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Raising the bar on mobility and urban planning

Architect David Nightingale has been developing a plan for Auroville’'s Cultural Zone, which has led him to more broadly consider Auroville’s urban planning and
mobility issues. He recently presented his proposal A Strategic Approach to Mobility on the Crown in Auroville, which was well received. This is an edited transcript

of an interview with him.

Auroville Today: So, let’s start with the early architectur-
al models for Auroville. You believe that the Galaxy
Model didn’t specifically designate the Crown to be a
road?

David: That’s how [ interpret it. When you look at the
Galaxy Model, there are no roads in the image — in pro-
found contrast to all of Roger’s earlier proposals. If you
zoom in, you can see that the Crown unfolds around the
circle, creating a very dynamic mixture of different ele-
ments. The blue-green and white elements can be interpret-
ed in different ways. The white can obviously be seen as
buildings, but could also be covered spaces, or hard land-
scaping extending on the ground. The only visible circle
seems to be more like a canal linking the spaces between
the built sections. But the first thing people ask me when I
describe it like that is, “What?! Do you really think there
will be no roads?’ But the Galaxy Model is a concept
model, it’s not meant to answer all the questions straight
away. Just because we see what looks like a canal running
around the Crown, it doesn’t mean Mother was imagining
a Venice of south India with gondolas moving around — we
shouldn’t take it literally. But as a concept model, it
emphasises some elements over others. It’s a product of
1968 and the culmination of the work Mother and Roger
did together, but I believe it’s meant to be reinterpreted as
we go along. It’s not cast in stone,and I believe it’s our task
to tease out solutions from it. Evolution is a fundamental
part of the Integral Yoga, so it fits for me that we have an
evolving urban plan that’s adapting as we evolve.

The Galaxy model with th
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maximum of 25 kilometres per hour within the city, which
means in essence that we should be moving consciously
and slowly, and I would also add quietly. So, Auroville
was not supposed to be a high-speed city, and it’s not
about getting from A to B as fast as we can.

What role has the Master Plan played in the development
of roads?

Roger presented the Galaxy Model just before the
inauguration, and I like to think Mother took one look at it
and with a twinkle in her eye thought ‘That will keep them
busy.” If she’d wanted us to build something easy, she
could have simply chosen the first Grid Model. It would
have been finished years ago. In the end it’s a blessing that
it wasn’t finished in five or ten years, since if it had been,
we would have probably ended up with a South Indian
Brasilia, Canberra or Chandigarh frozen in time — a snap-
shot of a futuristic vision from the late 60s. The Galaxy
Model is a nightmare from a planning point of view, and
that’s exactly the point. It has amazing qualities and amaz-
ing depth to it, which is what we’re being asked to explore.
We should be collectively going as high and as wide as we
can, to work out how that would look today, including all
the ecological and technological advances that have been
made in the meantime. The Master Plan was supposed to
be reassessed every five years. Twenty years later, it has
not been reassessed once. I don’t know why that is, but we
all need to become more proactive and more involved to
address this lacuna.

ring road (dark blue outer circle) and the radials connecting the two

How well have we succeeded in doing this?

We have not given sufficient attention over the years as to how
to interpret the Galaxy Model, and have developed a Master Plan
focused primarily on efficiency. In my view, we’ve boiled down
complex aspects into lowest common denominator solutions. What
we’re doing today in Auroville is the opposite of what most of the
cities in the world that we consider beautiful have done. Our design
decisions are responding to engineering decisions, and not the other
way around. The engineering solutions should instead provide the
solutions to our designs. We’ve focused on the essence of what we
need — roads, cables, sewage pipes, water — and turned it into an
engineering challenge since this is something that we can easily get
our heads around. And as a result, in my view what we’re seeing
today, ten years after the first paved roads were started, is the oppo-
site of what the Galaxy Model represents and the opposite of what
the Mother asked for. We have over-simplified the challenge she put

superimposed

in front of us, in order to have the feeling that we’re achieving some-
thing, and by doing so we’re failing day by day to embrace the high-
er challenge.

For example, if I take the original Galaxy Model, and superim-
pose a grey circle to show what will happen to it conceptually if we
build the Crown as a road — as Auroville has started to do — it shows
how the whole connectivity and energy flow of buildings and
spaces, and the movement of people, is completely cut. The heart
and soul of the township becomes amputated from the rest. If the
road is completed as it exists today, the Crown will become the
absolute antithesis of the Galaxy Model that Mother approved.

So how did Mother envisage mobility?

The Mother apparently said that we should be travelling at a
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Imagined Crown at Solar Kitchen roundabout
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Because wide roads have been built, that means that cars
come?

Yes, the traffic planner Karl-Heinz Posch predicted this back
in 2008 and advised against it — it’s naive to think that we can
build all these roads, and then everyone will be just cycling on
them or taking electric buses. Those hopeful visions ignore present
circumstances and human nature. Unfortunately, humanity only
usually wakes up once we’ve made some mistakes. The
Dreamcatchers presented an alternative Crownways in 2008,
before the road was paved, to show how we could create beautiful
public spaces which would not encourage fast, heavy traffic. But it
seems there was a commitment to continuing with the status quo
of the Master Plan with the Crown and Radial roads etc., which is
what we have today. Aurovilians generally accept the need for
quiet, non-polluting transport, but people are reluctant to sacrifice
the creature comforts of their day-to-day life. They may not want
to pay more for it, to take longer to get somewhere, to wait for a
bus, etc. But for alternative mobility to have a chance, the
majority of residents all have to want it .

What is your suggested solution?

I’'m suggesting we develop an alternative mobility in phases,
and create a series of urban spaces along the Crown. And where the
peramboke [common village] land crosses the Crown, you’d have a
crossover point, a place where someone coming from Certitude can
park their noisy vehicle, and get on an electric cycle or take a shuttle
and spend a couple of hours going around the Crown, doing their
shopping and going to the library, and then park the electric cycle
and get back on their vehicle to go back to Certitude. As we create
each section, we’ll learn from our mistakes and add new technology
as it comes on-line. This was also proposed in 2008 but it was prob-
ably too ambitious for that time, because the range of options around
electrical vehicles — now provided by Kinisi and ITS and City
Transport — weren’t there then. But the proposal sowed the seeds,
and those 12 years have enabled our electric transport infrastructure
to evolve, and now it’s just about ripe to handle a proposal like this.

We could also develop the Crown in different ways in different
parts. Take Marie’s sketches [see illustrations on page 4] that show
what the Crown could look like, and imagine you’re travelling
around the Crown on the electric shuttle. The first image shows how
the Crown might look where the van passes through Darkali.
There’s very sparse housing around there within one of the parks,
and there’s a more alternative ‘eco’ feeling with a bamboo bus
stand, etc. It has a very different quality to the next picture, which
shows the Crown at the Solar Kitchen roundabout.That area is cur-
rently very open and sterile, so I suggested to Marie that she draw
the road tighter and curvier (to ‘de-road’ it in fact), to put a market
near the road and to put a banyan in the middle of the roundabout.

continued on page 2
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continued from page 1

What are the issues with getting such designs implemented? Is it to
do with L’Avenir?

