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“It's not easy to be a teenager here”

Jean-Francois has been closely involved with
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Auroville youth since he came to live here in
1998. Here he gives his views on the present
youth scene in Auroville, the important role that
youth can play and the challenges facing them.

‘ ‘Almost my whole adult life
I've been working with
teenagers,” says Jean-

Francois. Born in Grenoble in the

French Alps, at the age of 17 he was

already working in a summer camp,

looking after young people. There was

a brief diversion into business, “but

even then, during my holidays, I was

working with children. So_1 thought,

Why am I lying to myself? If I'm

happy working with kids, let me just

do it.”

He got a job in a home for chil-
dren. “Half were there for their own
protection because of violence in their

families, the other half were there-

because of delinquent behaviour. We,
the adults, had to take care of them in
the morning — get them up, make
breakfast, get them to school — and in
the evening when they returned. We
were caring for them in the same way
as would happen in ordinary families.
The other part of the job was to take
care of the relation with their families,
because the aim of the project was for
the children to be able to return to their
family. Sometimes we could achieve
this relatively quickly. In other cases,
when the problems were very deep-
seated, it could take up to five years for
the children to return.”

After two years, Jean-Frangois
began studying for an appropriate
qualification and finally received a
diploma as an educateur specialisé. “It
meant I was trained to work with peo-
ple with every kind of handicap — men-
tal, physical and social.” What was the
most important lesson that he learned
from working in the home? “The main
thing you learn is that you’re not in
charge of the situation, you are just a

tool. As long as you think you can
change things by yourself, you’re
doing a bad job. But when you grasp
that you are a tool to help the kids
understand what they can do for them-
selves, you start to be more effective.
For, ultimately, the only solution is
their own. Similarly, with violent par-
ents it’s useless to come with judge-
ments. You have to enter a process, to
ask them why they are behaving like
that and then help them to see the pat-
terns and how they can break them.”
Jean-Frangois spent six years

working at the children’s home. Some

years later, to broaden his experience,
he worked in a drug rehabilitation cen-
tre. “The approach with the children
and with the addicts was the same.
You don’t judge, you don’t force any-
thing upon them. With addicts, you ask
them what they think their problem is
and their solution. Even if you think
the solution won’t work, you let them
try it. Then, if it’s obviously not work-
ing, you begin presenting them with
alternatives. But the right solution has
ultimately to come from them.”

While studying for his diploma,
Jean-Francois met fellow student
Kripa, who had been born and brought
up in Auroville. After further work
experience in the West, they now live
together in Auroville. Jean-Frangois
began his Auroville career by giving
maths lessons in Last School and the
Centre for Further Learning (CFL).
“One day some kids from CFL came to
see Kripa and myself and said they
wanted a residential youth community
in Auroville. Would we help them
make it happen? We said, OK, but
because we’re trained as social work-
ers once we commit ourselves we

Preparing pizza at the Youth Centre

won’t just create something and then
withdraw. We’ll carry on the work.
They agreed to this. So for two years
we worked with their core group, mak-
ing plans, raising money, finding
somebody to do the construction. And
in 2001 Kailash opened.”

Kailash, explains Jean-Frangois, is
based on a statement of The Mother:
that young people, after they reach 14
years, should take decisions by them-
selves and only receive adult guidance
if they require it. “We are not yet there
because the adults still have an impor-
tant role: we are the final authority if
there is a big crisis. But the intention is
to allow them to go as far as they can
with their own process.” The Kailash
project has rules and regulations which
are agreed upon by everybody living
there. “The rules, which we worked
out with the original teenage core
group, are that the age limit is 14 — 21
years, that all residents should have a
daily activity, that they should respect
their neighbours and participate in the
collective life of the project. And no
illegal drugs are allowed in the build-
ing. These rules are not open for dis-
cussion. The regulations, however, can
be modified according to the age and
evolution of the residents.

“As long as the rules are respected,
I try to stay in the background. I'm
often there, giving personal support,
attending weekly meetings, liaising
with the schools etc., but I’ve no more
rights than anybody else. Working
there, I"'ve had very few conflicts
because we work with the basic princi-
ple that if you respect others, they will
respect you in return. It’s also true, of
course, that the youth of Auroville
don’t at all have the same problems as
the ones we were working with in
Grenoble. We don’t have the problem
of violence and I’d say we are quite
safe in Auroville regarding drugs.”

What, then, does Jean-Frangois
believe are the main challenges facing
Auroville’s teenagers? “Adolescence
is the time when you want to search,
it’s a quest for yourself. And all quests
need opposition, the need to go against
something to discover your own
strength. So Auroville teenagers, like
teenagers everywhere, do things which
are not accepted by their parents or by
society to test the limits. But discover-
ing the limits is not easy in Auroville
because it is not a society which reacts
very fast if you challenge it.

continued on page 2

200 NOT OUT

hen Auroville Today began, back in October, 1988;
\ N / a senior Aurovilian opined that we wouldn’t get
beyond six issues. Today we reach 200. So perhaps

he’ll consider taking out a subscription...

