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The Town

n ancient times Pondicherry was a.
seat of Vedic learning and culture—
&s former name was Vedapuri—
possibly initizted by the great sage
Asasva whose ashram legend has it
ssood on the present site of the Sri
Anrobindo Ashram main building.
Pondicherry has always been an im-
portant trading port. Some 2,000 years
ago, the Romans established a settle-
ment on the outskirts of Pondicherry,
linking Rome with the Far Eastern
trade in spices and silks. In the 16th
century, the Portuguese built a factory
in Puducheira, as it was then called,
and in the late 17th century the French
turned Pondicherry into their main
trading port on the east coast of India.
Over the next 150 years, as the
major European trading powers strug-
gled for pre-eminence in India,
Pondicherry changed hands many
times, from the Dutch to the French to
the English, finally reverting to the
French in 1816. By that time, however,
France had long since abandoned
Dupleix’s dream of making India part
of the French Empire, and the French
Government’s interest in Pondicherry
had waned considerably. In November
1954, over seven years after India’s in-
dependence from British rule, Pondi-
cherry (which includes a large area out-
side the town itself) finally became a
Union Territory of the Indian Republic.

n the late 1960’s, Pondy was a sleepy
but somewhat unusual Indian town,
divided between the so-called
“White Town” on the seaward side of
the main canal—where the old French
colonial buildings and the Sri
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Aurobindo Ashram stand—and the
“Black Town” on the other, more
typically Indian side. The first
Aurovilian settlers, like so many
after them, moved easily between
these two parts. They would arrive,
sweat-stained, on dusty cycles to
do their shopping on Nehru
Street—where pigs rooted in the
gutters and sacks served as sun-
shades over the entrances of dark
interiors—and then repair to the
cool peace of the Samadhi or the
reading table of the Ashram library,
before returning, fortified by
Ganpatram’s “rocket” dosais and
cardamom teas, up the beach road
to the laterite wilderness beyond.
Today, Pondicherry is one of the
fastest-growing towns in India. Much of
the White Town remains as it was, but
the pigs and sacks have long since dis-
appeared from the main street where
Western-style shops and boutiques, all
glass and air-conditioning, are begin-
ning to proliferate. However, some of
the old shops still remain, places
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which, over the years, have become

embedded in the Auroville psyche as .

generations of Aurovilians have hag-
gled, in dim interiors and balanced on
precarious stools, over the price of G.I.
wire, or chatted with proprietors over
cups of South Indian coffee while an-
cient assistants plunged into dim
labyrinths in search of another bolt or
plastic tap for the City of Dawn.

HOPPING in Pon-

dicherry is what

most Aurovilians

do reqularly, as
there are no shops in
Auroville yet to provide
Aurovilians with things
other than food and small
sundry items. For mattress-
es, construction materials,
clothing and shoes, you
name it, Pondy is the place
to go. Auroville Today takes
a look at Pondy as a fast de-
veloping town, and at some
of the Aurovilians’ favourite
or unavoidable haunts.

or this issue, in recognition of the

umbilical cord which for so many

years has linked Auroville and
Pondicherry, the Auroville Today team
decided to revisit some of these
favourite—or unavoidable—Pondy
haunts, while tasting the new flavours
of a town which prides itself on being
on the move.

Alan




Going to

The Auroville Today team goes to
Pondy. Annemarie takes the bus.

t’s 8:30 a.m., Saturday morning, and I

am waiting by the roadside opposite

the Solar Kitchen compound with my

cycle safely parked inside. A few min-
utes later the small yellow Pondy Bus (ac-
tually an Auroville School Bus) stops to
let me in. While boarding I quickly scan
the situation inside. Will there be a place
for me to sit? It’s only the bus’ second
stop but you never know with the visitors
season in full swing. I find there is just
one place free and, relieved, I sit down.
But what about all the others waiting fur-
ther down the road? After a few more
stops the bus is jampacked, and I know
there will be at least ten more people
waiting to get on. At Kuilapalayam, an-
other yellow school bus appears. The dri-
vers converse for a moment, then every-
body who is standing rushes out and gets
on the other bus. My bus goes on, past
some more waiting ladies who appear to
panic for they haven’t yet seen the next
bus coming and wonder why they have
been ignored by the driver.

