moveable
date taking place on
the opening of each
new session of the U.N.
General Assembly in
September.

In 2001, through the
efforts of the UK-based
NGO PeaceOneDay,
the UN formally estab-
lished an annual day of
global ceasefire and
non-violence on the
UN Inter-national Day
of Peace, fixed for 21
September Peace Day.

ceasefire, and this
means no armed
conflict.” He
explaing that, right
now, not a day goes
by without at least
someone losing his
or her life to such
conflicts. “The hope
is that maybe this
one day of global
ceasefire will create
conditions for two
or three days of
ceasefire and per-
haps at some point
in time it will create
a ceasefire lasting
the entire year.”
Having the event
here in Auroville,
Wim hopes, will
make residents
more aware than

September 21st on the other hand,
says Wim, is International Peace Day.

they already are about creating condi-
tions for peace.

A Meditation for Peace, at the New Creation Bilingual School

This year’s celebration was also
about having an impact at the global
level. “We are living in a global world,”
explains Wim, “and it’s a must that we
in Auroville feel and be connected with
the rest of the world.” For this, the team
came up with the idea of electronically
linking up Auroville with two world
communities — Findhorn in the UK.,
and California Institute for Integral
Studies (CIIS) in San Francisco, U.S.A.
— and having a collective chanting and
meditation. The event was web-casted

live. “It was a logistical challenge to
connect up the networks together,”
admits Wim. “We had some technical
difficulties on the final night, but the
event was a success. We had people
from several AVI centres around the
world plug into our ‘peace ring’ and
participate in a symbolic act of global
unity.”

Priya Sundaravalli
Adapted from an interview on
Auroville Radio




TSUNAMI AFTERMATH

Rebuilding Child Development Centres

The success of building the Integrated Child Develop-

ment Centres by Suhasini and her team, shows that
Auroville’s tradition of '‘Quietly building the best’, is

being continued.

n April 2006, one of the last of the
27 Integrated Child Development
Scheme (ICDS) centres in the
Villupuram and Kanchipuram
districts was inaugurated by
Jasmine Withverad the CEQ of the UK-
based Save the Children (STC). This
multi-crore project was successfully
handled and completed by the architec-
ture department of the Auroville
Building Centre, headed by Suhasini.
“The story began when Hemant
from the Tsunami office was visited by

The Integrated Child
Development Scheme Centre

The Integrated Child Development
Scheme, a programme run by the
Tamil Nadu government aims to
achieve community well-being in all
its villages. Its main focus is to meet
the basic health needs and require-
ments of children, adolescent girls
and women. The centre is a multi-
purpose building that functions pri-
marily as a day-care centre for 2to 5
year olds in the momings, and offers
other programmes during the rest of
the time, including evenings and
weekends. Examples of programmes
are nutrition and health education for
women, child health monitoring and
record keeping, dental care, adoles-
cent girl counselling, gynaecological
check-ups, antenatal and postnatal
care, psychological counseling, and
immunization. Each ICDS centre has
a staff of two full-time ladies. One has
some education and training, and the
other assists as a helper. Doctors and
health workers also visit at regular
intervals to oversee special pro-
grammes. Once a month, the centre
also serves as the meeting place for
the Panchayat with the Women's and
Men's Self-Help Groups. Studies
have indicated that ICDS centres
have a positive impact on the village
community.

RESEARCH

STC officials,” explains Suhasini. “They
wanted to rebuild the coastal ICDS cen-
tres that had been destroyed by the tsuna-
mi, and had funds to build 154 of these
in Puducherry and five districts of Tamil
Nadu.” What STC wanted from
Auroville was 2 design prototypes that
could be adapted to field conditions with
amanual outlining the construction tech-
nology. Could Auroville help?

Two modular designs had to be
manifested, keeping in mind the centres’
various functions (see box). The floor
area was to be 85 square metres, costing
within 5.2 lakhs rupees per centre
(Rs.6000 per square metre) and it had to
be built within one month. The team felt
the project was doable, and accepted.