But what’s much more-interesting than this somewhat arbi-
trary landmark is what our 200 issues represent in terms of the
areas we have covered. Here there are some surprises. For exam-
ple, over the 17 years of Auroville Today’s existence by far the
most popular category has been culture: 234 articles in all (I'm
indebted for most of these figures to Jan Lohman, who has faith-
fully kept up the Auroville Today index). This is a little mislead-
ing — “culture’ can include a 50 word book announcement as well
as a full-blooded article — but it does rather nail the lie that
Auroville is a ‘cultural desert’. Environment (216 articles) comes
next. This is also a little surprising as the impression in the com-
munity is that landwork receives much less attention today than it
did 20 years ago. However, the new emphasis on taking our
afforestation and water management skills out into the bioregion
seems to have compensated for this.

The next most popular category (179 articles) is economy and
organization. Paradoxically, this preoccupation with our structural
navel seems to have resulted in few radically-interesting results as
yet. Next comes profiles: the fact that no less than 130 articles have
been profiles of, or personal pieces by, Aurovilians is a source of
great satisfaction. One of our original aims was to give a voice to as
many different Aurovilians and perspectives as possible and, while
certain cultures or age groups may still be under-represented, over
the years Auroville Today has presented a rich palette of personal-
ities and views.

Matrimandir, education, commercial units and architecture/
town planning have each had about 100 articles devoted to them.
However, these bland figures disguise interesting trends. For
example, town planning has come more and more to the fore in
recent years, while there was a sudden dip in articles on
Matrimandir between 1993-7, perhaps reflecting increased diffi-
culty in obtaining information from the management group of that
period.

As always, some statistics are misleading. The record shows,
for example, that only 46 articles are devoted exclusively to yoga
and spirituality. But the ‘other dimension’ is woven into our daily
lives here in a way that prevents it being teased out or examined in
isolation. Mother, after all, characterized Auroville as a place of
karma yoga, and of all the spiritual paths this is probably the least
visible to the outer eye.

There are, however, some less satisfying statistics. For exam-
ple, it seems we have run relatively few — 63 articles —on the local
villagers and the villages, and the trend is declining in spite of
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EDITORIAL

“Auroville Today”. O.K.: It something slips away, like need your help, your partici-
is not the most exciting title in water through the fingers. pation. Wherever you live,
the world. But we felt that Auroville mercifully eludes within or outside Auroville
“New World" or “Transfor- categorization. (whatever “outside” means!),
mation” were a little, well,  So, our attempt in this new send us your information,
premature. And “Auroville magazine is not to try to your views, your visions. Help
Today" does focus us on the define but to provide a us to question and to cele-
here and now, which is forum, a meeting-place for brate the contradictions and
always the most difficult different perspectives and richness of what we are
place to be. Difficult, yes, but views, and to open a window today.
also challenging. Perhaps upon the diverse activities One final word. We would
never more than at the and dreams that are Auroville like to produce a stimulating
moment when, with the pass- today. We'd like to discover and satisfying magazine, but
ing of the Auroville the larger Auroville, not just without resorting to cheap-
Foundation Bill, we enter a the Auroville of meetings, of ness or personal attack.
new era, Therefore it is well-known personalities and Quality, in this environment,
appropriate that in our first publicised projects, but the is under continual attack. If
issue we focus upon the ‘hidden” Auroville of quiet Auroville Today can manifest
implication of this crucial Bill. work, of determination and a little of that quality, then

Yet what is Auroville unrecognised talent which perhaps we've taken another
today? It's not easy to help power this crazy and small step towards “Auroville
answer. Ask around and challenging experiment. tomorrow”.
you'll get many different To succeed in this, to start

replies. But always, it seems, filling in the blank spaces, we

recent coverage of post—tsunami reconstruction. This certainly
doesn’t reflect the importance the team ascribes to this issue; it may
be due to the fact that we don’t have close contacts in this area.
Auroville International, which was the catalyst for getting us start-
ed, has also received less than generous coverage, although the fact
that we’ve covered 90 different topics in the ‘Auroville and the
world’ category perhaps demonstrates that Aurovilians are not so
in-turned and parochial as is sometimes believed.

Finally, the biggest disappointments — only 33 articles on
Auroville youth and a measly 31 which qualify as ‘humour’. Of
course, given the fact that only two and a half of the present editors
can claim English as their native language there may be a great
deal of unconscious humour in the way we phrase our articles (our
Welsh proof-reader does his best but, well, he’s Welsh). But ifany
place is God’s gift to humorists, if any place cries out for the
cathartic cleansing of laughter it is Auroville and here, I fear, we
have failed miserably. (As tardy compensation, in this issue we
feature articles on youth and even a smattering of lighter stuff’)

In spite of all this, Auroville Today remains unique. For
nobody else has documented the ideals, quirks, achievements,
struggles and failures of this community, this consciousness-in-
the-making, between 1988 and today. Of course, we haven’t
always got the balance right and, of course, we’ve missed a lot.
But, hopefully, by our 300th issue we’ll be a little closer to perfec-
tion.

