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It's been remarked that if you want
to see unity in action in Auroville
ou should go to the sports field.
ot everyone would agree — dur-
ing the football season half of
Auroville appears to be suffering
from some form of collateral dam-
a§e — but there's more than a grain
of truth in the perception that
playing games together is a pow-
erful way of dissolving barriers and
putting things in perspective. Think
only of that Pour Tous meeting
where two Aurovilians were
apparently locked in mortal com-
bat, only for them to be sighted,
later in the day, cheerfully batting
tennis balls "across a net in
Certitude.
Physical exercise in some form or
other is very much part of the weft
of this community. For some it's a
form of yoga, of conscious self-
exceeding, for others a relief from
the treadmill of meetings, for man
it provides the camaraderie whic
is missed in so many other aspects
of today's Auroville. Whatever the
motivation, the choice of physical
activities for such a small commu-
“nity is huge. In this issue we touch
upon a few of them as well as
upon Dehashakti, the organized
sports programme whose aim  is

m A sportsman’s soliloquy

Take a deep breath...

the integral education of the body.

MAIN ISSUE: Developing the bhody
®m On the trail of body consciousness

m Dehashakti’s child-centred sports programme
m For the love of water
m Body awareness develops

7

| ¥
‘4

.

FTINNYINT ‘NOOLYVYD

-

On the trail of body consciousness

If body-oriented activities are an indicator of a healthy society, then Auroville is positively glowing

to Auroville. In the early days it
was primarily the environment
that required intense bodily effort. The
activities — forestation, building cap-
sules, or bending steel at the
Mafrimandir — required strength,
litheness, agility and, most definitely,
hours of physical labour. Turning
sinewy and nut brown under the blazing
sun was part of the package. Recalls
Frederick, “Life was extremely pio-
neering, exposed, and physical. At that
time, there were no motor bikes and we
either cycled or walked. Visits to
Pondicherry were day-trips, cycling
down in the moming and back at
night.” It was a lifestyle that did not
seem to require any extra physical
activity in the name of organized sports
or games. However, as young people
wanted to ‘do things together’ and the
older ones also wanted some fun, peo-
ple began to play. “These games filled a
need for social interaction and for a
sense of community,” says Fred.
“Many interpersonal problems were
solved at sports. They fought in the
morning and played in the afternoon,
and it all balanced out.”
But it was the presence of children
that in 1972, sparked off organized

Physical activities are nothing new

sports. “Like everything else in
Auroville, sports developed out of
necessities and needs. A letter was writ-
ten to The Mother asking if Auroville
could have some of the Ashram's sports
teachers or have the children participate
in the Ashram programmes in
Pondicherry. But Mother said 'no'. She
wanted Auroville to develop its own
facilities.” With a few adult volunteers,
anovice sports programme was started
in the Aspiration area for the 'Last
School' children. The sports pro-
gramme was, of course, designed along
the lines of the Ashram. Frederick
points to a photograph from those
times, “Look! This could have come
straight from the Ashram Bulletin. The
kids in their uniforms and us, the so-
called teachers all lined up just like in
the Ashram playground.” He narrates
how Shrudderlal, a teacher from the
Ashram who came to Auroville, divid-
ed the Auroville children of Last
School into three groups — those with
no lice, those with only eggs or nits, and
those with adult lice.

Hari, one of the ex-students of Last
School from that period, recollects the
original Aspiration sports ground with
nostalgia. “It was the first sports arena
in Auroville. At that time it was huge;

with a sprawling football field, basket-
ball and volleyball courts, two running
tracks, a long jump and high jump pit,
and a shot-put area. But the situation
changed during the conflict between the
Sri Aurobindo Society and Auroville.
Many of our teachers moved out and
the school shut down and with it, the
sports programme. In those years, with
youngsters having little to do except
'hang out' at the beach, work at
Matrimandir, or doggedly look 'for any-
one to teach us anything,’ it was sports
that kept us together. It became the one
activity that helped us stick though that
trying time and it showed me the unify-
ing power of sports. I realized that it
gave us the strength to deal with any
problem by putting up a united front,
and to organize and successfully carry
out any task.”

With Auroville’s growth, the sports
activities gradually shifted to the
Certitude community. Tennis courts
were built and other games began to be
played — table-tennis, badminton, vol-
leyball and basketball. A small gym for
body-building activities also got estab-
lished. “It all developed quite fast, and
Certitude soon became the official
sports ground,” recalls Fredrerick. “The
children would arrive at 4 pm and

sports would start. The entire pro-
gramme was initially administered by
Aurovilians with no formal training in
physical education.”