L’Avenir d’Auroville is supposed to be the interface between a
planning office and the community. Rather than thinking that they
should be doing all the work, they should ideally be reaching out to the
community for guidance. Our dreams are constantly ahead of our
capacity to manage them. We need to find money for a technical office
to do the planning. I would like to stress we are all L’ Avenir, we are all
Auroville. As long as we choose to give away the power and have
these decisions made in our name, we’ll keep getting roads. That’s not
ajudgement on anyone. If you give the job of creating a system of elec-
trical cables for Auroville to an electrical engineer, and if they don’t
have any other plan to respond to, they’ll simply come up with the
most efficient solution possible. They aren’t doing anything wrong, but
no one has set the bar higher. So by default, we’re getting engineering
solutions because the engineers are doing their job in a design vacuum.

Does that ‘low bar’ also explain why there are more cars in
Auroville?

We have an ageing population, and many of them don’t feel safe
anymore on a moped. Some people get cars because it’s more com-
fortable to have air-conditioned transport in the summer months, and
yet others use them because they are “differently-abled’. However, the
more cars there are, the more danger on the roads, so people want more
cars. As long as we have motorcycles driving at maximum speed and
ever-increasing volume on the Crown, the urban artery of Auroville,
no one can live or work comfortably there. The units operating in
Kalpana, for example, apparently hire rooms in other parts of
Auroville for important meetings, because their own offices are too
noisy due to the loud vehicles on the road outside —and if they don’t
do that yet, they probably soon will.

So this is exactly the right moment to introduce an alternative.
Rather than continuing the American model where you drive to the
post office, and then to the library, and then to the Solar Kitchen for
lunch, we need to create beautiful urban spaces where people can walk
or cycle, and to invert the hierarchy so that pedestrians have priority,
then cyclists, then collective transport, then private electric vehicles,
and then, last of all, private non-emission-free vehicles. By the way,
when I talk about polluting, I’'m not pretending that electric vehicles
are not polluting. But I don’t want an alternative mobility solution to
get bogged down in those discussions, which can continue in the back-
ground if necessary. Let’s just accept that everything is polluting in
some form or another, but that if we want to create beautiful urban
spaces, we have to do it with solutions that are quiet and non-polluting
at the place where the engine is running.

Doesn’t the problem of transport also have to do with urban plan-
ning and access to services? For instance, the many Aurovilians who
are not members of PTDC [which has a long waiting list] currently
have to travel some distance to HERS or PTPS in Kuilapalyam just
to do simple grocery shopping because there is nowhere in the centre
for them to buy the basics. Shouldn’t the basic services be offered to
all residents within accessible distances?

Absolutely. Firstly, we need a new PTDC, and many agree about
that. And we also need public transport — there’s the new proposal for
LanAVette. People are trying to approach this from different perspec-
tives. And there’s no silver bullet. I think we need all these approach-
es. As each new approach comes online, we will learn what works.
With the situation you’ve described, it’s easy for people to justify hav-
ing to have a motorbike to do that. It’s the easy, lowest common
denominator solution, but ultimately I don’t believe that we all came to
Auroville for that.

An elderly Aurovilian should also not be expected to have to go to
the old Pour Tous to do some shopping if they don’t wish to. There
should be a shopping service, and baskets could be delivered. We need
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Imagined Crown in Darkali

a new PTDC somewhere on the Crown. Or create a second Solar
Kitchen somewhere else, and the new PTDC could be combined with
that.

What’s your proposed solution for the Crown?

It’s primarily a design challenge. You can see in the two illustra-
tions how, with some simple design interventions, you can de-road the
road and make public spaces more intimate and welcoming. Just imag-
ine any townscape from 100 years ago with a series of plazas and
squares — Rome being a perfect example. I believe Mother saw a simi-
lar approach in Roger’s Galaxy Model: a series of spaces like pearls on
a necklace, and you go through the buildings to get to the next one.
Those traditional qualities were lost in many cities around the world
after the Second World War, because the advertising gods did a great
job of selling us the car, connected to the idea of the suburb. We effec-
tively sold the quality of urban space to the supposed carrot of freedom
of independent movement. However, if we plan it right, almost no one
will need a car in Auroville.

I recently came up with a proposal to help manifest such an alter-
native Crown by designating different parts of Auroville for different
value systems. For example, an area where there is zero cash exchange,
or an area for people living lightly in temporary housing, or areas that
encourage people to be entrepreneurial. There could even be an area
for teenagers nearer the tar-road who want fast noisy motorbikes. So
you actually encourage people to live in the most suitable area, and the
planners need to just accept that that’s part of the natural growth of
both people and towns. The problem right now is that the most sensi-
tive people are living amongst those who are less sensitive to their
requirements, and who want to drive their noisy motorcycles wherever
and whenever they want. But if we accept human nature as evolving,
we can plan for different areas which people would naturally gravitate
towards according to their values.

And do you think people will use a public transport system here,
providing it is a good one?

If we create a beautiful inspiring Crown, that has no noisy traf-
fic with lots of people living there and lots of activity, and there’s a
café on the ground floor, and services like a library and a Pour
Tous just two minutes’ walk away, more people will want to live
on it. And if we have an electric shuttle bus going in each direction
around it, and if people living on the Crown could jump on it and
reach a class at Savitri Bhavan in five minutes, why wouldn’t they
do that? And if they needed go to Pondicherry, and there’s a bus
going every hour, why wouldn’t they take the bus? There is an
argument that we don’t have the population yet for this to succeed,
but if we don’t plan alternatives now, it will simply be too late.

What about Aurovilians who manage production units, who need to
move around Pondicherry in order to buy supplies?

Auroville should be buying in bulk. It shouldn’t be sending a
painter to Pondy to buy a few cans of paint for one person’s apart-
ment. There should be a central buying agency on the tar road
where painters can call the day before, and they just go there the
next day on their electric vandi to pick it up. It just needs some
imagination.

Auroville has been progressive in so many things, but has lagged
behind global standards for transport. Is there hope?

There’s always hope. I think things generally happen in the right
moment. My experience with Dreamcatchers was that we sowed a lot
of seeds, and they germinate as and when we are ready. As time goes
on, I’d like to see less fear of things going wrong, and less of a need for
control. If you look at the Galaxy Model and what’s on the ground
today, almost nothing that’s been built actually relates to it, and yet it’s
coming from decisions that are supposedly trying to save it. This latest
mobility proposal is just that, a proposal, it is not necessarily the
answer but really just a starting point for someone to come up with an
even better plan.

In conversation with Lesley

Is Auroville becoming a city of cars??

The steady increase in private car ownership in Auroville, as well as the hike in outside cars and autos circulating daily within the community, gives rise to the ques-
tion: Is Auroville falling well behind ‘best practice’ examples of transport that are thriving in other parts of the world? This article considers plans for public trans-
port systems in Auroville, and the accompanying interview with David considers the interconnected aspects of mobility and urban planning.

nce upon a time, Auroville was a

sleepy outpost comprised of

dirt tracks and bullock carts. The

pioneer  Aurovilians  moved

around on cycles, carts or on foot.
Motor vehicles were rarely seen, except for the
Auroville shuttle bus that plied to Pondy and
back. As new work areas were established
throughout the landscape, Aurovilians started
moving around more to accomplish multiple
tasks or attend meetings, and the need to ‘save
time’ felt more imperative. Motorbikes were
becoming more common across India in the
1980s and 90s, yet many Aurovilians initially
resisted the pull to buy one, in the belief that
motorised transport was against the communi-
ty’s ethos.

“From what I have heard, people were ini-
tially embarrassed to own a motorbike,” says
David, an architect who also explores issues of
urban planning in Auroville, “but after some
time there was a critical mass of Aurovilians
with motorbikes, and suddenly it was not taboo
anymore. And unfortunately, we’ve more
2 Auroville Today October 2020

recently passed the same point with cars. In the
last two years, it has suddenly become no longer
embarrassing to own a car in Auroville. If this
keeps going on, we’ll have a township with
50,000 cars, and we’ll all be sitting in traffic.”