And that Aurovilian will finally have subscribed. Alan
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YOUTH

“Will the youth of Auroville be banned?”

Why does the Youth Centre always draw flak from the community? A personal view from an 18-year old.

youth. In Auroville, youth are not meant to

exist and many residents seem to think that
youth should just disappear. Somehow the peo-
ple who complain the most about the youth are
the people who either don’t have children or any
young relatives, or people whose relatives, who
are youth, aren’t here, or people who don’t real-
ize that one day their own children will grow up
to be youth. Because the youth in Auroville are a
minority, they are readily ignored. They cannot
respond to whatever they are accused of because,
naturally, who is going to listen to or believe
them?

The focal point of criticism, of course, is the
Youth Centre, where a lot of youngsters gather.
Those who criticize are however unaware that a
lot of physical effort has been put into the Youth
Centre and that quite a few youth have taken the

" responsibility to make this happen. The place has
been undergoing a major change, both in atmos-

It seems that Auroville was planned excluding

What the Youth Centre means
to me

Youth is the age of exploration... That’s
why we need a place like the Youth Centre,
a place where we can feel comfortable with-
out oppression from the adult world, out-
side, and all around us.
Excluding the numerous activities taking
place there, such as the thrice-a-week cook-
ings; regular movies on the big screen; orga-
nized Christmas fairs; the Youth Centre is
also a place where the youth meet and occa-
sionally sit around the table and help each
other out with their home-work.
It’s the place where young people learn
responsibility and volunteer creative contri-
butions towards the community. The room
is always filled with laughter and excited
chatter.
The Youth Centre is definitely a place that
cheersmeup. ~
It’s good to feel that there is a place for the
youith of Auroville, and that people are con-
cerned about us. -

Inge

16 year-old French-Dutch Inge studies at
Future School and lives in Kailash. An avid
horse-rider, she hopes to pursue journalism
in the future

phere as in construction — though the construc-
tion hasn’t changed much except for one new
building, a store room, since there are barely any
funds available for any more construction. But
there has been a lot of repairing and maintaining
of'the other structures there. In the process sever-
al different things have happened that have been
great learning experiences, such as making char-
coal, building the storeroom and an oven, paint-
ing, cooking, cutting down dead trees for fire
wood, fixing up the basketball hoop and board,
growing a vegetable garden, and lots more. The
Christmas fair was held last year at the Youth
Centre and a huge amount of people showed up,
a majority of whom were Aurovilians. The whole
scene was run by the youth and some helpful
Aurovilians who weren’t afraid to be alongside
them.

For the past year or more the Youth Centre
has also been organizing regular pizza and barbe-
cue evenings, twice a week for the community —
not just for youth — as well as an Indian dinner on
Sundays with a movie afterwards, open to the
community. But only a few brave people who are
not youth have actually dared to try it out and see
how these ‘wild and horrible” youth make food.
From my experience, the result has been pretty
positive — the people who came actually ended
up enjoying the food. And maybe they changed
their opinion of the Youth Centre.

I believe that the bad reputation pinned by
some members of the community onto the Youth
Centre causes unwanted characters to show up.
Then undesired things may happen indeed. But
these bad things are caused by people (not only
youth) from Pondicherry or the neighboring vil-
lages and sometimes even from as far away as
Chennai. It is not the Auroville youth’s fault. But
because it happens at the Youth Centre, then of
course it is a bad place and the youth stand impli-
cated.

After a certain incident, security at parties in
the Youth Center was organized, in which the
youth themselves took turns in providing securi-
ty. This however did not keep some community

.members happy for long. The music had to be

turned off at eleven or twelve. Do they expect
parties to start at 4.30 in the afternoon so that
everyone is home before dark, maybe with a little
treasure hunt towards the end? One ‘non-youth’
resident (at a meeting with the youth at the youth
center) even suggested that if the youth wanted to
party let them go to some other country; let them
go to Pondicherry, just as long as they aren’t in
Auroville. If they have an accident along the way
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From left to right: Virya (author), Angelo and Vikram taking a break from
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wheeling bricks at the Youth Centre

because some drunken lorry driver crashes into
them, it’s their problem. I mean they are only
youth, who cares what happens to them as long
as they are not in Auroville? This ‘nice’ person’s
plan was to expose the youth of Auroville to
things that happen that are not so “nice’ —as long
-as he is not disturbed by some occasional loud
music.

