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View from the second level, where the two ramps start their spiral journey up to the Chamber.
The appearance of the interior is now one of spaciousness with the white curving lines of the
ramps and the second level seen against the glowing orange spherical sheil of the inner skin.
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Reliving the magic of constructing Matrimandir

n August 15th Doris Van Kalker's new film,
‘Building Matrimandir’, was shown in Cinema
Paradiso. Auroville Today spoke to Doris and to
Francis, who assisted her, about the aim of the film
and the challenges they encountered in making it.

“I want to emphasise that this is her project, she’s done most
of the work,” begins Francis. “But,” says Doris, “he knew all the
stories behind the construction, as well as whom to address for
what. And when it came to editing it was extremely important to
have another pair of critical eyes.”

So now that’s been straightened out, how did it all begin?
“During my early days in Auroville I was staying in Center
Guest House,” recalls Doris. “After lunch we had this coffee
club of long-term Aurovilians. Most of the time it was gossip,
but once in a while they told these stories about the time they
worked on the Matrimandir. And the minute they started talking
about it, their voices changed; all of a sudden they were in a
totally different mode. This interested me. I began to realize
there must be something special about this building.

“Some time later we were doing some filming in the inner
chamber. As we were coming down I asked John Harper about
the documentation of the ongoing work. Who was the regular
Matrimandir videographer? When he told me that nobody had
done it for the past ten years, I just couldn’t believe it. So I
decided there and then to make a video documenting the history
of the construction.”

“When Doris announced that we (we!) were going to make
a video about the construction of the Matrimandir,” says
Francis, “she was totally ignorant of what it would entail. I
knew immediately — which is why I kept quiet! But she has this
unbelievable obsessiveness. Once she locks onto something, the
thoroughness of her focus is amazing. It drives everybody
crazy, but she gets what she’s after.”

“It’s a personal thing,” explains Doris. “Once I get into some-
thing, I want to start at the beginning and know everything.” Getting
to know everything (or almost everything) about the Matrimandir
involved, among other things, speaking to numerous Aurovilians,
reading every Matrimandir newsletter and delving deep into the
Auroville archives for relevant photos and footage. “There was a
very nice man there, Thambidorai,” says Francis, “who helped her.
And she needed it because basically all the Matrimandir material was
just stuff on a shelf. It all had to be organized, categorized. Also, the
old films, some of which were in a very bad state, had to be labori-
ously cleaned and copied on to DVD. Then she took all the old
Matrimandir newsletters to Pondy to have them photocopied so she
didn’t have to work with the flimsy originals.

“We also got a lot of advice from our fellow-Aurovilians about
whom we should talk to and what absolutely had to be in the film.
And then everybody had their construction stories. The problem is
that people’s memories are defective, so they kept disagreeing about
what had happened, when. Even the Matrimandir newsletters are not
much help as they contradict themselves!”

Doris recalls overhearing two Aurovilians disagreeing
about what was happening on the Matrimandir the moment
Mother passed away in Pondicherry on 17th November, 1973.
One said that was the moment the concreting of the beam join-
ing the four pillars was completed. The other one said this was
when the top of the final pillar was completed. Finally Alain
Grandcolas said he would check in Ruud Lohman’s
Matrimandir diary: it confirmed that Mother’s passing coin-
cided with the completion of the tip of the final pillar. “And
that’s just one of the stories. We had to check out hundreds of
them,” says Francis.

The Matrimandir, to put it mildly, is no stranger to controversy.
There have been major personal conflicts and strong disagreements
concerning certain aspects of the design. Yet none of this finds its
way into the film. Why?

“It was a conscious decision,” says Doris. “Our goal was to give
a historical overview of the construction, not to talk about the diffi-
culties. 1 wanted very much to reunite Aurovilians through this
film.” In a small way, this may have begun. When Paulo Tommasi
heard that the film was being made, he decided to visit the
Matrimandir for the first time since his design for the Matrimandir
gardens had been rejected. “I assumed that that had broken his
heart,” says Doris. “But the day he revisited, he was very
touched: he said everything was so beautiful. That evening he
gave me the original hand-drawn design of the Matrimandir he
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MATRIMANDIR

Doris and Francis

continued from page 1
had shown to Mother. *You’ll know what to do
with it’, he said.”