There are now at least 250 cars belonging to
individuals in Auroville, which means about 15
to 30 percent of adult residents are car owners,
according to Chandresh from Auroville’s
Integrated Transport Service. Aurovilians who
previously kept their cars hidden under dense
foliage in order to avoid community disapproval
no longer feel the need to do so, and many
communities now have four or five cars parked
at their gates.

Mathew, who lives in Sunship community
behind Town Hall, recounts how his com-
munity’s car parking area has been enlarged
twice in the last two years, a process which
involved the bulldozing of a dozen or more trees.
The second time, Mathew tried to blockade the
bulldozer, but the clearing continued as soon he
left. “There was no consultation with our
[Sunship] community about that,” he says.

Mathew points to the irony of a big signboard
outside his community’s entrance that clearly
states that “no motorised vehicles” are allowed
into a community which includes several car
owners.

While some of these privately-owned cars in
Auroville are electric, the vast majority of them
run on fossil fuels. As fossil fuel vehicles are
polluting and harmful to the environment, many
community members deem them to be contrary
to Auroville’s values concerning ecology and
human consciousness. Added to that are the
harmful effects and discomfort of noise and dust
pollution.

Given that Auroville has a reputation as
being a progressive place that implements inno-
vative solutions for so many development issues,
why has Auroville dropped the ball on mobility
and transport?

How did we get here?

When Roger Anger developed the Galaxy
Model for Auroville under the Mother’s guid-
ance, they were both aiming for a townscape

where pedestrians and slow-moving collective
transport would be prioritised. According to
some architects’ interpretations, roads are not
visible in the final Galaxy Model — in contrast
to the earlier rejected models. Roger wrote at
the time (1965) that he wanted to “suppress”
the “tyranny” of cars, which he claimed creat-
ed “infernos within cities”. While in the later
Master Plan (2001) he alluded to a restricted
use of roads (for example, vehicles moving at
15km/h to do deliveries at a certain time each
day in certain areas), he continued to state that
pedestrian movement had “absolute priority”,
and that Auroville should be “a city free of pol-
lution by motorised vehicles”. However, Roger
did not provide any detailed plan regarding
mobility and transport, nor how the city’s
development would manage the movement of
people and materials required to undertake
construction. And over the years, no mobility
plan for Auroville has ever been finalised and
agreed upon as a step towards successful
implementation.

continued on page 3




continued from page 2

As a result, the ‘bones’ of the Galaxy Plan
blueprint have been translated and implemented
as roads.

Now that parts of the Crown and other routes
have been created as wide paved roads, increasing
numbers of motorised vehicles have followed.

In this trajectory towards more roads and
cars in the last decade, it seems that Auroville
has fallen well behind global ‘best practice’
examples of transport and mobility, such as in
Scandinavian cities. It must be conceded that
Auroville has its own complexities that pose
challenges to the development of mobility and
transport: for example, land ownership issues
mean that Auroville does not own key pieces of
land that are necessary to create flowing routes
of passage for pedestrians or vehicles; and the
population is still short of a certain critical mass
that is generally required to begin implementa-
tion of a public transport system.

While conceding these difficulties, Auroville
— a town that advises ‘Smart Cities’ in India on
urban planning — has not lived up to its own pro-
gressive reputation when it comes to solutions on
mobility and transport. According to a 2017 sur-
vey undertaken by Accessible Bus Service, as well
as the 236 individually owned cars, Auroville had
at least 85 taxis and a few buses then. Aurovilians
own about 1400 fossil-fuel two-wheelers, and
travel an average 20 kilometres per day inside the
city area, spending about Rs 960 each per month
on petrol. Given that Auroville’s diameter is 2.5
km (the city circle within the Outer Ring Road)
and can be crossed by foot within 35 minutes, this
is a strong dependency on motorised vehicles for a
relatively small geographical area. While some
new measures are in motion to address the issue
(detailed further below), Auroville seems to have
fallen into the wider trap of unrestrained private
ownership of individual vehicles, especially fossil
fuel cars.

Min, who operates Auroville’s Integrated
Transport Service (ITS), points out how the nor-
malisation of private car ownership in wider
India has started to shape attitudes and habits in
Auroville amongst the long-timers as well as
newcomers. “Some of the pioneers have become
tired over time of the tough life, especially in
summer, and they want a bit of comfort in mov-
ing around,” he says. “Some of these people
have shifted to four wheelers. And people who
come to Auroville for the first time see some
four-wheelers moving around, and assume that’s
normal. They then assume that it is acceptable if
they have a car, too.”

Min points to an inherent tension within peo-
ple in Auroville. On the one hand, we aspire to live
amore conscious ethical lifestyle. But on the other
hand, as human beings, “we operate in certain
mental frames” that are individualistic. He points
to a tussle in his own community of Maitreye,
where some residents want to build individual
garages for their private cars. “It’s an interesting
phenomenon: how people weigh the cost of
personal convenience against the collective
commons.” Min’s colleague Chandresh chimes in
that individual garages in Auroville go “against
the total sincerity of the project of Auroville, and
the world movement in mobility” that aims to
reduce humans’ environmental footprint.

Car owners in Auroville often feel that they
have their own exceptional reasons to own a car.
The common rationales generally include: to
transport children or an elderly parent with poor
mobility; an injury, disability or mobility issue; the
need to go to Pondicherry regularly to buy
supplies for a business unit; the need to travel
interstate for work or to visit relatives; to protect
oneself from rain or to move quickly through
intense heat; the need to be protected from increas-
ingly dangerous roads, etc.

e 5-'-&."“'“.;.—.‘—"--:-‘5- v,

But as Auroville’s transport and urban plan-
ning pandits point out, this collective rise in private
ownership has had significant negative impacts on
the environment and quality of life. They argue that
Auroville needs to provide effective collective
solutions that will circumvent or dilute people’s
individualistic rationales for owning a car.

And the recent increase in cars in Auroville —
particularly fossil-fuel cars — suggests that alterna-
tive solutions need to be implemented quickly.
“It’s urgent because of accidents, deaths, noise,
traffic,” says Christian, Chairman of AVI Canada
and the Auroville International Board, who propos-
es anew public transport system. “Now that part of
the Crown is laid, many communities in the
Residential Zone, like Kalpana, Humanscapes and
Surrender, are disturbed by the traffic noise. And
old people don’t want to go out because it’s dan-
gerous. There should be a change of habits, a
change of culture.” “If we don’t nip it [private car
use] in the bud now, it could be too late,” says
David, “assuming, of course, that it isn’t already.”

Existing transport services

Auroville has experienced something of a
small boom in public transport options in the last
couple of years, but the community’s transport
experts point to the need to build upon these in
order to create a more comprehensive approach to
quiet, green and reliable forms of public transport.
The trusty Accessible Bus continues to transport
Aurovilians to Pondicherry each day, and the
Shared Taxi Service scheme to Chennai airport has
had great uptake since it started three years ago.
However, these two options — as well as
Auroville’s larger buses that ferry children to
school and visitors between Visitors’ Centre and
the Matrimandir — all run on fossil fuels. Two more
recently-introduced emission-free public transport
services have been greeted with much enthusiasm
within Auroville: the electric vans provided by City
Transport and ITS(although these services have not
been operating under lockdown).