I'm going to Pondy to do shopping. I
love going on the Pondy Bus for it’s re-
laxing to be driven and you can chat with
the person next to you whom you would
never talk to normally. Driving the 12
kms. of ever busier road to Pondy on a
motorcycle—with overcrowded buses
speeding past you and leaving you in the
ditch with their trail of dust and smoke
bellowing into your face—may be faster,
but it’s no fun.

bus arrives at its final

stop and parks in front of VAK book-
store. I get off and drop into the store to
browse through the latest spiritual and
art books. They have cookbooks too. I
can’t spend too much time though, for
my shopping list is long...

The Indian
Coffee House

he Indian Coffee House is an institu-
Ttion. With branches throughout

India, you are likely to find one in all
the major cities: we have our own version
in Pondicherry. In the early days, it was
the only place where Aurovilians could
meet each other over a snack and a cup
of coffee and be bitten by the bugs in the
rattan chairs. Now there are many meet-
ing places in Pondy, but the Indian
Coffee House remains, endearingly, the
same. It’s big and crowded. A life-sized
picture, dusty of course, of Mahatma
Gandhi with his walking stick decorates

the back wall. There is a small back room
for families; the large front room being
mostly occupied by businessmen and
travelers of all ages and sizes who sit and
talk or simply gaze out the spacious front
door at the passing crowd. Indeed, part
of the allure of the Indian Coffee House
is that you can sit so close to the street
and yet be well protected from the dust
and heat. But not from the noise.
The menu never changes. You can get
masala dosai, chapattis, parottas, dhal,
Bombay toast and, of course, coffee.
Luckily, South India is famous for its cof-
fee, even when its served in small,
chipped ceramic cups. For a short
while, the owners switched to plastic
cups—thin and horrible to hold—but
there was such a protest from the clien-
tele that they had to switch back. With all

The Indian Coffee House

the new shops and restaurants opening
up recently, the Indian Coffee House re-
mains a familiar, stable, reference point
in the swirl of change that is engulfing
Pondicherry.

Jill

Pipes and Valves

asaratty Chetty, the address for GI
D (galvanised iron) pipes and fittings,

does not look like a store at all. You
enter a narrow entrance, blocked by
pipes, rolls of tar-felt paper, a toilet bowl
and gunny sacks, leading you into a

‘godown’, the Indian version of a ware-
house.There is hardly space for the three
desks there: one for the shop owner, one
for his assistant who writes the bills, and
one for the only female person on the

"Stepcut"

here was no doubt about it—I needed
a haircut. But where? The heavy
straight locks of my fringe were so far
down my face | couldn’t see anymore.
| wanted something stylish, something
sharp. Not some poorly done assymetric
hedgehog-facsimile of a haircut, | wanted a
good haircut. One that'd make me look twice
at my
self in passing shop windows and say “Not
bad, not bad at all.” But where? | consulted
a few people for guidance on hairdressers

and received: “Just go to Muthu Stepcut.”

Muthu Stepcut, Muthu Hairdressers or
just plain Muthu, located in Pondy, known by
many names and cuts hair. “But is he good?”
| asked. “As long as you tell him exactly what
you want, he's great.” Fine. Decided. The
next day | go.

I've just turned right from Nehru onto
Mission street in Pondicherry and my eyes
are scanning left as instructed. There it is. |
park my vehicle and enter. The shop is nar-
row and unusually long. It appears empty ex-
cept for a young man on a couch (the only
piece of furniture in sight) casually flipping
through a magazine. “Muthu?” | inquire.