“When we took up the job,” says
Suhasini, “we had the naive idea that we
had to make two designs, and then hand
them over to the Collectors of the five
districts and Puducherry, who would
execute them with local NGOs. And
then we would only play an advisory
role. It was quite unwittingly that we got
so deeply involved.”

However, there were no NGOs in
Kanchipuram or Villupuram districts to
build the 27 structures earmarked for
those districts. “So they requested us to
take charge of these two districts and by
now we were already so involved in the
project that it was difficult to refuse.”

The task seemed impossible — twen-
ty-seven centres to be built within four
months. Says Suhasini: “Not just that,
the paperwork that was required of us
was overwhelming — weekly and month-
ly reports on all kinds of issues; surprise
checks on our financial management and
book keeping, and unannounced site vis-
its from STC officials or the Collector’s
office.”

Luckily for the team, the grant got
delayed and that gave the team an extra
month to get organized. “During this
time, we found reliable villagers with
whom we could work, and they in turn
found the masons and the workers. In the

The ICDS Centre at Bommaiyarpalayam

end we had seven teams of masons and
workers organized.”

Work began at two of the closest
centres where all teams received their
training. With an Auroville mason as the
mason-in-charge, masons from other vil-
lages worked under him and learnt the
job. The intention was that these masons
would go and train others in their village.
“In some villages, this was not easy,”
says Suhasini, “because of the lack of
basic knowledge. They are used to mak-
ing very rudimentary houses, and learn-
ing double brick masonry with all kinds
of technicalities was very difficult.” All
this meant that the small team of 3 per-
sons had to constantly be everywhere to
monitor the work.

But what amazed the team from
Auroville was the positive cooperation
from most villages. “It was amazing,”
says Suhasini. “In some villages the peo-
ple cleared the land for us, in many the
neighbours offered to store the construc-
tion material and tools to save on the cost
of building a store room and use it for the
project. They’d also fill our water tanks
in the evening so that we didn’t have to
wait in line in the mornings.

“The only places we had problems
with social cooperation were the villages
in and around Auroville. In
Kuyilapalayam for example, after we
cleared the land, garbage was dumped
overnight on the entire site to prevent the
construction. It was finally with
Dhanapal’s help that we got another site
allocated by the panchayat. In the village
of Chinnamudaliyarchavadi, the tempo-

rary ICDS centre was partially demol-
ished to force us to build on the spot they
wanted, leading to problems from the
NGO that had built the centre. In
Bommaiyarpalayam, there were several
instances of damage and destruction to
the buildings. But whenever a situation
was not manageable, the Officer on
Special duty and the Collector inter-
vened directly.

“We also tried to get two centres
allocated and built for dalit villages, in
the neighbourhood of Kottakarai and
Sanjeevi Nagar, but it didn’t work due to
resistance from other castes.”

Problems notwithstanding, Suhasini
and her team have completed the work
successfully. “From an evaluation of all
of STC’s projects in Indonesia,
Thailand, Sri Lanka and India, the cen-
tres built by us were deemed to be the
best, and now Auroville design and tech-
nology is being adopted in Sri Lanka.”.
The team also performed well during the
surprise financial check from the Chief
Financial Officer of STC — UK. “Our
book-keeping, expenditure monitoring,
project reporting and management were
found to be ‘exemplary’.”