City Transport has been running a pick up and
drop service for Aurovilians and guests since 2012,
based at the Visitors Centre. In 2018 the petrol
vehicles were replaced with electric vans thanks
to funding for Auroville’s 50th anniversary.
The vans are available on-call, free-of-
charge, for destinations within the city area.
They are much appreciated by Aurovilians
and guests who are not able to ride two-
wheelers due to age, injury or to feeling
unsafe on the roads. They are also available
to visitors who leave their vehicles in the
parking lot and need to reach their appoint-
ments inside the city area. The organisers of
the Film Festival arranged for the vans to
shuttle visitors from a specified parking area
to the event venue — refiguring the envis-
aged scheme when all arriving vehicles will
be parked at the edge of the city and passen-
gers will proceed into Auroville on internal
transport options.

ITS runs a similar eco-friendly service for
Aurovilians and guests, with its two electric vans
based at the Solar Kitchen. Aurovilians and guests
can call for pick-up and drop services, mostly
within the city centre, but also down to the ECR
and back, and to Pondy. ITS executive Min points
to the “tremendous” response from Aurovilians to
the on-call pick-up/drop service, for which users
can contribute what they wish. A certain number of
the users are Aurovilians who have broken limbs in
motorbike accidents and cannot temporarily drive
their own vehicles. “It’s always booked, people
love it,” Min says, noting that the positive demand
has sparked ITS to purchase an electric auto to add
to its public transport fleet.

While the Covid-19 pandemic will possibly
affect income streams that support these public
transport initiatives in the near future, the ‘big
picture’ shift from fossil fuel towards electric

The ITS team in front of its two electric vans.

From left:Aruna, Min, Laxmanan, Palani, Pachaiappan and Vijay
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technology has also increasingly shaped individual
Aurovilians’ personal transport choices of late.
There have been recent “dramatic” improvements
in electric vehicle technology, such as the Tesla car
or electric buses in China, says Min, which place
Auroville in a “super exciting” position to make
progress. While Auroville has conducted its own
experiments in making electric two-wheelers in
the past — most notably by the unit EvFuture — at
that stage, it was not viable for Auroville to move
towards mass production, so EvFuture ceased
making the bikes around 2010. Since then, says
Min, “the two-wheeler electric cycle trajectory has
come to a point where it’s attractive in India.” This
technological progress has sparked ITS into the

Christian and Raju from La nAvette

purchase of 29 electric scooters and 10 e-cycles,
which it hires out to the Aurovilians and guests,
and ITS has also established charging points at five
public and guesthouse locations in Auroville.

Auroville unit Kinisi e-Mobility is also
capitalising on the improvements in electric
technology to manifest its vision of shared sustain-
able mobility for all. From its base in CSR, Kinisi
offers sustainable, “comfortable, silent and emis-
sionless” transport to all Auroville residents, volun-
teers and guests, thanks to a fleet of 250 electric
bicycles to date. Kinisi operates two models of
usage: daily hire basis for guests, or the increasing-
ly popular KIM (Kinisi In-kind Mobility) monthly
membership scheme for Aurovilians and
Newcomers, which provides an electric bicycle for
a monthly contribution that covers maintenance,
repairs and battery replacement. Currently, 125
Aurovilians are using this scheme that offers the
advantages of ownership without its accompanying
hassles. Kinisi plans to expand its fleet to include
electric scooters, offering these to Aurovilians who
occasionally need to switch to a vehicle with more
range or carrying capacity for half a day. [See AV
Today # 362, September 2019 for more about
Kinisi e-Mobility. )

In tandem with the growth in electric vehi-
cle use in Auroville, the humble cycle has also
experienced a surge in interest. This can
be linked to two factors: the quiet shady cycle
path network which has been
developed over the last thirty years by
Auroville’s  cycle enthusiasts; and the
presence of Aurovelo, the Auroville unit dedi-
cated to cycling culture and the sale of high-
quality cycles. Cycle rentals are also now avail-
able for guests and day visitors at Town Hall,
Ganesh Bakery and Visitors Centre, and these
are always fully booked in the tourist season.

While all of these two-wheeler and on-call
van services have seen enthusiastic uptake in

Bus route planned by La nAVETTE

the last couple of years, there is still a perceived
need to expand the current status quo in Auroville
and to create a comprehensive environmentally-
friendly public transport system.

La nAVette - a proposed public transport
system

LanAVette is a public shuttle service proposed
by the team responsible for the Auroville
Accessible Bus (which runs between Pondy and
Auroville twice a day) and one of the bus’s spon-
sors, AVI Canada. Team members Christian, Raju,
Sauro and Susmita point out that a regular electric
shuttle service supports Mother’s vision for collec-
tive transport for Auroville. They believe that the
model of the existing electric van ser-
vices (ITS, City Transport) — which must
be ordered by phone in advance — poses a
barrier to community members who may
be too shy to call, or who phone only to
find the vans are booked. They argue that
a regular electric shuttle bus is much
more likely to encourage community
members to drop their tendencies
towards individual transport. “When it is
frequent and reliable,” says Raju, “peo-
ple can trust that if they wait at the right
time, it will come.”

The La nAVette concept — navette is
French for shuttle — is to have electric
vans plying regularly on three key routes.
The first route will circle inside the city and include
stops at 20 communities along the way. The vans
will circle in both directions every 30 minutes,
which means that waiting passengers can reach
their destination by going in either direction and
would have to wait for no more than 15 minutes.
Timetables will be widely available, and would
also be posted at every bus stop.

The other two routes would serve people
travelling from the bioregion into Auroville or
vice-versa: one route from the East Coast Road
(ECR) to Certitude, and the other from the highway
tollgate (on JIPMER side) to the Visitors Centre.
These bioregion routes would aim to bring passen-
gers to Certitude or the Visitors’ Centre, where
they would transfer to the city circle shuttle to
move around inside Auroville. These routes would
address the problem of guests and Aurovilians with
mobility issues who use outside autos to take them
grocery shopping in Kuilapalyam and then drop
them home again. Raju notes that this is “more than
a habit”, saying that while the noisy polluting autos
are discouraged from entering Auroville, guards
have “no option” but to let autos through when they
see an Aurovilian or guest sitting inside.

continued on page 3

e N — .
Electric cycles for rent at KINISI

Auroville Today October 2020 3



MoBILITY

continued from page 2

Christian and Raju believe that a regular
shuttle service will provide a viable alternative.
They point out that many Aurovilians currently
feel compelled to use individual transport
options to keep appointments and do shopping,
because there is no comprehensive public trans-
port system. They hope La nAVette will encour-
age a significant change in practices, emphasis-
ing that the service will be accessible to people
in wheelchairs, and will meet the definitions of
a public transport system by being regular, reli-
able and frequent, as well as quiet and green.
The shuttle could also possibly deliver shopping
baskets to elderly people.

While the project will be “quite affordable,”
the team has to raise the funds as they ultimately
want to make the service free. “Auroville talks a
lot about mobility, but financially they give
zero,” says Raju, who explains that the team
will apply for Government of India funds.

ITS — a proposed public transport system

The plan evolved by the ITS team (Min,
Lakshman, Chandresh) for the expansion of
public transport in Auroville is inspired by cities
in Europe that have established progressive
well-integrated transport systems. “The idea is
to create a system which enables mobility to
become a service,” says Min, “not a tangible
physical item that you have to own.” In ITS’s
proposed scheme, users can opt into different
schemes for a small monthly contribution,
which will enable them to fulfil all their mobili-
ty needs on different kinds of electric vehicles.