It was largely due to the help of the
Sri Aurobindo International Institute of
Educational Research (SAIIER) that
was set-up in 1986 that sports was able
to further develop. “Sports received due
recognition,” says Frederick who was
appointed Director of Sports. “Besides
the organized activities with their four
categories of athletics, gymnastics,
games and aquatics, other projects
developed such as cycle tours, summer
camps, and trekking, done during the
holidays.” Kerala, Point Calimere,
Nilgiris, and even the Himalayas
became popular destinations. Athletics
and games further developed after ten-
nis coach Yves arrived from Canada in
the early nineties, and he became the
driving force behind the Dehashakti
Sports Grounds near Dana in the
Cultural Zone. Meanwhile, André had
created a sports ground in New
Creation, originally envisaged for the
children of New Creation school, but
later used by anyone interested. The
gymnasium built by Savitri expanded
the New Creation facilities with body-
building equipment and a hall for dance

and martial arts, and its swimming pool
awaits funds for completion. Other
Aurovilians also created dedicated
spaces such as the hatha yoga hall in
Pitanga, the Tai Chi hall in Sharnga, the
open-air kung-fu theatre in Vikas, the
climbing wall in La Ferme, the riding
schools in Kottakarai and Brihaspati
and a host of courts all over the commu-
nity. A skating rink and skate-board
park are coming up in Dana.

Today there is a wide range of
body-related activities happening in
many corners of the community.
Aurovilians have a choice of many
activities — body awareness; hatha yoga
in its many derivatives; Pilates; Tai Chi;
Qi Gong; dance in its many forms such
as Western ballet, Bharatanatyam,
Odissi, jazz Alvin Ailey style, free form
dance with the five elements and salsa;
martial arts like Aikido, Kung fu, and
Kalaripayattu; pony and horse riding;
aerobics; cycling; roller-blading; gyro
riding; skate-boarding; wall-climbing;
jogging; trekking; water sports (includ-
ing swimming classes for babies); surf-
boarding; and wind-surfing. There are
no excuses for any Aurovilian to not be
on the sportive trail of body conscious-
ness.

Priya Sundaravalli
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VILLAGE EDUCATION

Deconstructing the walls of separation

The goat-herding children and the Aurovilians swooshing by on motorbikes are nelghbours However, invisi-
ble walls of cultural and social differences separate their worlds

hrough education, Auroville
I is trying to make those walls
visible, to villagers as well as
Aurovilians, so that they can be
deconstructed. The Mother strongly
emphasized the importance of edu-
cation for the villagers. She named
the school which would help the vil-
lage of Edaiyanchavadi out of its
severe poverty, Udavi (meaning
‘help’ in Tamil), and the community
which would provide education,
training and employment
opportunities for the vil-
lage of Kuilapalayam,
Fraternity. Both were
started in the seventies
and still exist.

Out of the Mother’s
vision of true fraternity
between villagers and
Aurovilians grew anoth-
er initiative in the
Kuilapalayam area, New
Creation. It was started
by André Tardeil in
1983, as a school and a
community. In 1995
André described its aims
as “to build bridges
between Auroville and
the village children, for
the latter have a psychic
quality, a joy and an
enthusiasm that Auroville really
needs”. Sarasu was such a ‘village
child’. At the age of eight, she left
her mother and four sisters in
Kuilapalayam, to go to live and
study in New Creation. She recalls
how the conquering of a new world
started: “André adopted me and four
or five other kids. I think he picked
me because my father was dead and
I had no brother. My mother didn’t
really know what would come out of
it, but she said yes because our situ-
ation was so bad.” Sarasu remained
in New Creation for twelve years.
Three years ago she moved back to
live once again with her family. But
mentally she has traveled far away
from them. She has now been
Aurovilian for seven years and
works at the Financial Service.
André was only one of the many
Aurovilians involved in the early
educational outreach. Meenakshi
started Ilaignarkal (meaning ‘youth’
in Tamil) in 1976, Ivar started
Tsaiambalam (‘a stage for music’) in
1978, and Varadharajan started
Arulvazhi (‘the way of grace”) in
1985.

lages, as well as the Auroville work-
ers themselves (at Ilaignarkal). In
addition, SAIIER manages the
‘Tamil Ulagam Evening Schools’,
currently operating in eight villages
in the bioregion where they serve
children who are in need of comple-
mentary education. The Auroville
Village Action Group (AVAG), the
other main  coordinator  of

Auroville’s village education, start-
ed a night school programme in
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Christophe reads a story at the New Creation school library

1980 as a means to educate children
who had dropped out from govern-
ment schools because they had to
work during the day (or for other
reasons). Recently, however, it was
terminated as efforts increasingly
made by the government have
resulted in almost all children being
enrolled in government schools.
AVAG’s educational activities
are inseparable from their work in
general, which aims to encourage
the voices of the dalits (casteless),
women and young, while creating a
network of local organizations
which can actively participate in the
development of the area. At the Life
Education Center (LEC), run by
AVAG in Kottakarai, a group of
twenty young women learn English
and maths, and are trained in skills
such as typing, tailoring and embroi-
dery. The primary focus of the two-
year programme, however, is a reha-
bilitation of self-esteem gained
through journal-writing, artistic
expression, and group discussions
on topics such as environmental
hazards, gender awareness, and vil-
lage power structures. Deeply