Magazine-man glances up briefly and mo-
tions toward a door in the rear of the room
through which | pass. Inside is Muthu, a
sturdy, serious-looking man standing before
a padded vinyl barber’s chair. He gestures
and | sit facing the mirror. Without question
I'm wrapped in a plastic cape. A second later
Muthu’s cutting my hair. “Hang on,” | say
and he stops. | remember: “Tell him exactly
what you want...” | explain that I'd like a styl-
ish haircut, that is: medium length on top
and reasonably short on the sides. He nods,
looks at my head and resumes cutting, casu-
ally shearing great handfuls of hair off my
head with broad scissors. Although in my
mind’s eye | see medium length ‘top-
/" hair’ blending invisibly into far short-
er ‘side-hair’ creating an all-over easy
yet sharp look, Muthu, now with what
looks like a hedge-trimmer in one
hand, completely shaves one side of
my head. In my horror | attempt dam-
age control and ask him to keep the
rest medium-length. Driven however
more by symmetry than my poorly
expressed vision of a haircut, he pro-
ceeds to shave the hair off the other
side of my head. | raise my hands in
protest only to find them trapped be-
neath the copious folds of my cape.
The haircut apparently finished,
Muthu begins to cover my face with
shaving-cream. A shave | never asked
for, but the opportunity for protest
now a distant moment, | think, what
the hell, we're half-way there already.
My face, neck (all the way around)

and cheeks shaved, | am slapped with first a
fragrant stinging fluid | take to be aftershave,
then rubbed with a thick cream (lanolin, |
think) then liberally dusted with white pow-
der (talc?). | cough as Muthu fades from my
peripheral vision behind me. The ordeal over,
| relax into the chair. Suddenly my head is
twisted at so severe an angle | can see the
corner made by the left wall where it meets
the ceiling. Muthu’s expert hands continue to
twist my chin until it points (no joke) towards
the wall behind me and my neck releases a
string of popping noises like twisted bubble-
wrap (crick crack crick pop snap). A second
later, my skull has regained its position and
equilibrium and I’'m just getting the hang of
having my head back before it’s being twist-
ed the other way. Helplessly, | gape now at
the right wall. Another series of explosive
staccato pops and it’s over. The room having
righted itself, Muthu whips off the cape, re-
moves stray hairs from the the back of my
neck with a stiff brush and I'm free to go.
| look like a guy with a crew-cut wearing
a hairpiece seven sizes too small. There’s not
even a hint of the medium-length hair on top
of my head blending into the fuzz on the
sides of my head. The distinction is so sharp,
the light gives my head a two-tone look. |
look like a toilet-brush. (Who cares, it'll grow
out, | tell myself miserably.) My face feels
like I've just had the top layer of skin re-
moved, but my neck, grossly manhandled
and twisted out of shape, feels great. Would
| do it again? Not in a million years. But | did.
Jesse
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premises, the neatly dressed bookkeeper.
This is THE place in town for all sizes of
GI pipes. You give your order to the
owner, who then shouts towards the
back of the shop. After a minute or so,
you hear the clank of feet on hollow
pipes. “Size? How many lengths? How
you take?” And before you’ve finished
your answers to these cryptic questions,
you see steel pipes zooming by your
head, blocking the sidewalk for pedestri-
ans. One wrong move, and you might be
decapitated. The usual way of transport-
ing goods from Pondy to Auroville is by
bullock cart. But the bullock carts are no
longer allowed to enter busy Nehru
Street. This means that all the six-feet
pipes have to be carried two streets
around the corner where your cart is
waiting for you. And hopefully nobody
gets hit on the way.