Francis recalls how everybody at
Matrimandir was very supportive of the pro-
ject. “I thought this project wouldn’t fly
because of the protective shield which had
developed around Matrimandir over the years.
But they were very open. Whenever some-
thing important was about to happen, the team
leader would phone Doris and tell her to
come. Then they would explain what was
going to happen and help her up on the scaf-
folding to get the best view.”

“l was overwhelmed by the way the
Matrimandir team accepted me,” says Doris.
“I"d never done anything like this before, and
vet they trusted me. Later I asked Barbara,
‘Why?” She said it was an experiment, but all
the time she felt I could do it.”

Even so, when it came to showing a rough
-cut of part of the film to the Matrimandir old-
timers, Doris was very nervous. “When the

showing ended, there was silence in the room.
Finally Barbara said, ‘I thought you could do
a lot but this is amazing.” In fact, everybody
was positive, I couldn’t believe it. It was then
I knew I was on the right track.

“But it wasn’t just the Matrimandir work-
ers. Anybody I asked for something immedi-
ately said ‘yes’,” says Doris. “Hemant spent
weeks making the animations, Giorgio pro-
vided photos, Holger supervised the sound
recording, Joy felt “honoured” when I asked
her if we could use her voice on the sound-
track...”

In February this year the still-uncomplet-
ed film was shown to the Aurovilians. “When
it ended,” recalls Doris, “Savitra invited all
those who had worked on the Matrimandir to
stand. They stood up, they looked at each
other and that special vibration was there.
And suddenly, from the others, came this
spontaneous applause. Afterwards, people
came up and hugged me, they stopped me on
the road and thanked me. And that’s when I
knew that we’d touched them.”

Has making the film changed their per-
spective upon Matrimandir or Auroville as
a whole?

“Watching the old Matrimandir films was
very moving,” says Doris. “Those
Aurovilians worked so hard with their bare
hands, they had such few resources, but in
their faces you could see this belief, this joy,
this passion to do the work. I wanted to
remind them of what they had done and to
say thank you. But more than this I wanted to
keep that vibration alive, to bring something
of that into the Auroville of today. We late-
comers need this. You Aurovilians who met
Mother or who worked for many years on the
Matrimandir experienced something which
we don’t have. For us to share in something
this vibration which the old Aurovilians had
has to be kept alive, it has to be fed, nurtured.
I got this through the making of the film.”
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View of the Matrimandir through the base plate of the crane.

“It’s been a long trek,” says Francis. “When
I first came to Auroville I was convinced that
everything, including the city, would be com-
pleted in 20 years. Making this film has helped
me understand what a struggle it has been for
the Matrimandir to be born and how important
it is for the Aurovilians that it is there. It’s been
many years since [ worked there and I’d sort of
forgotten the significance, the magnitude of the
task and the dedication of so many people. The
structure itself emanated a vibration — that’s
why we put in so much time there, the energy
Was so rejuvenating.

“So when you see the old movies and you
see how beautiful the Aurovilians were physi-
cally and in their dedication, it’s very uplifting.
It helps me in today’s situation to keep the faith,

which is the most difficult thing to do. Because
I feel there is slippage; we’re becoming institu-
tionalized, bourgeois. With our petty struggles
we’re getting left behind.

“Working on the Matrimandir helped me
keep something that touched me when Mother
touched me many years ago. This video revives
a distant memory of a feeling which is most
sacred to me. It emanates a vibration which I
wish we could all carry with us on a more per-
manent level.”

From an interview by Alan
The video is on sale at the Visitors Centre.

Price Rs 400.
For more info: francis@auroville.org.in
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Doris filming on top of the Matrimandir.
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Matrimandir diary

June 25th 2007.This [...] was the day that the very last of the pipe scaffolding was removed from the
interior of the Matrimandir. These pipes have occupied the interior space for more than twenty years.
First to help support the precast concrete beams of the spherical space frame as it was being built; then
as working platforms for many operations, from fixing the outer skin’s ferrocement panels, fo painting
and finishing the two spiral ramps that link the second level to the two chamber doors; and recently to
lift and install the more than 700 panels of the inner skin.