The Youth Centre, a perfectly safe place in
Auroville, is the only place available in Auroville
for its youth. It is the only place the youth have to
hang out. They run it themselves, they do every-
thing themselves, they do not bother Auroville in
the least and Auroville does not have to worry
about finding someone to run the place. But still
certain people want to see the place closed down.
Proposals were submitted for the Youth Centre
project to try and get funds to build and make ita
better place, one of which included the construc-
tion of a sound-proof room in which parties
could be held so as to not disturb the community.
This didn’t exactly seem to work.

The Youth Centre is meant to be a place for

the youth, not only of this generation but for

those to come. But without the support and
approval of the community, it will never work
out — there will always be problems. The main
issue is that the community has not accepted the

“It's not easy to be a teenager here”

continued from page I

“At the same time, when the

teenagers experiment, they are in such

. a small community here that every-
body will know about it; there’s no
privacy, no secret garden to go to. So
it’s difficult for them. It looks as if
everything is possible here, but at the
same time everybody seems to be
looking over their shoulder.

“The other main difficulty is that
the Auroville society provides no
clear reference for them. Here we live
in a mixed culture where many things
are difficult to define. For example, if
you claim to be an Aurovilian, what
does that mean? So they get confused,
they don’t know exactly how to
behave, they don’t have something
solid they can model themselves on or
fight against. It’s not easy to be a
teenager in Auroville!”

How does Auroville respond to its
youth? Is it supportive of their person-
al ‘quests’? “I believe,” says Jean-
Frangois, “that Auroville — with the
fine exception of the schools — has
never done much for its youth. Even
when we wanted to start Kailash, the
Development Group told us to build

Auroville youth at a New Year’s
party a few years ago, this creat-
ed bad publicity for the commu-
nity and people became scared.
Suddenly they realized that the
youth could affect the image of
Auroville but, because they had
been neglected so long, nobody
had much control over them. So
what to do?

“Some Aurovilians seem to
think that youth between the
ages of 13 — 20 have no place
here: they should make their
experience elsewhere. But I
think there is a misunderstand-
ing. Auroville is not meant to be
an ashram. Auroville is a com-
munity,
includes families and children
and, if we have a problem, we
have to face it and solve it
together and not just think of
sending somebody away as the
first option. Of course, the
behaviour of our youth is not
always nice, not always *spiritu-
al’, but that’s part of the reality.
If we as adults decide that

a society which

Jean-Francois at Kailash

Youth Centre.

priate behaviour, I or any
other adult who is there can
intervene. But if the Youth
Centre closes, some of the
youth will go to Pondicherry
and you’ll have absolutely
no control over what they are
exposed to. It’s also wrong to
assume that the young orga-
nizers are not concerned or
capable of changing things.
They are very open to dis-
cussion, they’ve met the
Council twice and come up
with their own proposals
which, by the way, are not
popular with all their friends
or easy for them to imple-
ment. They need all the time
and support that we can give
them to evolve their own
solutions. But instead of that
there’s now a move to let the
parents and teachers decide
what will happen to the
In other
words, we are telling the
youth that they are not capa-
ble of taking care of the

youth as being part of it. They are despised or at
best ignored by the community and seen as only
bringing problems. But this attitude has to
change — if progress is to be made.

The youth need a place to hang out, where
they can be together and go about their stuff
without being bothered and without bothering —
it isn’t that crazy. The solution is not simple but it
is possible to work one out together, supporting
one another, and putting some effort into it. Or is
this too much to ask, too much a waste of time
and energy for the community? Here is a
reminder: right now there may not be very many
youth, but the city is planned for fifty thousand
people, and there will be many youth — many
more than the few today. What is to become of
all those youth? Will they be banned to other
countries or cities? Or are they expected to be sit-
ting at home all night, being serious and becom-
ing enlightened?

; Virya

Virya is of Spanish-Italian origin, and ready to
graduate from Future School. He plans to go to
university and continue his studies outside
Auroville. He enjoys playing basket ball in the
afternoons besides hanging out at the Youth
Centre.

everywhere in the world at present,
are not really rebellious: they are not
really fighting against things they
don’t like. I think the importance of
having kids in Auroville is the hope
that they will grow up with a certain
spirit: that even if Auroville is not yet
materialising many of its ideals, the
youth will understand how it should
be and, eventually, will take up
responsibility to make this happen.
This is not happening at present.
Those who return to Auroville in the
25-30 age range don’t get much
involved in the community process.
They have a very bad image of the
working groups as never-ending talk-
shops but, more than this, there are
the personal attacks — most of the
youth are far more polite and respect-
ful of minimum standards of dis-
course than some of the adults in
these groups. Then again, the young
people are often confronted with the
judgement that Auroville youth are
‘immature’. This is not just disre-
spectful. It also blocks all possibility
of communication.