Tineke

Hot Breads

ot Breads is a recently opened

shop/cafe in Pondicherry manufac-

turing and selling French-style pas-
tries and bread. It also sells coffee and
cool drinks. It is at the expensive end of
the food market selling coffee and a
croissant for seventeen rupees. Like any
organic body, Hot Breads has its moods:
sometimes it is surly and ungrateful and
sometimes sweet and chatty in a surpris-
ingly personable way. On a bad day you
can arrive to find no less than twelve peo-
ple standing behind the long counter ar-

should eat something else if you're
going to grow up big and strong.
The croissants are good as long
as they’re eaten the day they’re
bought. Hot Breads makes some
good vegetarian and non-vegetari-
an pastries which, if reheated, can
make a tasty dinner. The coffees
are not only expensive, they’re mi-
croscopic. Each comes with two
sugar cubes which if used raise the
level of the beverage almost to the
top of cup. One croissant will easi-
ly absorb the entire contents of
one cup. Despite all this, the coffee
is good, but at Rs 10 each, you’d
certainly hope so.
Jesse

Hi-Fashion

rget all the Van Heusen,

Raymond and Lacoste shops that

have mushroomed in the main
shopping street, Jawaharlal Nehru Street
in the last two years in Pondy. Forget
those air-conditioned “Silk Houses” and
the more ubiquitous small and pleasant-
looking boutiques that stock formal and
informal Indian clothing for women. If all
you need is a T-shirt and a pair of com-
fortable shorts, the standard wear in
Auroville, a visit to Hi-Fashion is in order.
Located in a basement on Nehru Street
and Mission Street “cutting,” as they say
in India, Hi-Fashion stocks T-shirts,
shorts, skirts and Western dresses of all
sizes and colours. Watch out though, as

A cool moment at a/c Hot Breads

guing loudly about who should be doing
what whilst customers on the other side
wait, some patiently, some not, pastries
in hand. I arrive at the counter to pay and
the man writing receipts and giving
change has his head down and is mutter-
ing curses under his breath. Some per-
haps for my benefit because in English he
says, “I hate this place,” then hands me
my change without looking up. Bon ap-
petit. On other days, Hot Bread is a pic-
ture of harmony. Upon entry a2 man be-
hind the counter makes eye-contact and
smiles, in the background others deftly
manufacture exotic French pastries be-
fore your very eyes. You present your in-
tended purchase, the man behind the
counter looks at you with eyes wide and
inquires in an almost paternal tone:
“That’s all you’re getting?” as if you really

you descend into the shop through its
narrow and dangerous flight of stairs. If
you are not gripping the railing, an over-
zealous shopper can knock you down. As
it is one has to fight with other shoppers
for standing room in this little shop over-
flowing with clothing. The racks are so
full that one cannot properly riffle
through the dresses on display. And
checking an item out is 2 must for the la-
bels can be misleading: an “XL” can be
smaller than a “S”; and imitations of
Lacoste, Nike, Proline T-shirts abound. If
you are really selective about what you
wear and not prone to claustrophobia,
the shop, surprisingly enough, offers 4
sq. ft. of space behind a door as a dress-
ing-room.

Similar Western clothing in comfort-
able cotton can also be found on the

roadside stalls that sprout along Nehru
Street in the evenings, with luck in the
mornings, and on Sundays. These are
more stylish in look but beware and in-
spect the clothing well: the dim street-
lights can fool you about the colour and
more often than not, there is some flaw
in the item which had resulted in it not
being exported. Other shops, not quite
with as much range but with more space
and better-lit than Hi-Fashion have come
up in recent years. But, when all is said
and done, Hi-Fashion continues to dic-
tate the fashion statement in this city of
dawn.