Circle time at Isaiambalam

These schools, together with
New Creation and Udavi, today all
come under the Sri Aurobindo
International Institute of
Educational Research (SAIIER),
although Udavi is funded mostly by
the Sri Aurobindo Ashram. They are
all situated in the Auroville area,
where they cater to the children of
Auroville workers, other children
and young adults from the local vil-

ingrained in the culture, attitudes
based on caste and gender are slow
to change, and for the changes to
take root and become visible the
time-scale is probably generations.
But the attitudes of the students at
LEC are already changing — as are
those of Sarasu. “At home I some-
times dress in shorts”, says Sarasu.
“But I could never do that when I go
to the village. Even my sisters would

question it.” Not that wearing shorts
is necessarily something ‘good’ in
itself, but Sarasu’s simple words,
and the little smile accompanying
them, could symbolize how deeply-
rooted cultural practices are just
starting to shift and change within
many of the villagers and villages
touched by Auroville’s educational
outreach.

AVAG’s other educational pro-
jects include the Primary Education
Project (PEP) and
anew women’s lit-
eracy programme
which is soon to
start in twenty vil-
lages. A new voca-
tional training cen-
tre is under con-
struction next to
the AVAG head-
quarters near Koot
Road. It will
receive sixty stu-
dents yearly to be
trained in skills
which are in
demand on the
employment mar-
ket. The govern-
mental certificates
they will obtain
will permit them to
take bank loans in order to start their
own businesses. Within the PEP
programme, local youth are trained
in progressive educational methods
emphasizing creativity, environmen-
tal and body aware-

ronmental  sci-
ence and mathe-
matics) geared to
self-directed
learning.
Creative and
‘play-way’ activ-
ities are inbuilt in
the cards. The
innovative work
of Isaiambalam
draws frequent

visitors and is
spreading. A hun-
dred schools in Chennai have
recently begun applying the study
card method, and another 250 are
likely to start soon.

At Arulvazhi the link with the
Mother is especially tangible. Most
of the teachers, who are long-term
residents of the Auroville communi-
ty Promesse, had the personal dar-
shan of The Mother. The school
educates children from the nearby
village of Morattandi, with special
emphasis on sense development,
body awareness, and cultural
expressions. Children from
Arulvazhi regularly do dance perfor-
mances in Bharat Nivas on Republic
Day and Independence Day.

At Ilaignarkal Education Centre,
Auroville’s educational outreach
extends to adults. While offering a
day school for a small group of chil-
dren, Ilaignarkal caters mainly to
Auroville workers. They attend nor-
mally after work but are welcome

Sarasu at the Financial Service

English they chatted in Tamil as
soon as they had a chance. Then,
from the age of twelve to nineteen,
Sarasu attended Udavi School.
“When I came to Udavi everything
was very strict”, she says. “We had
to pay a penalty of 20 paisa if they
heard us speaking Tamil. In the
beginning 1 was so tired. I told
André that it was too tough, and that
I didn’t want to go, but he pushed
me. And I’'m happy for that. T was
very happy in Udavi and made many
friends. The teachers would be very
strict when classes were going on,
but outside they’d be like friends. I
still go to Edaiyanchavadi some-
times to visit a teacher who lives
there.” Today, Udavi offers an infor-
mal, ‘free progress’ education up to
the sixth standard. This means, for
example, that if a child shows inter-
est in how a light tube works or how
a plant grows, then a project on this
subject is initiated. Throughout

schooling, activities

ness, and cultural
expressions. They
then act as supple-
mentary teachers in
government schools in
thirty local villages,
where their appear-
ance for a few hours
every week is much
anticipated and appre-
ciated.

Providing skills in
reading, writing, lan-
guage, and maths,
along with vocational
skills, may be seen as
the basis of
Auroville’s  village
education. This helps
new generations of vil-
lagers to better face the increasing
complexities of life in an area which
is rapidly changing due to the pres-
ence of Auroville and many other
factors. There is,
however, also anoth-
er basis: the vision of
The Mother and Sri
Aurobindo. Theirs
was a vision of edu-
cation which allows
children to remain in
contact with their
souls, while it gently
guides and cares for
the development of
all aspects of their
being. This is the
kind of integral edu-
cational environment

Auroville strives
towards — for vil-
lagers and

Aurovilians alike. At

Isaiambalam several
innovative educational methods are
applied as an experiment in finding
the best ways to approach the
Auroville educational vision. The
Rishi Valley Method, for example,
taken from the Jiddu Krishnamurti
school in Andhra Pradesh, has been
adopted, recreated in Tamil and
renamed the ‘Multigrade, Multilevel
Study Card System’. It includes a
series of study cards (in Tamil, envi-

Class in the former llaignarkal building

any time. The school is student-ori-
ented and students support and learn
from each other. Tamil and English
is also taught to workers at their
work places. Currently teachers visit
the Solar Kitchen and Samasti to
offer classes. Ilaignarkal has
evolved into a centre of Tamil cul-
ture in Auroville, promoting local
talents in the arts, and hosting a
Tamil library, a study circle, and a
hostel. Research on heritage topics
such as the palmyra tree, Kolam
drawings, and ancient Tamil art is
carried out, and the results are pub-
lished in a monthly paper.