“If we leave space and time for

far away near Edayanchavadi village:
they wanted us out of the way. It was
only because Kireet Joshi, the then
Chairman of the Governing Board,
insisted that youth should be put at the
centre of all activities in Auroville
that we were finally able to build near
the middle of the town. Then, when
there was an incident involving a few

acceptable behaviour is here (lifts his
hand) and the youth are here (lowers
his hand) then we all have to find
ways of reducing the gap. But how?”
One of the ways being considered
at present appears to be the closing of
the Youth Centre or adults organizing
activities there for the youth. The
Youth Centre, which is run by the
teenagers themselves, has had a che-

quered history. At present the core
group is successfully bringing new
energy into the Centre through orga-
nizing dinners and film shows, but a
recent party reopened old controver-
sies. “I’m not involved in the organi-
zation of the Youth Centre,” says
Jean-Frangois, “but while it’s not
ideal it’s better than having no Youth
Centre at all. Now, if there’s inappro-

problem themselves. This shows a
total lack of respect and trust.”

. What, then, is the importance of
youth to Auroville? Are they a con-
stant challenge to the adults to re-
evaluate their standards and the
progress they are making as individu-
als and as a society? “I’m not sure
about this,” says Jean-Frangois,
“because the youth here, like youth

the youth to express themselves, if we
are listening because we want their
input and we use it as often as possi-
ble, then we are working with the
youth. But as long as the approach is
that we’ll talk to their parents when
we have a problem with them then,
sorry, I think we’re on the wrong
path.”

Alan
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AUROVILLE AND THE WoORLD

A capital of connections

Introducing the Universal Citizens of Auroville initiative

people who live here, or is

there a larger, invisible
Auroville made up of all those who
feel connected to this place?” The
questioner is Enzo Fazzino, who has
visited Auroville a number of times
over recent years. Enzo is sure of the
answer. “Since its foundation in
1968, thousands of peo-
ple have developed a rela-

‘Is Auroville only the 2000

movement. In France, for example,
there are only 100 members of AVI,
yet I'd guess there are at least ten
times that number who have some
relationship to Auroville.”

The first step in realizing this ini-
tiative, as Enzo sees it, is to recog-
nize that the ‘invisible Auroville’
exists. He stresses, however, that the

replies, a simple organization can be
created to exchange and share ener-
gies.”

Enzo sees good communication
as being the key to the success of the
initiative. As the man who coordi-
nates the website portal for the whole
of UNESCO, he knows what he is
talking about. “My experience is that
when you try to communi-
cate to the general public,

tionship with Auroville
through visits, the books
of Sri Aurobindo and the
Mother, or through strong
personal contacts with
Aurovilians. Auroville is
a capital of connections
and heart linkages that
represent a strong pres-
ence beyond the physical

City.”
Enzo’s idea is to
make this invisible

Auroville more visible,
and to strengthen the rela-
tionship between those
who live here and those
who are part of the larger
Auroville, through an ini-
tiative which he provi-
sionally terms ‘Universal
Citizens of Auroville’.
The  benefits would
include giving those who
live outside Auroville a

sense of belonging to the family and
of being able to participate in
Auroville’s  development, while
Aurovilians would be able to call
upon material and non-material sup-
port from this larger circle in devel-
oping Auroville and disseminating
its ideals. “Of course,” says Enzo,
“the Auroville International (AVI)
Centres already perform this function
to a certain extent. But I'm con-
vinced that there are many people out
there who have a strong connection
to Auroville and yet do not belong,
for one reason or another, to the AVI

CULTURE

Enzo Fazzino

people who make up this larger
Auroville “have a deeper ‘quality
connection’ with the community. It’s
not simply anybody who has passed
through.” One way of identifying
them would be through asking
Aurovilians and AVI members to
give names of those whom they
know have such a connection. “The
next step would be to contact these
people and to ask them, through a
small questionnaire, what their inter-
ests are, what they would like to con-
tribute, how they would like to be
connected etc. On the basis of these

most of whom may have no
interest in your project, you
lose focus and energy. It’s
much better to tailor your
communication tools to a
particular public which you
know is already interested.
This way you can make
them feel more and more
part of the family.” He sug-
gests that universal citizens
could receive a monthly
email newsletter which
would focus on a different
area each time, plus a short
news and events calendar.
Unlike in Auroville Today,
however, the information
would be very condensed;
websites and other linkages
would be indicated for
those who want further
information. What about
those who have no internet

access? “There should be a
simple printed version that could be
translated into local languages. This
could be carried out by AVI centres,
among others.

“Better communication to the
outside also implies better communi-
cation and coordination inside
Auroville. For example, my impres-
sion is that you have good communi-
cation resources here but that they
are rather scattered at present and not
really communicating with each
other. So another possible benefit of
this initiative is that it gives you a
chance to ‘cross the border’, to step

beyond the interests of your particu-
lar group, to exchange with others,
and to reorganize Auroville’s
resources in more efficient ways.”