For Suhasini and her team at
Auroville Building Centre, this experi-
ence of building the ICDS centres has
reinforced the belief in the quality of
their own work. “This is the first time
that we had to work on such a large scale
within a tight time frame,” obscrves
Suhasini. “And we’ve found out that not
only are we capable of it, but we could
evendoitwell”  Priya Sundaravalli

Pesticides Survey 2006

uring April and May

2006, a questionnaire

titled *Community Moni-

toring of Pesticides

Health Effects’ was cir-
culated in Auroville to get a better pic-
ture of the health effects of

vinced that her 56 years old partner died
because of the extra burden of chemical
pesticides sprayed heavily around their
house. Spraying around or on the way to
schools was also reported by a few
teachers.

spraying chemical pesticides.
Developed by the Malaysia-
based  Pesticides  Action
Network-Asia (PAN-Asia), a
coalition of over a hundred
international grass-root initia-
tives, the questionnaire was
modified for the local context
by Aurovilian homoeopath
Nandita Shah.

171 = individuals (128
Aurovilians, 13 Newcomers,
21 guests, and 9 Auroville
employees) responded to it
which is about 10% of
Auroville’s adult population.

The health effects reported
were observed to last from a
few hours up to the entire
spraying season, and ranged
from minor irritations to major

health problems (see box).
Some major health problems
included one case of the wors-
ening of Parkinson’s disease
symptoms, another of poor healing fol-
lowing an eye surgery, and even allega-
tions of having contributed to the death
of a seriously ill patient. The latter was
reported by a person who was con-

The two organic neem-based
pesticides available in Auroville

An overwhelming 77% of the
respondents were convinced that the
symptoms they had were caused by pes-
ticide spraying. Their reasoning was that
the symptoms were seasonal, appearing

Symptoms of chemical pesticide spraying
Fatigue; weakness; giddiness; sleepiness; lack
of energy; inability to concentrate; headache;
everyyearatthe | coughing; bronchial irritation; breathing diffi-
same time gen- | cullies; tightness in the chest; worsening of asth-
erally between | ma; swollen eyelids; eye imitation; conjunctivitis;
February and | blurred vision; skin irritation; itchiness; appear-
May. ance of boils; swelling of the joints of fingers,
The symp- | hands, knees and feet; swollen lymph nodes;
toms were most | nhausea; vomiting; abdominal pain.
severe during

the acute spraying times in March and
April and dimished soon after, and that
none of these symptoms were present
over the rest of the year. Some respon-
dents were able to provide exact dates.
Nine people complained about having
observed the symptoms year after year,
the longest period dating back to 1990.

When asked what preventative or
remedial measures the respondents
adopted, the answers ranged from
avoiding the sprayed areas to wearing
face masks. Most of the individuals
affected also reported taking homeo-
pathic remedies to deal with their symp-
toms, besides drinking plenty of fluids,
water, juices, and/or herbal teas. The use
of allopathic medication such as
painkillers, cough remedies or antibi-
otics was reported to be minimal. A few
mentioned medical expenses in the
range of Rs. 30 to Rs. 3,000.

The overall outlook by the respon-
dents is nonetheless positive. People felt
there was less spraying of chemicals this
year than in previous years.

This observation corresponds to the
increasing sales of Limonool, an organic
neem-oil based pesticide oil, by

Auroville’s No More Pesticides Team.
In the past 4 years the team sold on aver-
age of 200 litres/year. Last year, the
sales went upto 300 litres, most of it dur-
ing the spraying season. Also a second
product, called ‘Pure neem oil,” intro-
duced by a resident of Kuilapalayam
was made available from Pour Tous.
Many Aurovilians have become aware
of the importance of organic pesticides
and have started donating Limonool or
Pure neem oil to their neighbours. One
teacher from New Creation School
reported the success of this year’s neem
oil spraying by the school’s direct
neighbours. He mentioned that unlike
the previous years, no child fell sick this
spraying season.

The No More Pesticides Team
plans on using the results of this survey
in its conversations with the village pan-
chayats and the district collector. The
results will also be shared with other
groups that are involved with the same
problem, both in India and abroad.