The transformation of the interior was very rapid and dramatic in late May and June when the south-
west and northwest quarters of the inner skin were completed and the scaffolding removed. By late
June, the work on the final quarter, the southeast, had come to a point where scaffolding was no
longer needed.

""" A team of twelve young men undertook the job of removing the pipes —and they did it with gusto —
enjoying the last chance to work with the scaffolding. By 2 p.m. that day, all pipes, planks, and
clamps were down, lying in the first level of the building. And by 4 p.m. all this material was
removed from the inside of the Matrimandir. It then took just four more days to install the lowest
three rows of the inner skin panels so that by the last day in June the inner skin of the sphere was
complete, revealing a marvellous space that feels light and very peaceful.

It was a wonderful moment, seeing it whole and complete for the very first time.

-

The lotus pond beneath the Matrimandir with a crystal that receives

An excerpt from the Matrimandir newsletter — August ‘09
the ray of sunlight that passes through the Chamber above.
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ORGANIZATION

Residents’ Assembly up and running

The residents of Auroville have decided to give new life to an institution many had given up on: the Residents' Assembly.

or the majority of
the Aurovilians,
attending meetings
of the Auroville
Residents’
Assembly (RA) is a turn-off.
“It’s always the same boring
people,” is the common com-
plaint. Over time, RA meet-
ings became poorly attended
with an average participation
of less than a 100 people. Its
method of decision making
became unclear, wavering
from consensus to simple
majority and at times to a
2/3rd majority vote. Those
who did not attend the RA
meeting had simply no say.
The new  Working
Committee (WC), which took
office in April this year,
decided to make the function-
ing of the RA one of its main
priorities. In July it published
its proposal. Its main theme is
the principle of universal suf-
frage: each Aurovilian over
18 years has the right and
privilege to participate in
decision-making, but there is
no compulsion. Those who
want to participate should be

RESEARCH

able to do so in the way most
convenient to them: by email;
through the ballot box; orin a
meeting of the RA. As
Auroville still lacks elaborate
identification systems, the
voting would be ‘open’: those
counting the votes will know
how everybody has voted.
The WC further proposed a
quorum of 10% of the total
number of Auroville resi-
dents; and that decisions are
taken by simple majority
vote.

The WC’s detailed pro-
posal also contained a sugges-
tion: that RAs are fio longer
organized by the WC, but by
a separate RA Service —
which will be the beginning
of a permanent RA secretari-
at. This would help the RA to
become Auroville’s true “leg-
islative’ body, to which all of
Auroville’s executive work-
ing groups and units would be
ultimately accountable.

In its presentation, the
WC stressed that decision-
making through consensus
instead of voting is the pre-
ferred Auroville method, as it

“is based on our spiritual
aspiration, and on our
endeavour to find a solution
that can satisfy all.” But the
WC observed that this
attempt has  sometimes
blocked situations from get-
ting resolved. Stating that the
problems of everyday life
often have many possible
solutions, some equally good
and backed by equally valid
arguments, the WC proposed
that all views be given a full
and fair hearing in one or
more general meetings to be
held before an RA takes
place. But, said the WC, “if
consensus cannot be found, a
solution through voting is the
only way out.”

Encouraged by the
absence of any negative
responses, the WC in August
put both proposals — the
method of decision-making
as well as the creation of an
RA Service — before the RA
for a decision. It also put to
the RA another contentious
question: whether  the
Secretary should be the com-
pulsory co-signatory of the

Unity Fund [see Auroville
Today # 222, August 2007].

The response was good.
Of 1294 Auroville resi-
dents, 338 persons partici-
pated, or 26% of the popula-
tion. A total of 183 votes
were deposited in the ballot
boxes; 109 votes were sent
by email; and 46 votes were
cast in the RA meeting of
August 13th. Of the 338
votes, only three were
invalid. An overwhelming
majority of 82.7% of the
voters agreed with the pro-
posed method of decision-
making; 78.5% of all the
voters agreed to create a
Residents’ Assembly
Service; and 92% of the
voters disagreed with the
compulsory co-signing.