In terms of organization, Enzo
believes in a minimum of structure.
Nevertheless, a small group would be
needed to coordinate the ‘energy-
sharing’, serving both Aurovilians
and universal citizens. “The group
would match up offers from univer-
sal citizens with needs in Auroville.
For example, the Auroville Press is at
present looking for a chemist special-
ized in paper production and preser-
vation. The core group would also
ensure the quality of the exchange:
you can’t invite somebody to come
and work with you if you cannot pro-
vide the proper facilities. As to
finance, this has to be discussed in
more detail, but personally I'd have
no problem in paying a subscription
to ensure that such a service exists.”

Enzo has floated-his idea in a
number of different groups over the
past two weeks in Auroville. What
has been the response? “There is
consensus on the idea of opening up
Auroville to those who have a ‘heart’
relationship with the community, and
there’s a feeling that now is the time
to begin something. My role in all
this was simply to set the ball rolling.
Most of the details have still to be
worked out but, hopefully, this will
be done by a group which has
already expressed interest in devel-
oping the project.”

Alan

Enzo Fazzino has worked for
UNESCO for the past 18 years. He
has worked on heritage protection
and on the Culture of Peace project,
which saw 75 million people commit
themselves to practising peace in
their daily lives. Today he coordi-
nates the UNESCQ internet website
portal.

A Magical Mystery Tour
It is exciting to live in Auroville, in the City of Dawn, and we need to tell the world about it.
sometimes, though, cultural life is lacking topicality, so one has to go to the city next door,

: ast month huge advertising
I posters announced the show

of Jadugar Anand and his
colourful Mayalok. Headline: Blink

‘your eyes, elephant vanishes!!!

This was not to be missed. So
one fine evening we went to get our
dose of magic — the girls, the boys,
the kids and my pottery teacher
(who vanished miraculously during
the interval). :

It was hilarious!

The guys started to make fun of
the whole enterprise already on the
way. We were seated somewhere in
the middle front, tickets ranged
from Rs 50 to 200. It was hot and
when the show began, the volume
of the music reached helicopter
decibel.

Finally, there he was, in his
silly old-fashioned magician’s out-
fit with turban, cape and all. Huge,
kajal-lined eyes with a hypnotizing
gaze. It took his entourage quite a
while to get started and grasp the
attention because the dancing girls
were on the level of school per-
formers and the helping boys were
stiff as rulers. Every American
cheerleader team has more power.

But this is India and everything
has its own charm. Everyone was
wearing nice costumes and after
some of the usual magical tricks the

Pondicherry, for some entertainment de-luxe.

ice was broken and fun began. |

Emma, next to me, was experi-
encing her first magic show and
was fascinated: “I just love it,” and
applauded till her hands blistered.

Adil and Bobby tried to get to
the bottom of the tricks, imagining
all kinds of invisible ropes, plat-
forms and hidden trapdoors. The
master sensed the silent suspicion
and enlightened us: “Ladies and
friends, this is a Government build-
ing; we are not even allowed to hita
nail into the wall, so forget about
cutting holes into the stage.”

After the break the master asked
people from the audience to come
on stage and assist him in his
magic, black art as he called it, not
to be mistaken with black magic.

And up went Mahila, an
Auroville teenager. Till then I and
probably many others thought that
these so called audience co-workers
are also part of the whole show like
the clappers and animators. I inter-
viewed Mabhila later and she told
me that she was asked beforehand,
in the intermission, if she wanted to
come up and assist. She agreed, so
we witnessed the following scene.

Mahila explains: “He told me to
look into his eyes and count till 10
— and he had huge eyes. So I count-

ed and closed my eyes. It was really -

weird, I didn’t feel a thing, and I
didn’t know what happened until
my parents told me later.” The
spectators saw the magician put a
square sort of necklace around her
neck and stab her through the throat
with a sword-thing. Front in, back
out. No blood, no screaming in
pain. She was
relaxed like all
the other girls -
before her who
were being
chain-sawed,
quartered and
tortured. So it
seemed. After
waking up she
was asked to
get ready for
the next trick — floating in thin air —
but she refused and was accompa-
nied to her seat, jelly-legged.
Mabhila says: “My parents were
a bit worried. I was still dizzy and
queasy. I had felt something hitting
my throat and even some days later
that red mark was visible on the
skin. I have no idea how he did it
and I would not do it again. Then,
when I saw the second trick safely
from my seat I thought, well, I
should have stayed on. But anyway,
I received a photo that shows him
and me together on stage. A nice

memento.”

We adults would rather watch
from a secure distance and question
the real magic, rather make fun of it
than believing, trapped in our plain
reality, having lost the wonderful
imagination of our childhood. If
only we sometimes could still see
with the eyes
of a kid. Then
it wouldn’t
matter if
Lakshmi, the
elephant, dis-
appears every
evening into
the realm of
fairytales and
re-appears
stoic in the
next magical show. For now she is
gone, vanished, and we don’t know
and don’t need to know how and
where she went. Adil suspects:
“Everyone who disappears is form-
ing a new species, somewhere, over
the rainbow.”

Maybe they all emerge in the
City of Dawn. Who can really tell?