This may include use of an electric cycle for
daily life, access to an electric scooter to do
shopping or go out in the evenings, and occa-
sional use of an auto or taxi to go to Pondy or
Chennai airport. “There is flexibility for the user
to use the funds in any of these ways,” says Min,
noting that some people prefer to be on cycles
most of the time, while others want to use a taxi
three times a week. “They can switch up and
down. For example, if my parents are in town,
then I can use more taxi rides. In this model, you
don’t own anything, which means if something
breaks down, you just bring it to the service cen-
tre and get a new one. The users don’t have to
deal with repairs or insurance, and at no time are
they without a vehicle.”

Min points to the way in which transport
apps in many cities enable users to access differ-
ent kinds of transport at different times, and
informs them about how to connect from one
form of transport to another: “I feel that we can
leverage this technology to take it to the next
level in Auroville.”

any view the disruption caused

by the lockdown in Auroville as

an opportunity to radically trans-

form our economy, governance,

food provision systems etc. and a
number of proposals to achieve this have already
been made.

However, we know very little about how
change happens in Auroville because we have not
documented how previous attempts have fared.
Consequently, while it can be argued that what was
relevant yesterday may not apply today, can we
learn from previous successes and failures?

Auroville Today brought together some
change-makers to discuss this. While only some
aspects of this complex issue are touched upon in
this discussion, and some may disagree with the
perspectives expressed, we hope it will stimulate
further exploration.

Auroville Today: What are the major changes
that have happened in Auroville over the years
which have not been externally imposed?

Jocelyn: The creation of Pour Tous in the
1970s and the Solar Kitchen in the 1990s are
important ones.

Jaya: One of the major changes in the 80s was
with the maintenance system, which shifted from
collective sharing to the present more individualis-
tic system. Though the intention was to take care of
everyone, long term it created a very unequal sys-
tem — the opposite of its intention.

Gijs: The participatory process to select mem-
bers of working groups was an important attempt a
few years ago to make the process more transpar-
ent, organized and accessible.

Dave: For me what has changed is there are so
many of us now, it is getting difficult to represent
4 Auroville Today October 2020

Ecological debates

All the above transport initiatives emphasise the use of electric vehicles, and are based on the common
belief that electric vehicles are more environmentally-friendly than vehicles that operate on fossil
fuels. But there are also concerns about the problem of batteries for electric vehicles: namely, that they
contain toxic materials, are made under exploitative labour conditions in developing countries, and are

not easily recyclable.

Min weighs up the pros and cons of electric technology versus fossil fuel vehicles.

“The first issue is that fossil fuel is a limited resource — it’s going to run out,” says Min. “It’s extrac-
tive. And fossil fuels produce emissions from the tail pipes of cars.” Min points out that fossil fuel
technology has been around now for about 100 years, and has evolved to its most efficient possible
state. “It’s not going to become more efficient at reducing pollution, or more efficient in mileage.”
He contrasts this stagnation in fossil fuel’s technological progress with the “phenomenal” innovation
taking place in battery research. “A number of university research labs are working on this. When so
many people work on a problem, they generally crack it.” Battery life is getting better all the time and
the new Tesla car batteries last for eight years. “There’s a bunch of new ways through which we’ll
come up with new storage systems that are not based on heavy metals,” says Min. “That’s a given. So
to discard the whole electricity system because the current storage [and recycling] system is polluting
is not sensible.” On top of that, Auroville generates its own electricity, thanks to the Varuna wind
farm. “We’re producing 1.6 times our own needs for electricity. So we’re not polluting,” Min argues.
“In the balance of things, electric vehicles are the best option today.”

Min’s aim is to encourage everyone in
Auroville to start moving towards more sustain-
able local modes of transport, which means
using two-wheelers and electric transport wher-
ever possible, and limiting cars inside
Auroville. “Removing four-wheeler vehicles,
except collective transport and emergency vehi-
cles, is a no-brainer,” says Min’s colleague
Chandresh. To remove four-wheelers, Min and
Chandresh aim to create a large parking hub
with charging points in the service area near
Certitude, where residents and guests can ‘park
and ride’. In other words, people can park their
individual cars in a guarded secure space, and
take public transport or two-wheelers to their
guesthouse or home inside Auroville. When
coming from inside Auroville, community
members can leave their two-wheeler to charge
at the hub, and take a bus or their own car into
Pondicherry. (Raju and the La nAVette team
propose a similar concept for a transport inter-
change hub.)

When Aurovilians get down from public
transport, how can they manage ‘the last mile
problem’ of travelling from the bus stop to their
destination? Urban planners around the world
are forced to address this phenomenon. If
there’s no straight-forward transport option for
people to travel the last mile to the office or
home, this is the point at which individuals
begin to justify their need for a private vehicle.
Min points out that this issue can be solved rela-
tively easily inside Auroville with electric
cycles or scooters, but it poses a greater problem

Change in

ourselves directly, so we are struggling
to find a system to choose people who can
genuinely represent us.

Min: Since 2005, which is when I came, I have
observed more privatisation of interests. Today,
for example, there is hardly anywhere in Auroville
experimenting with collective facilities.

I see this as a trend but I don’t know what caus-
es it. In terms of work, a lot of us look outside for
action now because not much is going on in
Auroville.

And yet, over the years, there have been many
ideas for change. Some have succeeded, many
others have failed. Why? What makes for suc-
cess?

Jaya: When Gilles created the Solar Kitchen
initially he had practically zero support:

for Aurovilians who need to move around inside
Pondicherry. “So I’'m thinking to collaborate
with the Ashram, to have a parking spot there
with some electric cycles or scooters for us to
use within Pondy. I think everyone should take
the bus to Pondicherry, which should make mul-
tiple trips per day. But that will only happen if
the last mile is sorted.”

Min claims Auroville is a fertile ground to
experiment with electric transport. “Auroville
has many early adopters, risk takers, people
who’ll try things.” While Auroville has been
experimenting with electric mobility since the
1970s, Min acknowledges there are still a few
“scars” from the early experiments, undertaken
at a time when the technology was not suffi-
ciently developed. From this experience, “we
know how it works, where it fails,” he says. And
the recent global progress in electric vehicle
technology means that electric two-wheelers are
now a more viable option for Aurovilians. “In
about six months, it’ll be incredible. You’ll get
electric scooters for around Rs70,000 with good
power, that can go up to 100km on one charge.
That means you can go to Pondy and back to
Auroville, and then to Kuilapalyam, and not
even think about charging the battery. You can
safely wait until night to charge it.”

ITS is in a good position to advocate for
new mobility options, given the success of its
Shared Transport Service which it implemented
three years ago. Min explains that the STS ride-
share model to Chennai challenges convention-
al thinking that a taxi business will lose money

Auroville

by just one person because they will get over-
whelmed. Building a strong group is very impor-
tant to the success or failure of a new initiative. I’ve
been involved in a number of change initiatives,
including the Free Store, Pour Tous Distribution
Centre, Creativity and Santé, and all are still func-
tioning because of their teams which provide a
solid foundation.

Jaya: Teamwork is very important. Shivaya
and I carried the Unity Pavilion project initially,
and we did a huge work. But I realised that while
I’'m good at starting things up because I have the
drive and tenacity, I’'m not a top manager or organ-
iser for the detailed daily running. So with the con-
tinuous increase in activities, we’ve been focusing
on getting a larger team to run the project. When
people come to work at Unity Pavilion, they often
find it messy because there’s a lot of freedom. They

the popular opinion was that nobody want-
ed to use collective kitchens any more. But
within months more than 700 people were
eating there because it served varied food
with care, and provided a social environ-
ment where people could meet sponta-
neously, something which had been miss-
ing.