Through Auroville’s educational
activities, village children and
young Auroville employees are
increasingly learning English — a
key to the deconstruction of those
invisible walls. Recently three vil-
lage youth were admitted to the
Auroville Last School. This was
thanks to a small-scale English
teaching programme of AVAG,
soon to be taken over by
Isaiambalam. Sarasu too had to learn
English. “From eight till eleven, I
went to Transition School, because
André wanted us to learn to speak
better English,” she recalls. In
Transition, the little group of chil-
dren from New Creation took part in
many different activities, including
artistic ones. Whereas they learned

like yoga, Aikido,
crafts, dance, music,

clay modeling,
sports, and computer
_skills, complement
the  curriculum,

which is guided by
the educational prin-
ciples of Sri
Aurobindo and The
Mother. Sarasu
remembers: “On
Thursdays the class-
es were only half
day, and the rest of
the time we were
practicing for a per-
formance in the end
of the month; drama,
dance or singing. I
liked that.”

Sarasu feels that she is starting
to understand and appreciate
Auroville more and more, but the
path has been long: “It was when [
came to Udavi that I understood that
I was an ‘Aurovilian’ because the
other kids saw me like that. Before
that I had just thought of myself as
being taken care of at New
Creation.” New Creation is still
functioning as an outreach school
focused on the poorest children, who
are given an individualized educa-
tion, and is expanding as an
Auroville community where most of
the residents are former students of
the school. In addition to the origi-
nal school, there is now a kinder-
garten for children who are all given
boarding in New Creation. This
financially and functionally inde-
pendent project was initiated by
André and is based on ‘free
progress’ education. The long-term
goal of creating a centre for voca-
tional training at New Creation has
begun in four new buildings with
rooms dedicated to carpentry, elec-
tronics, metalwork and tailoring.

Those who want to continue
their studies after New Creation
have the opportunity to do so at
After School.

continued on page 3
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PROFILE

Returning to Matrimandir

Andy arrived in Auroville in January, 1974, after driving a Mercedes van from Germany
with his aunt, Janna. He was fresh out of school and didn’t plan to stav But he did.

AUROVILLE TODAY: Did you
immediately begin working at
Matrimandir?

No. I worked for a year in
Aspiration bakery before starting work
in the Matrimandir gardens. At that
time working on the actual construc-
tion was seen as a very elevated post of
responsibility — by invitation only!
However, about a year later many of
the people working on the construction
site left and guys were needed to do the
scaffolding. That’s how I came in. For
the next 20 years I worked there, pro-
gressing from scaffolding work to bar-
bending to placing the beams and,
finally, to the marble work in the
Chamber. At each critical stage some-
one showed up with expertise to show
us how to do it and, of course, over all
there was Piero with his quality control
and his very clear and structured way
of organizing the work.

AVT: In recent  years
Matrimandir has been embroiled in
controversies. Was it always like that?

Piero was always clear that he did
not think the petals and golden disks
were a good idea and, because I've
worked with him so long and found
that he’s mostly right about this kind of
thing, I’ve never questioned his view
on that. At the same time other
Matrimandir workers, like Ruud
Lohman, were absolutely convinced
that the vision of Roger would be
materialized. But in the early days
these differences were rarely talked
about — we hadn’t yet reached a stage
where major design decisions had to be
made.

The heavy politicization began
when Roger returned in the late 1980s.
Then everything became a lot more
‘us’ and ‘them’. In 1987 there was the
famous meeting at which Roger’s con-
ception for the skin and disks was
adopted by majority vote. I think it was
a very unfortunate outcome in the way
the decision was interpreted and imple-
mented: T believe many of the prob-
lems we face now at the Matrimandir
are a direct outcome of this. If the same
meeting happened today there would
be a lot more effort to ensure that the
major players identified by Mother
took up the responsibilities She gave
them and collaborated with each other.

AVT: That meeting agreed that
Piero’s team should finish the
Chamber. Upon completion you all
stopped working at Matrimandir. Was
that a difficult decision to take?

Not really. There was a strong feel-
ing of gratitude for having been able to
participate in such a privileged work,
and there was a sense that we had
accomplished something, not that we
were being kicked out. Perhaps it was
hardest for Piero and Gloria because
they had given so much of themselves
towards constructing Matrimandir, and
I think their contribution was never suf-
ficiently appreciated: for me it’s
beyond question that if Piero hadn’t
prepared the structure, the whole pro-
ject would never have got off the
ground.

Another thing that helped my tran-
sition from Matrimandir was that I
joined the second Working Committee
and was immediately caught up in that
work.

AVT: Working Committee mem-
bers often suffer burn-out, partly
because they have to deal with so
many issues relating to the negative
side of Auroville. Was it like that for
you?

I felt we were in the middle, being
bombarded from all sides. There was a
lot of pressure but in the end it was a
good experience, partly because I
developed a certain impermeability so
that the heavy stuff just ran off. Today,
in terms of our community process,
we’ve grown up a bit. There are still a
lot of unpleasant things the community
has to deal with, but when I see the
very focused and coordinated way in
which the present Council dealt with
the Matrimandir issue I feel we’ve
made quite a bit of progress.