And who can tell for sure, who I
really am — maybe an elephant in
disguise?

I am definitely very good at
treading on everyone’s toes.

Julietta

In brief

58th Independence
Day Celebration

The Independence Day of India
was celebrated on August 15th, 8
am on the Bharat Nivas premises.
Kumari Shyamala hosted the
National Flag of India and children
of Auroville Schools sang patriotic
songs, followed by short cultural
events. In the evening there was a
cultural performance at the Sri
Aurobindo Auditorium, Bharat
Nivas.

Sri Aurobindo's
Birthday

On the occasion of Sri Aurobindo'’s
birthday a number of activities
were  organised at the
Amphitheatre. The birthday on
August 15th was celebrated with
the traditional early morning bon-
fire and the Peace and Equality
meditation rooms in  the
Matrimandir petals were open the
whole day. The sunsets of the next
days could be contemplated listen-
ing to The Mother reading a part of
Book VIl of Savitri; to Fabrice, a vis-
iting friend, playing his bamboo
flute ‘Meditations on five ragas’ at
the rising of the moon; to a num-
ber of Aurovilians reading selec-
tions of Sri Aurobindo's poetry,
accompanied by flute; or singing

Mother's Mantra Om Namo
Bhagavaté.
News & Notes 100

News & Notes, Auroville's weekly
bulletin, celebrated its 100th issue.
As a celebrative gesture, a little doll
named Tsunamika was attached to
each issue, [www.tsunamika.com].
Congratulating the News & Notes
team, the Working Committee rec-
ollected how often in the old times
of the Auroville News, the News &
Notes predecessor, Auroville's rela-
tions within and without would be

affected due to inaccurate or insen=-

sitive or outright unpleasant shar-
ing of information and opinions. It
thanked the team for its important
work reviewing whatever material
is offered for publication by evalu-
ating it from the truest perspective
of Auroville.

Meetings with
Village headmen and
Panchayat leaders
Members of the Working
Committee and the Auroville
Council met in several sessions with
village leaders of Edayanchavadhi
and Kottakarai to discuss troubles
that have arisen between Auroville
and its neighbours. The discussions
were frank and candid. An idea of
channelling all the support for pro-
jects in each village through a cen-
tral body, where the village is also
represented, was also discussed.

Sydo Murder Case

The court case regarding the mur-
der of Sydo van Loo has started on
August 2nd in the Fast Track Court
Il in Tindivanam. The Security Task
Force and Working Committee
have been requesting permission to
get the deposition of the main
Auroville witness, who now resides
in the USA, by video-conference.

Visa Policy

The Home Ministry has made a
new visa policy for Auroville. The
process to regularize the over 150
pending cases has been completed.
The policy is a broad and generous
frame within which Auroville can
set its own internal procedures and
regulations. A process of study of
these procedures and regulations
has been started between the
Auroville Council, the Working
Committee, the Entry Group, the
Residents Service and the Auroville
Foundation Secretary.
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Co-evolution: Palmyra’s work in the bioregion

Jirgen Ptz talks of his work in the bioregion and shares his views on various matters.

irgen Piitz has been in

Auroville since its early years.

He arrived in 1973 and started
work at the Matrimandir Nursery.
He then established a new commu-
nity with some others in the green
belt, and that was Dicipline. After a
few years, he started to work in the
Aurogreen area with Charlie, Jean,
and some others, who had been
working at Auro-orchard and had
learned tropical agriculture from a
specialist. Slowly, they started to
build up the farm, where they
planted trees, practiced agriculture,
horticulture, and later kept cows.
“In the beginning,” remembers
Jurgen, “I often drove a tractor to
the Matrimandir and back, to get
the water necessary for the farm.
Later we dug our own well.” Then,
as an offshoot of Aurogreen, there
was the community of Nilatangam,’
where Jiirgen worked from the late
1970s, and where his two children,
Ancolie and Miles (Yashasa), were
born.

In the beginning of 1990,
Jirgen, together with his wife,
Sabine, moved to Aurobrindavan.
When they arrived, the land was
almost barren, with the exception
of some trees which had beén
planted as part of an earlier
afforestation project. “There was
not a blade of grass,” he remem-
bers. “It was at this time that the
first of a number of larger
afforestation projects was sanc-
tioned, and we used this place as a

the bioregion on land

reclamation and health
related projects, as Sabine
is a nurse by profession
and had been working at
the  Auroville Health
Centre for many years.
Nowadays, taking all
aspects of their work into
consideration, Palmyra
works in 62 villages in the
Kalivelli watershed area,
in the Vanur and
Marakanam blocks of the
Villupuram  district of
Tamil Nadu, an area of 800
square kilometers.
Palmyra’s objectives
are to promote ecological
concepts of land use as well
as rural development pro-
grames. Palmyra’s work in
the bioregion extends to
many different fields: land
reclamation, afforestation,
tank rehabilitation, water
conservation and manage-
ment, as well as women’s
empowerment, education

and sports.