Bindu

The Magazine
Stand

nly two Indian daily newspapers

are delivered to your door: when

you are lucky you will get the
Hindu delivered at breakfast, and the
Indian Express at coffee time. But if you
want to keep up with the Indian and
world news and don’t have any sub-
scriptions, you will have to go into town.
On the corner of Nehru and Mission
Street you will find a tiny stall, not bigger
than two-and-a-half sq.m., managed by a
young man with extremely thick glasses
and his father. This place stocks a large
assortment of Indian and foreign maga-
zines and journals, ranging from
Newsweek and Time to Filmfare, PC
Quest, Inside Outside, Indian Architect
and Designer, National Geographic, and
lots of Tamil magazines. And when your
nicotine urge gets too much, you can also
get your favorite brand of cigarettes
there. You either buy a pack, or you buy
one single cigarette which you can then
light with a piece of smouldering rope
hanging alongside.

You have to be careful with making
space for passers-by. If you take one step
backwards while browsing through the
magazines, you will end up in the black,
smelly sludge of the gutter three feet
below!

Tineke

Hotel Aristo

he roof garden restaurant at Hotel
Aristo is one of the wonders of
Pondicherry. You stagger, sun-
struck, from frantic Nehru Street, up pre-

y ; - & A
The magazine stand at the corner

cipitous steps that smell of disinfectant,
and suddenly you emerge into a different
world. Everywhere there are plants, rows
upon rows upon rows of them, many
emerging surreally from the craniums of
grinning porcelain jugs. There are birds;
there are fish, there is an extravaganza of
lamps which run the full gamut of styles
from imitation art nouveau to Tamil
Nadu temple. There are the waiters, spe-
cially trained in the loose-limbed flip-flop
gait that is de rigeur at the Hotel Aristo.
And there is the food: 207 items on the
main menu alone, including such delica-
cies as brain masala, string hopper mut-
ton biriyani, vegetable pagoda, “spanish”
soup (which tastes suspiciously of
spinach), chinese pan roll, and that glory
of cross-cultural gastronomic cuisine,
Western chicken. And then, of course,

there is the “special tea”, 5% proof,

served out of white porcelain teapots

into pottery mugs at just the right tem-

perature (tepid) to delight the heart of
every true-born Englishman.

Watching the waiters gossiping in the
corner, or the son of the Muslim propri-
etor making his dignified promenade up
and down between the tables, gives one a
whole new feeling for eternity. Yet even
at Hotel Aristo things have changed.
Gone the avuncular maitre d’hotel, Pillai,
who winced when I, still wet behind the
ears, suggested that the hotel provide
newspapers for the delectation of its cus-
tomers, replaced by a young man with an
ambitious wasteline and embroidered
shirts: gone too are some of the great
dishes like “fish ramikin” and “malai
kurma”, supplanted by finger chips and
cheese toast; gone that wonderful view of
the sun setting over Pondicherry
rooftops, obscured now by the hideous
shopping complex elbowing its way sky-
ward next door.

Yet, after 26 years’ service, sweet
Joseph is still there, beaming out his
“vanakkam, saukema?” as he shuffles past
and helpfully turns on the huge aviator
fan which pins your ears to the side of
your head and sends false eyelashes and
hairpieces cascading across the street.
And still decidely there is that feeling of
laid-back welcome and faintly louche
comfort (rather like pulling on an old
pair of favourite slippers) which, along
with the tasty food and generous por-
tions, still makes Hotel Aristo the very
best value in town.

Alan

(continued on page 6)
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b ne devastating legacy of the so-
" called “Green Revolution” is

~the pressure on farmers,
" through the collusion of gov-
ernment and business, to misuse pow-
erful chemicals for fertilizer and dan-
gerous poisons for pest control. Most
of India, after centuries of farming
practices that were more sustainable
but less efficient, believes now that
the economy of farming demands ex-
pensive inputs of certain chemicals to
increase yields. According to the
Indian Agriculture Research Institute:
“The use of pesticides on Indian soil
has been increasing at a rate of 20%

per annum since 1989, though the
agricultural production has not
recorded any significant increase.
More than half of these pesticides are
globally banned.” When there was an
increase in production, it was impres-
sive and persuasive, but the cost in
terms of the ruin of the land and the
health of the people was catastrophic.
For example, local farmers are caught
in the downward spiral of having to
use more and more expensive and
toxic inputs to maintain yields. Even
though more than 60% of insects are
predators (even in 2 monoculture sit-
uation), the poisons kills all the “good