AVT: Your next major work was
at Decauram, the carpentry work-
shop. Was that also a big change?

It brought me a whole different
work experience because there I was
based in an office doing accounts.
Neither Jan, who invited me in, nor
myself are business people and we
never did more than just keep
Decauram afloat. But I liked the work
and it gave me yet another perspective
on Auroville. For example, when I hear

people criticize the units for not giving
more to Auroville I understand now it’s
not as easy at that.

AVT: Very recently you returned
to Matrimandir as a member of the
new management team. At the time,
many people anticipated there would
be a long and difficult struggle with
the former management group who
hadn’t wanted to leave. What was your
initial reaction when the Council
asked you to serve on this group?

My brain said ‘no’ but my mouth
said ‘yes’! I'm at a loss to explain it.
After I'd agreed, there was a period of
about 10 days in which I imagined all
the difficult situations I might find
myself in and a quite a few times [
wanted to phone the Council and say,
‘Look guys, no way’. But for some rea-
son I didn’t. It was one of those
moments when you understand what is
meant by the saying we’re all instru-
ments moved by larger forces. Because
while all around us things were happen-
ing in a big way — lots of thunder and
lightning, rumours, manoeuvrings etc.
— the new team sailed in quiet waters in
the midst of the storm. There was defi-
nitely a feeling of guidance, of an out-
come destined from the beginning. All
we had to do was just be there.

Now there is a feeling of relief
from all sides that this particular issue —
in which the former management had
been locked in a battle with Roger — is
finally over and that we can devote our-
selves to the completion of the project.

AVT: In practical terms,; how has
the situation changed at Matrimandir?
There’s been an inrush of energy
and the new atmosphere has resulted in

—_the return of some Aurovilians who’d

worked there before. A lot of restruc-
turing is going on in terms of work
processes. The old management style
tended to be top-down whereas now it’s
more participatory: inputs come from
all sides which are discussed at a week-
ly meeting of area coordinators. In
terms of design the responsibility ulti-
mately lies with Roger, although it is
clear that the community has an impor-
tant role to play in giving inputs on
issues like the lake, the gardens and
access, which are the only major issues
left to be decided. From the side of the

management group it’s understood we
will not use our position to block or
influence design matters but will mere-
ly implement what has been decided.

AVT: For many years you dis-
agreed with Roger’s vision for
Matrimandir. How difficult is it for you
now to help implement that vision?

If I"'d been asked 15 years ago to
collaborate with Roger and facilitate
the materialization of his vision of
Matrimandir I would probably have
refused. Now it’s different. I'm faced
with a situation where the things I
thought were not good are already there
and there’s nothing I can do about it
anymore. I do think Piero’s technical
concerns about the petals, the outer skin
and the disks have proven to be justi-
fied, but now the need is to get on and
finish the project. At the same time I
think my perspective has widened, and
things that seemed important at one
time seem less important now — in
those days we were moving much more
in a frame of ideology. Then there’s
this  strange thing about the
Matrimandir: the way you think about
it and the reality of it are completely
different. Occasionally I'd get a
glimpse of that ‘other’ Matrimandir and
then I'd realize that all my feelings
about it, which depend upon shifting
impressions, are totally unimportant.
Ultimately, I don’t want to be the
instrument of any particular individual
but of Matrimandir itself. If I can be
that, the other considerations lose a lot
of their importance.

From an interview by Alan

Enjoying a language class at Isaiambalam

continued from page 2

been

Pondicherry,

get other dreams,

walls.

In this English-medium, secondary level
school, exam-oriented education is provided
for Tamil youth. While currently all students
are from New Creation, in the past they have
recruited also from Udavi and
Auroville’s Transition School. After School
thus has to some degree functioned as a meet-
ing place for youth from the villages and from
Auroville, and is one of the portals to
Auroville for young Tamilians. Whereas some
After School graduates have continued their
studies at Auroville’s Last School or in
most have found jobs in
Auroville, often in key positions.

Still the enigma of co-existence and mutu-
al learning and understanding between the two
neighbours in the Auroville area is far from
solved, and the educational needs are larger
than the resources of Auroville. Says Sarasu:
“Presently I’'m happy with doing my work at
the Financial Service and taking care of my
mother. I don’t have dreams. I know that if I
The Mother and Sri
Aurobindo will take care of that.” Hopefully,
neighbours on both sides of whatever walls
that are experience share the faith she express-
es. For when we identify with what unites
rather than with what divides us, there are no

Deconstructing the walls of separation

Svante

Facts and Filgures

The Sri Aurobindo International Institute of
Educational Research (SAIIER) reaches some 750
individuals directly through its educational activi-
ties and Auroville Village Action Group (AVAG)
another 1200.

The biggest school for village children in the
Auroville area, however, is the Auroville-built, but
not administered, Kuilapalayam Trust School.