Priya Sundaravalli
[from a report in News and Notes
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In brief

Regional changes

The Auroville area will soon see
many changes. Recently, the
Central Government has
approved the extension of the
Buckingham Canal which runs
along the coast from Kakinada in
Andra Pradesh through Chennai
to Puducherry. This would be of
help in the context of the upcom-
ing Special Economic Zone in
Puducherry. Other main develop-
ments are the projected railway
line linking Puducherry to
Mahabalippuram and to Chennai,
which might cross Auroville; the
widening of the Tindivanam-
Puducherry road into a four-lane
highway; and the further devel-
opment of the Puducherry airport
for daily commercial flights to
Chennai.

With increasing urbanization,
industrial and commercial devel-
opments, the area around
Auroville will have a very different
face in the years to come.

Kalivelli swamp

Studies are being executed to see
if the Kalivelli back water can be
turned it into a fresh water stor-
age lake, to be filled by runoff
water. Preliminary findings indi-
cate that this would imply raising
a bund all around the tank of
about 2.30 meters above sea level
and building devices to avoid
flooding the low lying area
around the tank. If accepted, the
project may prove to be disas-
trous to the ecology of the
swamp that now is fed from the
sea, and change the migratory
path of many birds like flamingos
that show up every winter.

Pondicherry to
become Puducherry
The Rajya Sabha has passed a Bill
to rename the Union Territory
(UT) of Pondicherry, Puducherry.
Puducherry means “new colony”
and would encompass four
regions — Puducherry which is the
present Pondicherry, Karaikal in
Tamil Nadu, Mahe in Kerala and
Yanam in Andhra Pradesh. The
people of Pondicherry had been
demanding the renaming of the
UT because in ancient times, the
territory was supposedly known
as Puducherry. The new name
has now officially come into
effect.

Substantial dona-
tion

An Indian industrialist has
promised a substantial donation
of 18 crore rupees for land pur-
chase, a new town hall that
would be a 'green building" and
for the further detailing of the
Master Plan. The first installment
of Rs. 51 lakhs has been received.

SaraCon

‘Saraswathy Consciousness in
Action' is the inspiration for devel-
oping a creative centre for eco-
nomic and entrepreneurial devel-
opment called SaraCon located in
the building previously used for
the Bommaiyur Toy Factory in
Kottakarai. It was opened on
August 15th. Its initial activities
will include AurovilleArts.Com, a
comprehensive Internet Platform
for Collaboration; a Laboratory
for Integral Entrepreneurship; and
Svaram Sounds.

Fundraising for land
Efforts are ongoing to revive
the fundraising drive for the
purchase of the remaining land
for Auroville and to set up an
effective team that is able to
accomplish the daunting task of
raising the necessary funds for
this purpose.
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“My main pretext is to have fun”

Johnny is unique. Playwright, actor, carpenter, singer, architect, builder, teacher, tree-planter, farmer, odd-
job man, since coming to Auroville in the early 1970s he seems to have done it all. Recently Auroville Today

asked him to share his thoughts on a wide range of topics.

initially came to visit my runaway fami-
ly. Jan, my first wife, left Sydney for
Auroville with our child, when he was
three because I was such a hopeless case.
Almost as soon as [ arrived in Auroville I
fell in with a group of young Tamil men build-
ing bamboo houses. In every village you’d have
a group of men, or several groups of men, who
were house-builders. There was one particular
Tamil guy, whose name was Ramu, who

lar type of a Tamil women that likes to live in
Auroville because it requires a sense of social
adventure.

Elumalai doesn’t actually sleep in Fertile
but he’s here at six o’clock in the morning and
only goes at six o’clock in the evening. I can
leave Fertile for up to four months at a time and
when I come back not only is everything correct
and in place but everything’s improved. He’s a

was roughly the same age as me. He felt
like a Tamil version of me. He had a real-
ly good comprehension of geometry,
which is actually unusual in a village.

At that time there were about hundred
and fifty people in Auroville, many of
them trying to build houses without really
any experience. 1 had experience with
building things with my hands. So I sud-
denly found that I was fully employed as
exactly the sort of architect I enjoyed
being, which was a bamboo-and-rope
architect.