In its final report to the
residents the WC mentioned
some of the difficulties it
had encountered in the vot-
ing process. The main one
was clarity of presentation:
quite a few people had trou-
ble understanding the
issues, even though they
had been explained before

in general meetings. The
WC recommended that, in
future, proposals be formu-
lated in simple language,
and that general meetings
also be held in Tamil to help

Tamil Aurovilians who
have difficulty in under-
standing English.

A worrying observation
was that a number of
Aurovilians did not want to
vote openly against co-sign-
ing by the Secretary for fear
of being expelled from
India. This is a serious issue
which needs to be addressed
by the Governing Board.
Auroville can only further
develop as an international
township if foreigners are
allowed to live and work
here without such fears.

The method of decision-
making of the Auroville
Residents’ Assembly has
now been clearly defined. Its
decisions can no longer be
questioned by an Aurovilian
or outsider because of a lack
of a quorum or for other
technicalities.

Carel

Saline intrusion into the aquifers

French scientists warn of intrusion of salt water into the aquifers of the bioregion. This may well be the biggest environmental
threat Auroville - and all the villages in the area - will ever have to face.

fter years of

monitoring, a

study of the

water use in

L the Kalivelli
region has been finalized.
Several presentations were
made to the residents of
Auroville, major Auroville
working groups and to the
water-related government
agencies of Tamil Nadu,
Pondicherry and Central
Government in April and
May this year. The study,
conducted jointly with
national and international
scientists, indicates that the
aquifers in the whole area,
dncluding  those  below
Auroville, are being emp-
tied faster than they are
being replenished. The
withdrawal rate is about 4
times more than the
recharge. The net deficit is
estimated at 500 million
cubic metres per year.
Agriculture accounts for
most of the ground water
extraction. A large volume
is also lost to the sea
through uncollected run-off.

In some places, the
water level in the aquifers
has dropped far below sea
level (up to 50 metres). This
will have dramatic conse-
quences. The study esti-
mates that within a period of
5 years, the groundwater
will turn saline and become
unusable for human con-
sumption and agricultural
use. This would affect a
population of approximately
400,000 people, including
the Aurovilians.

The problem is not new.
Seawater  intrusion  is
already occurring in the
southern areas of the biore-
gion along the coast. But
can- something be done to
halt this aquifer depletion?
Is it possible to reverse the
process and, in the long run,

maintain the water balance
within the affected
aquifers?

A group of concerned
Aurovilians, the Water
Group, believes it has a
solution that does not dam-
age the status of Kalivelli

tank as a Wetland of
International  Importance
under the Ramsar

Convention while being

replicable in other threat- -

ened or affected areas. They
propose to harvest the huge
volumes of rain water that
are now lost to the sea, and
use it to recharge the
groundwater level. At the
same time, appropriate irri-
gation and agricultural prac-
tices have to be introduced.

Desilting an Edaiyanchavadi tank.

The problem has to be
tackled at four different lev-
els. The first is to afforest
the wastelands above the
aquifers and along the
water ways over an area of
1015 sq.  kilometres.
Forestation would slow
down monsoon rain run-off,
and enable the water to
infiltrate into the ground
and replenish the aquifers.
The second work to be done
is to build recharge struc-
tures to ensure that water
reaches the aquifers; the
third to repair the supply
and drainage channels to
the tanks in the area, so that
bigger storage becomes
available. And, lastly, a
programme has to be imple-

mented to encourage the
farmers in the region to
convert to new methods of
sugarcane and rice cultiva-
tion which use less water.
This should be coupled with
incentives to switch to
water-saving practices and
to organic agriculture.

The total cost of the
project is estimated at Rs.
125 crores (US § 30 mil-
lion), for which funds will
have to be raised. The
Water Group proposes that
a body is created under the
Auroville Foundation,
chaired by the Secretary
and endorsed by the
Governing Board, to raise
funds and then plan, imple-
ment and menitor this pro-

ject in coordination with the
local authorities. This body
can then apply to Indian
Government agencies for
securing funds.