Over 600 pupils attend this Tamil-medium
school which follows the standard governmental
curriculum. Udavi educates another 250 children
and youth (3-18 years), New Creation 230 (3-15
years) plus 40 in the boarding kindergarten (4-6
years), Isaiambalam 120 (3-15 years), Arulvazhi
100 (most 4-16, some up to 20 years), and After
School 30 (14-18 years). Ilaignarkal Education
Centre has 50 students, most of them adults.

AVAG, in addition to what was mentioned in
the adjacent article, runs pre-schools in Kottakarai,
Kuilapalayam, and Bommaiyarpalayam and holds
meetings with the parents as well as with parents of
children in the schools included in the PEP pro-
gramme. Udavi is about to start educating women
in literacy. A few years ago, Kireet, a Dutch
Aurovilian, took a personal initiative to build and
start a school in Bommaiyapalayam, which now
operates as a ‘daughter school’ of the Kuilapalayam
Trust School.

In brief

Matrimandir

The new executives of Matrimandir
reported a smooth transfer of manage-
ment. Fears of workers being affected
by the transfer were allayed by the
Secretary of the Auroville Foundation.
The new team has met with the archi-
tect to clarify methods of communica-
tion. The team said that it is not for the
Matrimandir management to use its
executive powers to block the imple-
mentation of the architect's designs.
The architect and the community at
large have to come to an agreement
on major issues such as lake and gar-
dens and visitors' arrangements. The
team called on the community to take
charge of Auroville's “soul” and decide
how it s to be used and accessed.

Auroville's History

In order to better understand our histo-
ry the Auroville Council invites anyone
with memories of Auroville from the
70's and 80's to write them down and
send them to janet@auroville.org.in

international Zone

The International Zone group has
made a compilation on culture from Sri
Aurobindo’s writings and organised a
workshop on “Nation and Culture in
Evolution”  with guest speakers
Ananda Reddy and Kittu Reddy from
the Sri Aurobindo Ashram. The Zone
Group also published its Newsletter
August — October 2003.

Contractors' code

The Working Committee met with
Auroville contractors to discuss issues
such as local employment, employers
welfare, thefts and differences in costs
of construction. The contractors agreed
to work out policies and guidelines.

Snakes in Quiet

The  fishing  community  of
Chinnamudaliarchavady complained
about snakes entering their homes
from the side of the Guiet community.
A snake charmer was hired to catch all
the snakes.

AurolNet

The Kuilapalayam Browsing Centre
(KBC), previously situated in the same
building as the Travel Shop, has started
its service nearby the Financial Service
in the Pour Tous compound.

Auroville Guard

Attempts are ongoing to create an effi-
cient well-functioning Auroville Guard
system, consisting of a patrolling guard
and a pool of volunteers who agree to
be “on call" for whatever emergency
comes up. The first regularly operating
group would be trained in self-
defence, first aid, fire fighting, emer-
gency tree pruning, how to deal with
and inform visitors, etc. The second
group would be on call when needed.
This group would attend a drill exercise
weekly or twice a month for some
guided training in martial arts, first aid,
fire fighting etc.

Space constraints

The Auroville Boutique in the Visitors'
Centre announced that it is full and not
any more in a position to expand due
to site constraints. Consequently it will
not be able to accept either new units
or new products.

AUM Meeting

The 10th Anniversary of the Sri
Aurobindo Center South East, Inc. and
the AUM 2004 Conference are sched-
uled on July 29, 2004 to August 1,
2004 at the beautiful campus of
Furman University, Greenville, South
Carolina. The theme of the conference
s "Integral Yoga in Daily Life — A
Practice & Approach.” For more infor-
mation contact the Centre at P. O. Box
8375, Greenville, SC 29604, USA, or
email to aum2004@jhmhotels.com
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MAIN THEME:

DEVELOPING THE BODY

Dehashakti’s child-centred sports programme

Dehashakti is Sanskrit for “the full power (and perfection) of the body."
In Auroville, it is the name of the organized physical education pro-
gramme that strives towards the vision laid out by The Mother.

t is only 3.15 p.m., and already the Dana
I sports ground is beginning to be peppered

with children from the nearby Transition
School. A few boys careen in on dusty bicycles,
hastily park, and hurtle past the gates letting out
excited whoops. A little girl in pink shorts and T-
shirt dropped off by her mother, purposefully
strides in without a backward glance. Like a bee-
hive awakening to daybreak, the sports field has
already begun to buzz with activity — children in
various stages of getting into sports gear and pick-
ing out the colour-coded waistcoats indicating the
‘houses’ they belong to, boys flinging themselves
into the air over a high jump bar and landing excit-
edly on the padded mattress below, a few mini-
games of basketball and football well in progress,
a chattering group around the notice board which
announces the activities for that afternoon, and
amidst all this, the teachers bustling about with
whistles and stop-watches hanging around their
necks and note pads tucked under their arms. Itisa
tableau that could easily have come out of a
Breughel painting, but it is only another regular
day at Dehashakti. ..