Fertile was the first reforestation
camp in Auroville. The idea was that you
would have a camp and you would plant
in the area you could reach and water
from a single well, and than you would
move on, leaving a watchman, and set up
another camp. But that didn’t happen,
because Auroville wasn’t purchasing land
fast enough. Moreover, we suddenly had
four children and other children were
attracted to our children, and we suddenly
had a kid’s community here. There used
to be a huge, three-storey bamboo house
here stock full of children!

When we first came we had really no
knowledge of afforestation, and all we
wanted was shade. And so we planted any
possible tree we could find. We didn’t
know what to plant. As you can imagine,
a lot of them died. Paul Blanchflower,
who lived here for ten years, brought the
know-how. He has a degree in tropical
forestry or re-forestry. So he and a group
of really qualified botanists that Auroville
now contains put together the current
planting policy — to replant the initial
tropical evergreen forest that existed here
when we came. But if you look at Fertile
forest as it stands now, it is just higgledy-
piggledy, the exotic and indigenous mixed
together. You wouldn’t consider it to be very
good reforestation, whereas the quality of refor-
estation that goes on now in other parts of
Auroville is, I think, among the highest quality
in the world.

When we first came we had a lot of trouble

" keeping what we planted from being cut and
traded off as firewood. Many times I had to
wrestle with a guy with a sharp axe in his hands
over trees. And they are tough guys. It’s totally
the other way round now. We don’t cut green
timber at all but we are constantly cutting this
Australian acacia, the Work tree, that grows
rampantly all through Auroville. We cut them in
the forest and we leave the branches lying, and
sometimes the villagers won’t even take them
away!

The Tamil people

I live here with this young Tamil guy,
Elumalai, who’s a Tamil Aurovilian. He first
came here when he was fifteen. When he mar-
ried, his wife didn’t want to come to live here. |
mean, when you look at the situation in a village
and the situation in Auroville, you can see that
Auroville is very encouraging for men, with
motorcycles and volleyball and nice jeans and
cell phones. But the women aren’t interested in
that. What the women like is the support of
other women that you have in a village, espe-
cially when you have children. Of course, you
do have Tamil families living in Auroville and
Tamil women happy here, but it takes a particu-

K
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The village as a model for
Auroville

I think a village is a wonderful institution.
We have this Western arrogance, we come to
India with a solution to all their problems, when
in reality they have a solution to our problems
because they know how to live together.
Actually in many villages they deal with their
own problems, they don’t involve the police, the

Johnny

special guy with a very special skill. T couldn’t
do without a guy like that. And it’s the same
with all these guys really. Once you get to know
them, and get to work with them, you realize
that.

Because the thing about the Tamils is that
they have a sort of ethics: if they enjoy what you
give them to do, then they do it really well and
they don’t really care how much you pay them.
But if you ask them to do something they don’t
enjoy doing, they won’t do it very well and they
want a lot of money for it.

India is very much a culture built on people
doing what they like to do, even if it’s living on
the street. I know that people decry poverty in
India but the irony of poverty is that it contains
a lot of very simple pleasures that a lot of people
miss out on by living on the twenty fourth
storey of a skyscraper somewhere, with a flat
screen television.

Organic architecture

I was originally schooled in what was called
organic architecture in the 60s and 70s. The
understanding then was that you acted in a way
that was invisible in nature. Even in an urban
context it never drew attention to itself, it
always tried to fit in with the environment.
When I came here we tried to make a low
impact on nature. We had no right to take elec-
tricity or food or services from India. My per-
sonal feeling is that it’s possible to be
autonomous, which means as much as possible
you generate your own needs and also deal with

your own waste. All our toilets are composting
and we have a motorcycle but we try to only
use it for bringing building materials; mostly
we travel by bicycle or bullock cart. I also like
to use low-key building materials, because it
employs villagers. People don’t realize, when
they are putting up a concrete house, the
impact of cement on the Indian environment.

government at all. Like in our local village,
Mathur, they never go to the police. Every dark
moon they have a meeting in a temple, I've been
to it several times, where they deal with any sort
of social unrest in the village, theft, adultery, vio-
lence etc.