Auroville can play a
central role in this project,
says the Water Group.
Auroville is among the few
organisations in India that
has the technical expertise
to contribute all these pro-
posed inputs on the scale
required. Once implement-
ed, the project will be an
excellent prototype for the
rest of the Coromandel
Coast, where similar
depletion  of  coastal
aquifers is taking place at
an alarming rate.

Carel

In brief

Crown Ways

Auroville's planning organisa-
tion L'Avenir d'Auroville has
created a group called “Crown
Ways” to look into all issues
relating to the laying of the 4.3
kms long Crown Road for which
initial funding of Rs 64 lakhs has
been secured. Most of the work
for marking the centre line of
the Crown Road has been com-
pleted. The final road width and
its details and phased imple-
mentation plan can only be
arrived at after carrying out
integrated studies such as larger
mobility (transportation) stud-
ies, growth patterns, land use
studies, water management
aspects, road levels, green cover
and sensitive areas.

Commercial contri-
butions diminish

Over the last three years the
contributions of the commercial
units towards Auroville have
diminished. Many commercial
units are just breaking even,
while only some are able to con-
tribute to the collective. This
development is in accordance
with the forecast made in the
White Paper on the Auroville
Economy, in April 2002 [see
Auroville Today # 161 of June
2002] that the Auroville com-
mercial activities would con-
tribute progressively less in the
coming years.

DEW Institute
started

The Institute for Design, Energy
and Water (DEW) that aims at
bringing together water, ener-
gy, and appropriate technolo-
gies, has started. DEW will offer
students, postgraduate and
doctoral students, teachers and
professionals from government
agencies, NGOs, the corporate
sector, etc. The Institute, which
will issue its own certificates,
will be situated on the Auroville
Centre for Scientific Research
campus. Promoters and project
collaborating organisations are

Development Consultants
Limited (DCL), Kolkata; the
Smithsonian Institute, Centre of
Ecological Restoration,
Washington, USA; the

University of Delft, civil engi-
neering department, Delft,
Holland; and Vitens (Water
board), Holland.

Education for the
children of Auroville
employees

A growing number of children
of people employed in Auroville
pursue higher studies.
However, many of the employ-
ees are not able to afford the
fees. Auroville's Small
Employees Welfare Association
has issued a call for funds to
start an education fund for
these children so that Auroville
will also become a place for
unending education as envis-
aged by The Mother for these
children. For information con-
tact sewa@auroville.org.in

Grass trial results

The Matrimandir team has
reported that two grass vari-
eties have fared best under
Auroville's harsh summer condi-
tions. First place has gone to
Calcutta Doob, closely followed
by Auroville Bermuda. Efforts to
propagate these two grasses
are underway and the garden
team plans to plant them on the
many remaining border areas of
the Matrimandir garden.
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ENVIRONMENT

Environmental Education Centre opens

Seven years after its creation, the Auroville Botanical Gardens achieved a new milestone; the completion of an environmental education centre .
On August 10th it was inaugurated by the Lieutenant-Governor of Puducherry, Shri Mukut Mithi.

he main focus of
‘ ‘ the work at the
Auroville
Botanical Gardens
is education,” says

Paul Blanchflower, the coordinator of
the project. “This has been the intention
from the beginning — to create an envi-
ronment where love, respect and under-
standing of the natural world can be nur-
tured and developed.” The programme
targets school children and has an ambi-
tious goal — to provide a basic environ-
mental education facility for over 300
schools within a 30 kilometre radius of
the gardens. Apart from botanical educa-
tion, environmental issues such as con-
servation of biodiversity, global warm-
ing, water cycles, food security, and
environmental monitoring will be
taught. “Our second aim is to be a model
of sustainability and to show what can
be achieved with today’s technologies,”
he adds. The Botanical Gardens depends
on solar energy for powering its build-
ings, while wind and solar are used for
pumping water.

The latest addition to the Gardens’
infrastructure is the 400 sq.m. environ-
mental education centre. Designed by
Poonam, it is a light and airy building
that will provide ample space for stu-
dents for sit-down activities. “Very nec-

essary when it gets too
hot in the day.” The
building also hosts a
library and an office
space, plus a water gar-
den that is fed by the rain
water collected from the
roof. “Now our task is to
equip the building with
chairs and computers,
and to install the kitchen
where the lunch for the
children can be pre-
pared,” says Paul. “But
this will have to wait
awhile until the next
grant comes in, which
hopefully will be fairly
soon.”