In 1998, Palmyra start-
ed getting involved in larg-
er scale projects. One of the most
important ones till date has been the
ICEF (India Canada Environmental
Facility) funded Tank Rehabilitation
Project, which has been implement-
ed by Palmyra in twenty five vil-
lages in the Kalivelli watershed area
and is now in its last year. With the

Rehabilitation work going on in the Thenkodipakam tank

groups (see accompanying article).
“Our objective is really to strength-
en the village-based organizations,
so that they can become self-sus-
tainable and develop on their own in
the future,” stresses Jiirgen.
Another project Palmyra has
been implementing is the Integrated

base. We planted trees, worked on
water retention, and slowly and
gradually transformed it into what
it is today. It certainly needed a lot
of hard work, but it paid off.” “We
are considered by quite a lot of
people to be somewhat outside of
Auroville,” he says, “but that is not
how we see it. In fact it was in this
area that the first land had original-
ly been bought by the Mother to
develop Auroville.”

From there on, slowly and pro-
gressively, the Palmyra Centre for
Ecological Land Use, Water
Management and Rural
Development, which was founded
in 1990 by Jiurgen and Sabine,
developed. They started working in
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The Nanakalmedu channel after rehabilitation.

assistance of Palmyra, farmers,
especially those depending on those
tanks for irrigation, formed Water
Users’ Associations. They have
been in charge, assisted by engi-
neers from Palmyra, of identifying
the problems that have to be dealt
with (such as the necessity of desilt-
ing a tank, or the clearance of the
inlay or distribution channels) as
well as carrying out the work. The
farmers have also been asked to
contribute 30% of the costs
incurred, while Palmyra contributes
the remaining 70%. As part of this
project, a lot of different training
camps and activities have also been
initiated by Palmyra, as well as the
formation of different women

Wasteland Development Programme,
a project which was originally sanc-
tioned by the Central Government.
The work involves tree planting and
the erection of water-retention
structures, such as small earth or
concrete check-dams, as well as
awareness creation and community
mobilization. “For this project, we
are an official implementing
agency,” explains Jiirgen, “In most
instances, the government agencies
themselves implement these pro-
jects, and in the whole of India,
there are very few NGOs like us
doing so. According to a survey
which has been made in Tamil

Nadu, out of the fifty implementing-

agencies involved in this work, we

_want

are one of the top two. We have
been very efficient and our work is
like a showcase. We are often being
asked to conduct training and expo-
sure visits for other departments in
our line of work.”

In the field of Education,
Palmyra has been supporting,
amongst others, the
Kuilapalayam Higher
Secondary School
(Kuilapalayam  School
Trust) for more then ten
years now. It has helped
build up the infrastructure
of the School and is today
responsible for about 90%
of its financing and main-
tenance. The funds for
this project, which are

channeled through
Palmyra, have mostly
been donated by the

German and Austrian
Indian Children’s Fund.
Today, there are one thou-
sand students from the
surrounding villages
attending the school,
which provides govern-
ment recognized educa-
tion up to the 12th stan-
dard in Tamil medium,.
The subjects being taught
are varied, the teachers
qualified and efficient and
each year, the 10th and
12th standard students
have passed their exams
with very good results.
“The quality of education
the school provides is
very high,”
says Jiirgen,
“We are
dealing here not only
with one thousand
children, who attend
the school, but also
with their parents, we
them to be
involved and con-
scious of the educa-
tional needs and
development of the
children.”

The Palmyra team

is- also involved in
organizing sports
activities, mostly

cricket-related, for
the local youth. They
encourage the young
players, provide them

with equipment and organize match-
es on the Palmyra cricket ground.
They are also working together with
the different cricket clubs in
Pondicherry. “For the past few
years, we’ve organized some very
high level cricket matches on our
field. And recently we held a train-

- ing camp with the Indian Cricket

Association. According to some of
the international Indian players who
were here, some of the local youth
performed extremely well. It has
shown them that hard work and ded-
ication really pay off, and that they
can become good sportsmen if they
put their energy into it.”

Palmyra is also very much
involved in providing health ser-
vices in the villages. Sabine and
Michael, who joined Palmyra some
years ago, offer their health services
in the Kilkoothapakkam village near
Kilianur. Presently there are
between 30 to 35 patients treated at
the centre per day. Serious cases are
referred to the major hospitals.

Some eighty children, as well as
ailing patients who come to the cen-
tre for treatment, also benefit from
Palmyra’s nutrition programme on a
daily basis. The food consists most-
ly of indigenous nutritious grains
such as ragi and kambu, dried fruits,
palm sugar and ayurvedic food sup-
plements. “This goes a long way in
supporting the healing and general
health of the people who need it
most,” says Jiirgen.

Another of the many projects
Palmyra is presently engaged in, in
collaboration with the Pondicherry

Sabine treating a patient at the
Kilkoothapakkam village health centre.
