Dave: There are things that create and
things that slow momentum. [ have a tag
line for Auroville which is, if you have an
idea, do it yourself. If something is going
to happen, it needs people who are going
to push it through with tenacity, and be
willing to stick it out and work through
even the boring bits. Somebody needs to
be doing the work, this is much more
important than the talkers.

Jocelyn: A new initiative may begin
with an individual, but it can’t be sustained

if it does not prioritise individual use of taxis.
“We turned the whole thinking upside down, so
that ITS makes more money if people share,” he
says.

However, Min’s larger plans for transport
expansion — particularly for the parking hub
near Certitude — have hit the usual Auroville
bureaucratic roadblocks. “The parking hub
application has been sitting with L’ Avenir for
two-and-a-half years for consideration. We
made so many presentations. I can’t tell you
how frustrating this has been.” A grant provided
by Auroville’s 50th birthday was cut down
“because of in-fighting” says Min, meaning that
ITS could not install as many charging stations
as planned, or obtain as many pick-up/drop
electric vans. “Auroville was created with this
vision that we’d be able to find solutions for
humanity. This is our chance. We’re talking
with Pondicherry City, they’re very keen to col-
laborate on this experiment. If we can replicate
what we’re doing here in Pondy, imagine the
impact and blueprint we can create. We can
show other cities how to do it.”

Sparking competition to create solutions
for the future

The various transport initiatives — La
nAVette, ITS, City Transport, Kinisi — clearly
have some overlap. At the moment, visitors are
sometimes confused about having to liaise with
different providers in different places for their
different needs: electric scooter hire (ITS at
Solar Kitchen); electric cycle hire (Kinisi at
CSR); cycle hire (Town Hall, Visitors Centre
and Ganesh Bakery); electric van pick-up and
drop service (City Transport at Visitors’ Centre;
ITS at Solar Kitchen; share taxi (STS at Solar
Kitchen); and the daily Accessible Bus to
Pondicherry. Understandably, people are some-
times unsure which service is which.

Min suggests that all the players should
“come under one umbrella”, and have one
phone number or app for all these services. “For
the end consumer, it should be a secamless ser-
vice. That’s a no-brainer. It can be multiple ser-
vices at the back end, but it should seem like
one service to the user. I think it’s time to over-
come any differences, and to think about bene-
fitting the commons.”

Min and David both point to the merits of
having different players addressing the same
problem because it sparks innovation. “That
bubbling creativity that takes place at the begin-
ning of things is actually good,” David says. “A
bit of competition and tension sparks creativity.
People are trying out different ways of doing it,
and we’re moving in the right direction.”

Lesley

EXPLORING CHANGE

sign up for a work that needs to be done but at the
same time we want each one to find their way and
expression. So we try to create a space for growth,
flexibility and creativity. This can be challenging
but it is amazing what comes out, how people grow
and widen.

These days the first generation of Aurovilians
really has to look at succession and contingency
planning. This is why we want to become dispens-
able in the day to day work, while being assured
that everybody is aligned with the vision and that
there is a collective intention to realize it.

Dave: Forme it’s a lot about personal leader-
ship. Inspired managers lead through example.
They behave in a way which comes from their own
deepest sense of self. This is quite rare in Auroville.
So how can we allow those people to develop?

The hard graft part is also part of personal lead-
ership, pushing yourself when the going
is difficult or boring. Often, when the
excitement has worn off, the spark goes
out and then you lose people who were
really excited about it at the beginning.
So how can you keep people inspired?

Min: I tend to work with people
who are relatively new because I’ve
already made assumptions about the
people who’ve been here longer. I also
find they are less available because they
are already into something. So if I want
to do something new, I look for people
who are willing to take risks and are not
jaded or jarred by what happened
before.

continued on page 5
continued from page 4

Jaya: Having researched and
worked with the Mother’s symbol as




represented at the Matrimandir, it became very
clear that whenever your work involves people,
you have to have some form of organisation.
Mother defined certain qualities as relating to
humanity and when you see where they are located
in the petals, these qualities are all on the
Mahasaraswati axis. And Saraswati is organization
as rhythm, music, mathematics, precision and
harmony, not rigidity and bureaucracy.

Gijs: It would be useful if we all learned more
about organizations. For me, what is important is
the different levels of scale and different cultures of
collectivity, individuality etc. Also, I see any
organisation as a living entity. It is born, goes
through different life cycles, and, at a certain point,
dies. If we see it evolving like this, it could make
for greater flexibility.

Jocelyn: What interests me is how people
know when they should start something new. I
have a particular way of knowing. It starts in my
body, which begins vibrating differently, then syn-
chronicities happen and the energy starts building.
Then
I don’t have to do anything; I just have to follow it.
If'you force an idea, it doesn’t work.

Dave: For me it is always decided by the peo-
ple I enjoy working with.

So what about all the good ideas that went
nowhere? Why did this happen?

Jocelyn: I'm sure there are a lot of really good
ideas that came from the Retreat but they remained
ideas because we didn’t have the people to take
them forward. Mother said we need organisers, but
we don’t pay enough attention to this.

Jaya: We had some absolutely outstanding
selection processes. Then the original concept of
the participatory selection process began to fall
apart because, to my mind, we didn’t have facilita-
tors that understood the process and could hold it
when outcomes did not follow the normal political
ways. At the same time, it was not possible to fully
avoid manipulation. When the working groups
became involved it did not work as the process was
intended to function independently. So you need to
keep certain processes outside the working groups
if you really want change to happen as the bureau-
cracy has never been a mover of change.

Jocelyn: I tried to create the Auroville guard
with Aurovilians only. For the first year it was suc-
cessful but after a year people from an outside
agency were employed to do the patrolling. If T had
been more involved it might have been different — I
could have handled the inevitable blips that hap-
pen. So you’ve really got to be present if you want
to drive change.

Jaya: Shyama and I took up the first running
of the Solar Kitchen. We wanted to source local
food, so we offered to take what our farms could
produce. We had a regular menu but for each item
we had maybe ten recipes, so there was always
variety. But when we left, that vision got lost. The
food is still good and cooked with care, but there is
less variety, and no catering to individual needs.

Dave: When John died, I didn’t have the moti-
vation to keep going with Foodlink because it was
his thing. It could have been carried forward by
others, but that didn’t happen. It was the same
thing with the Farm Group. There was a plan and it
was working okay as long as John and I were giv-
ing it our energy, but when he left, it changed the
dynamic.

We also have many cases in Auroville of
‘Founders Syndrome’, people who have been asso-
ciated with a process from its early days so that it
has become part of their identity, making it very
difficult for them to accept that the project needs to
evolve. If anybody suggests this, it quickly
becomes very personal.

Gijs: I can give you many examples of good
ideas that didn’t happen. One was the Integral
Sustainability Platform (ISP). It seemed very

Auroville 80

Early Pour Tous

promising as it was going to revolutionise our
organisation through interlinking different groups.
One of the ideas I particularly liked was that the
food group would talk with the mobility group, the
water group and the logistics people. But the ISP
went nowhere.

What happened with ISP, according to me, is
that the Auroville group who initiated the process
and hired the facilitators ended up in conflict with
them, and lost control over the minutes and all doc-
umentation. So thousands of hours of meeting
notes were gone, and there was nobody left to pick
up the pieces and rebuild momentum.