Beginnings and philosophy

The Dehashakti sports programme began in
the early nineties following the arrival of Yves, a
professional tennis coach from Canada. It was ata
time when the popularity of athletics
at Certitude had hit an all-time low.
“Both students and teachers were
unmotivated,” he recalls. “The stu-
dents felt that the programme was
monotonous, and the teachers had a
hard time coping with lack of disci-
pline and commitment.” In this set-
ting, Yves presented a proposal for
improvement. His idea was to give
the students the choice to participate.
Once a commitment was made, reg-
ular attendance would be mandato-
ry. And so in 1992 Dehashakti was
born, its unique name borrowed
from a Sanskrit mantra that Sri
Aurobindo had received in the

not elimination-based.” The emphasis is laid on
a holistic approach to movement with impor-
tance given to mobility, body control, strength,
stamina, skill, health and fitness. In team sports,
the focus is not on competition or individual glo-
rification, but on understanding the value of
team spirit, cooperation, helping each other to
progress, and giving everyone an equal chance
to develop their abilities.

The team constantly experiments with new
ways of keeping sports child-centred, aware that
not all of its young participants are gifted or are
natural athletes. One such concept is that of ‘hous-
es’. Until 4 years ago, children in the sports pro-
gramme were segregated into three levels based on
age — juniors, intermediates and seniors — with
teams in each level competing against each other.
However the teachers became concerned with a
lack of communication between children of differ-
ent age groups, and therefore decided to create
‘houses’ which would have children of all ages
together. Houses are created every year based on
skill testing of each individual child with attention
given to the balance of genders, and a mixture in
affinities like “Western-Indian, tall-small, friends-
not friends, energetic-not energetic, etc.” The con-
cept worked. “There was greater interaction and
camaraderie across ages,” says Anand. “The junior
kids even began to check and push the older

Alipore jail. As if waiting for a new
structure to be created, funds started
to come in regularly from that time
onwards. With the vision of the school sports com-
plex as a place for education, concentration, and
discipline, the Certitude sports ground was found
to be an unsuitable location due to constant distur-
bance from the road cutting through it. Dehashakti
found a place near the Dana community in the
Cultural Zone, a protected and undisturbed envi-
ronment with plenty of expansion possibilities,
and began constructing its new sports complex. In

* July 1996, the programme moved permanently to
this location which now has a football field, a
gymnastics floor, two volleyball courts, one bas-
ketball court, a badminton court, a handball field
and a 300 metre running track.

The uniqueness of Dehashakti lies in its under-
lying philosophy and core values —that it is a place
for education, concentration, and discipline. It is
based on The Mother’s view that physical educa-
tion is an integral part of a person’s development.
Their brochure reads, ‘The School Sports
Complex is a place for physical education not a
playground or sports ground for casual partici-
pants... It is solely a place of organized physical
education for the children of Auroville, and later
for adult Aurovilians who are willing to accept the
aims and objectives of the programme.’ Right
now, it caters only to children. Its programme is
child-centred meaning that physical activity is
used as a medium to help a child explore his/her
individual potential at a comfortable pace. This
approach has resulted in a comprehensive pro-
gramme that promotes a child’s inner discipline
and concentration.

Programme novelties

The Dehashakti team consists of three full-
time teachers (Yves, Rajeev, and Anand) and
twelve volunteers. Rajeev and Anand are former
students of the Ashram school and graduates of its
famous sports programme. “There are about 125
children from four Auroville schools who come to
do sport every school day,” says Rajeev. “Young
children especially enjoy it because our sports are
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Yves handing out certificates to the participants

‘house’ members to perform better. It became
common to hear them say ‘Run faster’ or “Hey, do
it properly!” The senior children were really tested
as they now had to meet their responsibilities as
older role-models. They could not mess up or miss
showing up for sports!”

Skills-testing is another novel tool used by the
Dehashakti team. Explains Yves, “Rajeev brought
the idea of skills-testing from the Ashram sports
programme. Each game is analysed in terms of the
unique skills it demands from the players. In bas-
ketball for example, you need someone who is
good in shooting, but there are also other valuable
skills such as dribbling, lay-up, passing, or being a
good team player. The intention is to recognise the
special abilities of every individual, and to ensure
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The work of Dehashakti
culminates in three events, the
bi-annual Aurolympics and the
Enduro race. “Aurolympics
used to be a community event
that existed well before
Dehashakti made it its own”
says Yves. Some old-timers
remember the event as a one-
day social for community
members to run a sprint, play a
game and have a chicken lunch
afterwards. “But now, it is a
serious Dehashakti activity. There is one in
December, at the end of the school term, and one
in April, at the end of the school year. These are
one-week events that test the children’s skills in
athletics and games.” Apart from Aurolympics,
the team also conducts the yearly ‘Enduro’ race,
whose objective is to help each child build up his
or her cardiovascular endurance capacity while
earning points for their house. The race, now in
its third year, is very popular with a very vocal
crowd of excited parents cheering on their chil-
dren to complete the laps.