Lack of funds is also
the reason why the origi-
nal programme of teaching groups of
children for 5 hours a day, including pro-
viding a nutritious mid-day meal, is still
not fully implemented at present. “We
run on a shoe-string budget, and the
maximum we can do now is 2-hour pro-
grammes,” says Paul. “A government
grant helped us construct the building,
and a small donation last year allowed us
to pay for two educational assistants. But
what we badly need now is a bus; that
would be the key to the work we’re

The Lieutenant-Governor of Puducherry, Shri Mukut Mithi planting a tree.
From left: Secretary M. Ramaswamy IAS, Paul Blanchflower, Mrs. Mithi

The new environmental education centre building at the Auroville Botanical Gardens.

doing as we can go and pick up the kids
from far-away schools and bring them to
the Botanical Gardens.” Paul hopes that
he will find corporate support from busi-
nesses or industries to meet this need.

In the meantime, the Gardens is
pursuing creative ways to generate
income. Recently, the nursery has start-
ed selling not only small seedlings in
plastic bags but also large trees in big
tubs; “something that'is becoming quite
popular with hotels, educational institu-
tions, and architects’ offices.” Another
effort at revenue generation has been
the setting up of nurseries for other
NGOs. “Our nursery can take care of
only 50,000 plants per year as we're
limited in the water we can use,”
explains Paul. “So we’re more than
happy to share our knowledge with oth-
ers, and to give out seeds and cuttings.”
More recently, the Botanical Gardens
has also become involved with land-
scape consultancy, an activity that is
financially well-rewarding.
“Ultimately,” says Paul, “the Gardens
has to become self-sustainable.”

Plans for the future include different
types of ‘teaching gardens’. Already an
arboretum is in place with good speci-
men trees. “We also have a demonstra-
tion plot of a natural forest area where
the flora is allowed to develop as it wish-
es,” says Paul. Works are now under
way for a butterfly meadow with TDEF
flowering plants where children can
appreciate the interaction between
insects and plants. There are also plans
for a palm garden having species from

Fearlessly pursuing a dream

A profile of Adhi, manager of the Botanical Gardens’ environmental education programme.

all over India; an orchid garden; a bam-
boo and grass garden; and a garden of
cacti. “Our intention is to take the chil-
dren to a particular garden space and tell
a story,” explains Paul. “This way they
can understand how living things evolve
and interact and how humans can relate
with nature and the environment.”

As Paul explains the state of affairs,
a group of school children neatly
dressed in purple uniforms and with
notebooks and pencils in hand spill out
of a van. Their noisy chatter and

squeals of excitement breaks the still
air. Their guide meets them by the gate
and leads them off into the nursery.
After a while the group streams out.
Now their voices hushed and move-
ments subdued, they head towards the
arboretum. As the last one disappears
down the bend, all sounds drop away —
it’s just the bird calls and the chirp of
crickets filling the air.
It’s another weekday morning at the
Botanical Gardens.
Priya Sundaravalli

‘The Botanical Gardens |

he Auroville Botanical Gardens was started in August 2000
on 50 acres of old cashew land rescued from the threat of
real estate development. The Gardens has seen a dramatic
growth since then. More than 250 tree speci@s have been
planted in the 25-acre arboretum; 5.500 specimens have
been planted in the 10-acre conservation forest; and a TDEF plant nurs-
ery has been created, capable of producing 50,000 seedlings per year to
promote the re-introduction of the indigenous flora of the region.

The Auroville Botanical Gardens has as its special mission to con-
serve and preserve the Tropical Dry Evergreen Forest (TDEF). This
forest-type, unique to India’s south-eastern sea-board and once extend-
ing from Vishakhapatnam in the north to Ramanathapuram in the
south, has all but disappeared except for a few pockets around sacred
groves. It is now reduced to less than 1% of its original area.