Another example I can remember very clearly
was the idea to collectively procure food for all the
restaurants and food outlets in Auroville. We
decided the easiest thing to begin with was sugar.
We got a discount along with better quality sugar
from a supplier in Chennai. But it began falling
apart after a month because the logistics didn’t suit
everybody exactly: the delivery day didn’t suit
some people, or the packaging was not exactly
what they were used to.

I thought if it is not possible to collectivise such
small things, forget about attempting it with any-
thing more complex.

It left a bitter taste, and the feeling that as we
tried that and it didn’t work, why bother again?
Everything that looks similar and has failed tends
to be painted with the same brush, but were they
really same thing or something rather different?

One of the stories we tell ourselves is we are a
bunch of 1 losers: She gave us this job and we are
just flunking. This is very disempowering. If you
feel that, it is difficult for us to come together and
heal ourselves. There’s a collective trauma which
we are not addressing and which is holding us
back. I think we need to process the hurt of past
collective attempts at change, that failed.

Jaya: | go back to the twelve qualities. At
Matrimandir, the petal of the quality of Generosity
connects to the Garden of Power. Generosity is the
one quality with the capacity to dissolve conflict
without creating residue. When it comes to shifts or
handovers of power we need to consider this very
seriously if we are to create goodwill and support
rather than pain and opposition.

Min: [ have some examples of good ideas that
failed. One was the Library of Things. We did a
survey and many people said it was a great idea to
have a place where people could bring items they

are not using to be borrowed and used by others.
But there was very little uptake, partly because
while people are used to borrowing informally
from neighbours, a more organized way of doing it
was unfamiliar.

Again, when I broke my hip I realised we are
paying a lot of money from the Health Fund to out-
side doctors who were not complying with Tamil
Nadu standards concerning what they should
charge. A few of us came up with the idea that
there should be contracts drawn up specifying max-
imum charges. It was a very obvious thing to do,
and I must have sent at least 70 emails to the Health
Fund and the BCC with this suggestion. But it did
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Jaya: We are not aligning our actions with
our ideals. Mother says that working together is
the only way to do good work, which means
accepting the two ways She proposed for
Auroville’s organization: spiritual hierarchy
together with divine anarchy. In the Participatory
Working groups proposal this was the aim. But to
succeed it needs time, patience, collaboration and
the letting go of traditional power struggles,
together with the inner work of freeing ourselves
from the associated fears and desires.

We tend to evaluate success and failure in a very
conventional way. What if seeming failure can
lead to success, or open a gateway for something
very different, many years later?

Jaya: Exactly. For me it was hell when the
selection process was foundering because I could
see what we had already achieved. But after one
year of fighting for it, [ could let go. While the ini-
tial impetus may seem to have failed, we actually
did shift quite a few things and many of us had
personal insights from it with which we can go on
working and widening ourselves. So, hard though
it felt at the time, I don’t think anything is lost.

Dave: I really didn’t want to be involved
with the 50th anniversary planning group. But
then I thought I’1l try through this process to get
one idea moving which could become common
currency. So I introduced a standard operating
procedure which is very simple but which can be
used to organise something huge. About a year
later, the PCG were using a format that was very
complicated, and somebody said, “Use this one
instead. It’s much simpler. I wonder where it
came from?”

Gijs: Actually, Auroville is notoriously bad at
processes: we celebrate visions and individuals,
but disregard methods. Also, we do not keep
track. Once an attempt has failed, we ditch it and
forget about it. There’s no institutional memory or
an effort to create one, so we can’t learn and build
on previous experience.

Jocelyn: It will be very interesting to look
again at some of our old ideas and see if they have

not happen.

There are also challenges with teams. People
join teams with different motivations. One person
is inspired by the idea, another joins because of
financial need, yet another wants to work in a spirit
of service. How do you deal with these different
motivations? It’s not like the outside world where
the motivation is money and promotion, where you
hire people to do a certain job and they do as you
say if you are higher than them in the hierarchy.
Here I can’t do that, so how to get it to work? I am
constantly struggling with this.

Laying the foundations of the Solar Kitchen

new relevance. For example, I think the circles
idea, which failed when it was first tried, will
work much better now in the context of the new
‘Prosperity’ proposal [which aims to create a self-
supporting circular economy, eds].

Gijs: So maybe an original project failed
completely but the tool found another application.
This is fascinating. We don’t actually know a lot
about how change works, so where can we have
these conversations? How can we share this kind
of learning?

From an interview by Alan

New Book

t is sometimes difficult to place

the 1980s in Auroville. The

1970s was a period of pioneer-

ing and high drama — including,

as it does, Mother’s passing

and the conflict with the Society —

while the 1990s witnessed a

Cambrian explosion of projects. In

contrast, the ‘80s seemed a quieter

decade, even though it saw rather

vicious internal strife, as well as the

establishment of SAIIER and, of

course, of the Auroville Foundation
itself.

However, Nadia Loury’s bilin-

gual (French/English) photographic

book, Auroville 80, helps us look at
the 80s with new eyes. For what she
captures are not the iconic moments
but, as the sub-title suggests, ‘the
poetry of daily life’. So we see
Aurovilians working in the fields,
meeting under the Banyan, drinking
tea at the Matrimandir, organizing
food deliveries at Pour Tous. It could
become a catalogue of trivia, yet
through Nadia’s lens something else
shines through: a sense of persever-
ance, dedication, fraternity and even a
quiet joy in what was clearly still a
struggle to survive.

Indeed, one of the surprises of this

AUROVILLE 80

La podsls du qumlélm
The poetry of daily life

book is how basic Auroville still was
in the 1980s. Many Aurovilians were
living under keet, struggling to erect
the first rickety Cretan windmills,
crowbaring holes in the unforgiving
laterite. Yet even as green shoots were

pushing through that soil, in the same
way these photographs show that the
foundations of a collective life were
being laid in education, town plan-
ning, governance and health care.

And while the Matrimandir space
frame emerged in its tessellated glory,
everywhere, it seems, the Auroville
children were having fun.

This is a lovely book. It’s no easy
thing to capture the texture, the magic,
of the quotidian but Nadia succeeds.
Along with her sensitive commentary,
her fine photographs allow us to touch
the heart of an experience which,
while it may seem foreign to more

recent residents, still fires the soul of
many of those early explorers.
Alan

Auroville 80: the poetry of daily life.
Published by Auroville Press 2020.
Available at the Visitors Centre book-
shop Rs 1050 for Aurovilians, Rs
1500 others. Also on auroville.com.
Price in Europe 25 euros (+ mailing
charges). People there can contact
Nadia at nadialoury@orange.fr. The
profits from this book will go towards
land purchase via the Acres for
Auroville land campaign.
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Snapshots of 40 years in Auroville

Some Aurovilians just do their work, don't attend meetings and almost never express their views in public. One of those is Jocelyne, who lives in a difficult-to-find
house behind Aurovelo. Here is her sharing.

t was 1970. I was living in Paris and had lost

my job. I decided to go and visit my sister

who was living in a community in South

India. I told our mother that I was going to

check if it was a sect or not. As I had been
fired, I had some cash to pay for the ticket.

1 flew to Mumbai and took a train to Chennai.
This was my first time to India, so I was fully
unprepared — [ had brought no food, no water, no
bed sheets, nothing. At every station I bought
bananas, chickoos and tea, and so endured the
slow two-day train ride. On the last leg of my trip,
my luck turned. Instead of taking the bus alone to
Pondicherry, as soon as I exited the train in
Chennai I saw a few people waiting: Vincenzo,
Jean-Claude B., Swapna and my sister Claudine!
They took me to Auroville, to Aspiration. There,
Stephen told me that it was darshan day and asked:
“Do you want to go and see The Mother?” I was
fully zombied from the trip and didn’t know the
first thing about darshans, but answered: “Yeah,
why not?” We went by Unimog, a small lorry,
standing with the others in the back. It was April
24th, 1970. That darshan didn’t
impress me much but I was curious,
of course.