Challenges

Dehashakti also has its set of challenges, like
everything else in Auroville. It runs on a limited
budget and manpower. But the most prominent of
its challenges is its alleged reputation for being
rigid or strict. Not all school-going children partic-
ipate in the programme, particularly many
teenagers and some younger students too. The
team attributes several reasons for this behaviour,
most notably to attitude differences that exist
between Aurovilian parents. “Culture seems to
have a large role in determining whether a child
attends the programme or not,” says one teacher.
“Some parents generally of Western background
do not want to impose rules on their children, and

__feel that their child has to be free to determine

whether he or she wants to attend sports — though
those parents do not apply the same rule for send-
ing their children to school.”” The team believes
that this view of freedom is flawed and misunder-
stood in Auroville. “True freedom requires a lot of
self-discipline,” says one teacher. A first time visi-
tor to Dehashakti cannot but notice that the greater
percentage of children appear to be of Tamil ori-
gin. Explains another, “To generalize, most Tamil
parents want their children to do sports as they like
the discipline and the physical aspect.” The prob-
lem also is magnified since most schools in
Auroville do not insist that their students involve
themselves in sports. “Sport is not a mandatory
part of the curriculum, and often receives a step-
motherly treatment.” The Dehashakti team regrets
that it is the child who ultimately suffers, lacking
an integral development of the body.

While some teenagers at Future School
explain their non-participation to the strictness of
the programme, the Dehashakti team disagrees.
“Over the summer break, we made a great effort to
meet our students who were moving to Future

Line-up and concentration at Dehashakti

that every team has children with different skills.
The children now understand that a team needs
players of all abilities — strong, average and weak,
and that each one is as important as the best play-
er.” For some of the teachers it has been a revela-
tion to see that it is often the weakest players who
bring the most to a team, “Probably because no-
one ever cared about them before. They definitely
show the largest margin of improvement.”

School from Transition, encouraging them to
return once they were in the high school. We were
willing to be flexible, and even accepted a three
day programme to complement their other activi-
ties. This way they would have opportunity to
develop different skills. For example those doing
basketball could come to Dehashakti to train in
gymnastics, athletics and even other games like
softball, volleyball, or handball.” The youngsters

Run_ning the Enduro race

received the idea enthusiastically, but did not fol-
low it up in action. The team feels that this may be
due to both the non-insistence of sports by the
schools or parents, plus the unspoken but very real
peer pressure that many teenagers succumb to —
the idea that Dehashakti is for young kids. What
makes it especially hard for the teachers is to see
once-promising athletes who enjoyed sports at
Dehashakti, now uninvolved in sports or ‘involved
in a very lackadaisical and superficial manner’.
“But we have to constantly remind ourselves that
the children involved in Dehashakti enjoy sports
and that we are growing for the future — for the
future parents and future children.”

Village outreach

Apart from its work for Auroville children,
Dehashakti has also begun teaching children from
the surrounding villages. Originally this started in
collaboration with New Creation School, an
Auroville outreach school. More recently, a more
ambitious outreach activity has been through a tie-
up with the Auroville Village Action Group
(AVAG). AVAG approached the team asking if
they could organize a sports programme in the vil-
lages. “But we felt that it would be more effective
if they came out of their familiar setting into
Auroville and experience something different,”
says Rajeev. “Now every weekend on both
Saturdays and Sundays, we receive approximately
40 village boys between the ages of 12 and 17. We
make them go through the same kind of pro-
gramme as the Auroville children. There is a line-
up, attendance, exercises, running laps and so on.
The focus is on fitness and an overall develop-
ment. And of course to inculcate the qualities of
sportsmanship rather than just focussing on win-
ning, winning, and more winning” The pro-
gramme has been active for the past three months,
and has been received with a lot of enthusiasm and
positive response.

The programme also proved instrumental in
breaking down many barriers. Explains Rajeev,
“We have boys coming from several different vil-
lages — Kottakarai, Edayanchavadi, Irumbai,
Alankuppam — and this encourages communica-
tion and friendships amongst people who may oth-
erwise not meet one another. Also they are of dif-
ferent castes which in the beginning did cause
some awkward moments but things changed as the
boys adjusted.” Rajeev believes that caste would
have been a big barrier to overcome had the pro-

gramme been held in the vil-
A2 lages. However the team is
cautious and believes that it is
- too early to celebrate the suc-
cess of this programme. The
absence of female participants
is glaring, and has been attrib-
uted to the reticence of the vil-

able to train the girls also,”
says Yves confidently.

Looking to the future

Dehashakti sees itself in
the future as being more inti-
mately linked with life in
Auroville, not only catering to
young children but to
Aurovilians of all ages. “When one is ninety-nine,
one should still be able to come to Dehashakti and
use its facilities,” says Rajeev. “That is our
dream.” In 1970, The Mother said, “We have been
given a body not to reject it but to make it into
something better. And that is precisely one of the
goals of Auroville” And Dehashakti stretches
slowly and steadily towards this lofty ideal with
unflagging optimism. Priya Sundaravalli
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lagers. “In time, we will be