Since Auroville’s inception, teams of green workers involved in
the reforestation work of Auroville have been making trips to sacred
groves to collect seeds of the native TDEF species. But a survey done
by the Botanical Gardens two years ago has shown that sacred groves
are rapidly shrinking in size. Encroachment is rampant. Fortunately
with Auroville now having all the native TDEF species, seed collec-
kI:ion happens within Auroville itself.
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there is a quality that can define Adhi, it

could be ‘fearlessness’, for Adhi never hesi-

tated in pursuing what he felt was the right

thing to do. “Ever since I was a young kid [

used to admire the Westerners planting trees

around Aurodam canyon, across from my moth-

er’s house,” says Adhi. “We boys would be forag-

ing for wild fruit trees, and there was this one nava-

pazham tree that we’d be under. And watching the

Aurovilians, 1 felt like joining Auroville. I even

expressed this wish to my mother, but she stopped

me,” he remembers. “And being a kid I couldn’t
protest.

“Auroville was always the dream. When I
heard that Auroville had bought this plot of land
and they were going to start a Botanical Gardens
there, I was very excited because I saw this could
be a way for me being connected to Auroville, and
being a part of a project from the very beginning .”

Adhi has been involved with the Auroville
Botanical Gardens since the inception seven years
ago, and now is a crucial element in the team. “I
came in with little knowledge and skills, and over
these seven years I have learnt much and taken up
more and more responsibility,” he says. “And the
learning never stops!™

Now he looks after the Gardens’ administra-
tion and accounts, coordinates volunteers, trains

and supervises workers, coordinates and facilitates
the visits of school children and other visitors, and
does the more hands-on work on the Gardens
alongside Paul — working with seedlings in the
nursery, and planting trees. “Recently, I've started
to design and create dry landscapes both within
and outside Auroville,” he adds.

Adhi comes from the village of
Edaiyanchavadi. He attended Udavi School. “But
since it offered only up to 10th Standard, I moved
to the government school on Koot Road. And what
a contrast that was!” He smiles at the memory. But
he achieved his high school diploma, and was
ready for college. But fate would decide otherwise.
“I had a place in a college in Cuddalore, but the bus
fare of twenty rupees a day was just too expensive
for my family. They told me to find another way to
study, and take up a job instead.” Adhi settled fora
compromise. He signed up for a distance-learning
programme offered by a nearby university, and
simultaneously found work as a carpenter’s assis-
tant. With his skills in woodworking, Adhi was
soon making more than anyone else in the family.
“Within a year, I had my own team of carepenters.

“That’s when I heard about the plans for the
Auroville Botanical Gardens. And my old dream
came back — to be involved with Auroville.” Adhi
immediately went to see Paul to ask him for a job.

“It took much convincing, but Paul
did hire me as a worker,” says Adhi
smiling widely.

The next few years were spent in
helping Paul on the land with the
planting of the Gardens. “I had no
special knowledge of botany or ecolo-
gy; just a love for trees and a belief in
the dream of the Botanical Gardens.
The learning happened as I worked.”

In 2004, Adhi applied to become
an Aurovilian, and was accepted.
“About the same time, Paul offered
me a space to build my house.” Witha
team of his own, Adhi built a beautiful
puccatiled house that now stands amidst a person-
ally landscaped garden.

How does he feel about losing out on formal
education? “When people ask me if | am qualified,
I tell them that I have learnt everything by doing.
Of course I would’ve liked to have had a degree,
but I sign-up for informal educational courses. For
example, three years ago, [ went to Bangalore and
completed a certified village botanist course.”

Recently, Adhi made a short trip to other
botanical gardens along the east coast of India all
the way up to the Sunderbans in West Bengal. “I
wanted to visit these gardens to get ideas on how to

Adhi

develop the Auroville Botanical Gardens further,”
he says. “It was a fantastic experience meeting col-
leagues who are also passionate about the need for
conservation and have dedicated their lives to
Botanical gardens. It made me connect with the
larger family.

“There is still a lot to be done in the Auroville
Botanical Gardens,” says Adhi. “I am just very
happy to have been involved from the very begin-
ning — in a place where one can see a transforma-
tion from nothing but a dream to a full reality.”

Priya Sundaravalli and Manjot
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