The second time I saw The
Mother was for my birthday. We
had to wait in a room full of people.
We were asked to sit down, and as
there was someone else from
Auroville next to me, I started chat-
ting. A lady came and said ‘shush!’
That worked only for five minutes.
The lady came back again, and
repeated her ‘shush!!”, this time a
little louder. I was miffed, but I had
to wait for two more hours, so that
gave me the time to cool down. In
retrospect, 1 understood that this
was for the best, so that I could be
more open and receptive. When [
met Her, I was blown over. She
looked at me, I looked back at Her
straight in the eye, despite having
been told to look down. Then,
something happened in me so
strongly that I forgot everything while leaving:
my birthday card, my chappals... For three days,
I'was on a cloud.

Initially, I had planned to come for three
months only, but I stayed on, and on, and on, for
five years. I worked a bit for Roger Anger and
for a short while at the Comité Administratif
d’Auroville, the CAA. Soon after, the problems
with the Sri Aurobindo Society started. I remem-
ber that once we went to the CAA to ask for the
accounts, and our request was bluntly refused.
“You stay up there and do the yoga, we manage
the money,” they said. We went back to
Aspiration and told the other community mem-
bers that we felt that it would get worse. They
didn’t believe us, but it soon did. I, however, was
never party to the fights that followed for I held
firm to what The Mother had said, that whenever
there was a problem, ‘don’t fight but go find a
solution instead’.

In those days I had also started, together with
Clare and Swapna, the first créche for children
from Kuilayapalayam village. The village was in
deep poverty; the children were hungry and were
not taken care of. It was clear that we had to do
something. We brought soap to clean them, and
discovered that they had never even seen soap in
their lives. We washed and fed them every day.
After about a year, there was a problem and we
left the creche.

I then had a brief stint as a painter and redid
all the huts in Aspiration. After that, I started
working in Fraternity, joining the first weaving
section. (picture) The unit made bedspreads,
lampshades, hammocks, embroidery and mats.
André Viozat was there: he made the first
leather-measuring machines.

My prolonged stay was a bit of an issue for
our mother, who decided to check for herself
why both her daughters had decided to remain
in that place in South India. Given the fact that
she didn’t speak a word of English, had never
travelled by plane and didn’t even have a pass-

Jocelyne (left) learning waving in Fraternity. Photo 1974

port, her decision to come here was very brave.
She stayed one month, and it was much to her
liking. She was, in fact, far more positive about
Auroville than I: whenever I would criticise,
she would point out the positive aspects. My
mother insisted I return to see my father in
France, I promised ‘next year’ and left it at that.

In those early years, the influence of
Satprem was considerable. Claudine knew him
as she had worked in the press. One day, when
we met him on the marina, Claudine introduced
me: “This is Jocelyne, she is completely differ-
ent from me, she is always joyful.” Satprem
turned to me and gravely said: “This is not joy.
Go inside yourself and find the true joy.” I was
stunned. He may have tried to make me aware
of the difference between the supramental
ananda and my simple joy of life, but if so, he
didn’t succeed. My joy evaporated on the spot;
[ was livid.

Divya (left) and Jocelyne (right) relaxing in front of the bamboo-vermiculite roofed

3
%

houses at Ami. Photo 2004.
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Nevertheless, I gained a measure of
respect for him a few months later. I had
accompanied a girl to JIPMER, the govern-
ment hospital. She had flipped. I listened to
her ramblings the entire night, but when I
left IPMER, my mind had become a sieve:
I didn’t know anymore what was and what
wasn’t important. [ wanted to be shaken out
of it, but nobody seemed to understand
what was happening to me. A group of us
had met Satprem at the Ashram tennis court
to discuss another matter with him. I was
standing a little farther off and at one
moment, Satprem looked at me insistently
and suddenly my mental confusion was
gone! Much later Mother’s Agenda came
out. I’ve read it twice now, and although I
was rather irritated with Saptrem’s com-
plaining about his lack of spiritual experi-
ences, | am now reading the work again.

Over the years, the first caravan had
delighted in recounting how their trip had
been, recalling their experiences of what
had happened in Turkey or
Afghanistan or wherever.
This had made me quite jeal-
ous as [ had come by plane,
which was clearly an inferior
mode of travel. Meanwhile, the
second caravan had arrived, and
when a few of them decided to
drive back to France, 1 boldly
asked if I could tag along. It was
April 1975. We travelled leisurely,
first visiting Calcutta, then
trekking in Pokhara, Nepal, then
back to India and crossing
Afghanistan — I saw the Bamiyan
Buddhas — and through Iran and
Turkey  back to  Europe.
Meanwhile, I had fallen in love
with the driver Jean-Claude R. and
had become pregnant. I gave birth
to my first daughter Sourya in
Paris in 1977. To my surprise, my
sister Claudine wrote that she, too,
was pregnant. She gave birth to her
son, Martanda, two months later.

I stayed in France for almost nine years,
from 1975 to 1984. In that period, I returned
three times to Auroville to see how things were
developing. In 1978, everybody was fighting and
there was no school. In 1981, it had started to
become better. During my 1984 visit, I ascer-
tained that schooling had become acceptable for
my daughter. My 1970 visit had been pure dis-
covery, but when I decided to return on
December 5th 1984 to settle, it was for
Auroville, Sri Aurobindo and The Mother.
Having met Rolf, we decided to live together
with my daughter, but there was a housing crisis.
He then built the first bamboo-vermiculite-
roofed house in Ami, where I lived for 30 years.

After two years, | was pregnant again, and
my second daughter, Divya, was born. Three
months after her delivery, I joined Transition
School at the request of my sister Claudine. Yet
another teacher had given up, she complained. In
fact, all the ‘real’ teachers were resigning as they
couldn’t handle the children. I left Divya in the
care of my household worker, my ‘amma’ as we
say in Auroville, and taught Maths and French
there three mornings a week.

The children were indeed unruly. On a scale
of'1 to 100, I was doing 85% discipline and 15%
teaching. The proportion slowly changed, there
was finally more teaching. I learned not to
scream at the children to get their attention, but
instead to lower the temperature of my voice a
few degrees, slow down my words, and articu-
late a bit more clearly. Usually, these warning
signs were sufficient to calm the children down.

For the children, Auroville was paradise.
Their playground was nature: they climbed trees,
swam in the sea and in the Auroville kolams [the
water catchment areas, eds], ate berries and
fruits from the forests, stole peanuts from the
neighbouring farmers’ fields, jumped in the open
well of Discipline, climbed the roof of Bharat
Nivas, or hung out at the Matrimandir construc-
tion site. There was no radio, no television, no
internet. They were wild and free. I think that
this freedom allowed them to become indepen-
dent and responsible at quite an early age.

When 1 first came to Auroville, I knew
nothing about Sri Aurobindo or The Mother, but
there was such an atmosphere that you were just
carried into it, you wanted to understand.

Jocelyne

When 1 first read the Auroville Charter, 1 fell in
love with the expression “unending education”.
At the time, everybody was talking about
“updating” your studies, your training, whatever,
but the concept of “unending education” was
really new, even smiled at and deemed impossi-
ble to achieve. | am happy to see that now it has
become widely accepted.

Back then, I read The Mother’s