Politics in Auroville

What would I change in Auroville? There’s
no point in having any idea about change if you
aren’t prepared in some way to facilitate it your-
self. Each of us has limited energy anyhow, and
by the time you are my age you know what you
can and can’t do. And you know what you enjoy
doing and what you don’t enjoy doing. My gen-
eral philosophy, and this is what I’m constantly
preaching to the kids, is that you fix as your hori-
zon the world as you want it to be.

And the world I want to live in is one where
people make a much lighter imprint on the planet
than huge concrete buildings and exploitative sit-
uations. So everything I do is in that direction.
I'm not trying to change people at all, I'm simply
trying to build a world I enjoy being in. And my
main pretext is to have fun. It sounds very self-
centered but I think if enjoyment is the prime
concern in your personal life, a shared enjoyment
with your children and other children and people
in a community, it’s going to help make a joyful
community. If people are constantly dealing with
stressful problems and regulations, than you’re
definitely going to end up with a lot of worried
people and a slightly paranoid community.

Politics, frankly, I look upon as a form of
theatre. And I think theatre is essential not only
as an entertainment but as a form of dealing with
collective psychology. I do respect the skill of
somebody who can deal with complex problems
and who is able to comprehend a problem and
somehow calm people down. That’s not a defini-
tion of a Western politician, but it’s sort of a def-
inition of an Auroville politician. Because
Auroville’s politics is functional. It’s a group of

people who are honestly and earnestly trying to
solve problems in the community.

For many years all the politics in Auroville
was completely voluntary. And so you had to
want to do it. Now if you are part of a group that
meets regularly and tries to deal with problems
that aren’t yours personally, you receive a main-
tenance. And so you take it a bit more seriously,
you say “We’d better make some serious deci-
sions here”. And it can often reach a point
when people take themselves much too
seriously...

Auroville doesn’t really work by force.
It’s like a river, it follows the easiest course.
Despite the fact that there are very adamant
and militant people here, everyone respects
each other to some extent. There is a lot of
hot air about authoritarianism, what you
should do and shouldn’t do, but it gets
down to live and let live.

I can have a major conflict with some-
body over some issue. But then I can sit
down with them and say ‘ok, ok, let’s agree
that at least what we are after is this. You do
it your way, I do it in my way, but let’s at
least agree that we are heading in the same
direction’. Of course, it might take a bit of
talking to get to that point...

If you have a centralized authority it
disenfranchises the individual. And so if
you have somebody who takes it upon him
to tell you what you have to do with your
land, or your house, or your field, or your
whatever, than he’s taking away your rights
as an individual to think intelligently about
your situation or to think collectively about
your situation. This is important because as
a community we’ve reached a critical point.
We're around 1800 people now, and that’s
an interesting number which requires a cer-
tain technology to resolve problems. What
we are trying to do now is to develop a
slightly more complex management system
in Auroville. And it’s quite fascinating
watching all these different groups trying
different approaches. The encouraging
thing for me really is that no matter what’s
happening, the awareness of what’s hap-
pening is growing.

Of course, when you've got a small
community of people whose main goals are
self-sufficiency and solar panels, then you
are going to have a harmonious and autonomous
community. But as soon as you start to get to the
next level, when you start crochet workshops,
carpentry workshops and get computer manufac-
turing, then you are going to have very different
sets of demands and criteria. But they are all just
a part of a growing society. It’s like a broad
mind. A broad mind, for me, is one that can
accommodate major contradictions. What you
don’t want is a totally fanatical mind that says:
“I’m only this and I won’t even think of being

anything else!”
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(continued on page 5)

“The Cave', a sketch by Johnn
it is one of Johnny's f2
