"3 o)

guys” as well as the “bad guys” except

those who become resistant. Then,
heavier interventions are required
until the eventual ruin of the land and
toxic conditions for the people who
do the work and for the people who
eat the food become obvious.
Auroville set out from the begin-
ning, first to restore the land and then
to continue sustainable agricultural
practices. The record is generally
good, but far from perfect. While most
Aurovilians agree in theory with
health first, it is difficult to live with
that menu in practice. The ordinary
food habits of Aurovilians reflect ordi-

nary consumerist tendencies, and are
not always geared to local, organic
food, seasonal patterns or healthy
diets.

Food habits are deep, culture-
bound, psychological and very slow to
evolve, as we all know. Food free from
the toxic residues of “modern” farm-
ing is preferred in theory, but the hard
work and support necessary to realize
such food production is something
most are not prepared to do—yet.
However, there are exceptions and we
are introducing some new initiatives
which may help to reverse the tide.

An end to the polson flelds?

he background to the compost
project we initiated with local
farmers was the typhoid epi-
demic that happened in Auro-
ville and the surrounding villages a few
years ago,” explains Dr. Lucas, the coor-
dinator of various new initiatives involv-
ing local farmers and based upon organ-
ic farming methods. “The typhoid was
spread by flies feeding off Pondicherry
waste brought by local farmers to put on
their fields as compost. As all other at-
tempts to resolve this dangerous practice
were failing, I decided to produce good
quality compost for the farmers in order
to discourage the import of this waste.

“However, this involved an educa-
tional component: I needed to explain to
them the link between typhoid, the flies
and the Pondicherry waste, and the need
for good quality compost for the land.
And this naturally led me on to talk about
the problems associated with the use of
chemical fertilisers and pesticides upon
which they depend. They understand
this; they know that pesticides kill aimost
everything, which is why, in Kuila-
palayam, they no longer allow farmers to
wash out their pesticide barrels in the vil-
lage pond. But the question they kept
asking me was, “What is the alternative?”
As yet, I didn’t have one.

“Then I heard about an entomologist
called Thirumalai who knew about bio-
logical pesticides. When Thirumalai
agreed to guide the local farmers in their
preparation and use, we had meetings
with them which culminated, in March
1997, in 20 Kuilapalayam farmers enter-
ing into an agreement with us. They
agreed not to spray chemicals on 20 acres
of their cashew topes (in consolidated
blocks of four to five acres) for the next
year. In return, we provided them with
good compost at a highly subsidised rate,
we distributed green manure seeds, and
we provide them with and show them
how to use the bio-pesticides which
Thirumalai makes up from local plants
and trees.

“Their question, of course, is ‘Will we
lose out by not using chemicals?” While
we cannot, as yet, guarantee a market for
their cashews, and while we are not of-
fering to cover any losses due to smaller
yields, I tell them it is not likely they will
be worse off. Why? Because they will save
so much by not having to purchase ex-

pensive pesticides (for which, in recent
years, the Government has reduced sub-
sidies). In other words, we don’t talk to
them about global problems of sustain-
ability; we don’t even point out—which
has been proven in the laboratory—that
the local pests are now so resistant to
pesticides that they require those pesti-
cides to be applied at 50 times the rec-
ommended dosages if they are to have
any effect. Rather, we ask them to make
simple price calculations and offer them
an alternative which not only improves,
through composting and the beginnings
of polyculture, the health of the soil, but
which also makes economic sense. The
spraying season has now begun: very
soon we shall know the results of this ini-
tial experiment.

“Having said this, I'm also aware that
we cannot offer the local farmers any
models of exemplary organic cashew cul-
tivation in Auroville: the topes we look
after are generally organic by default
rather than consciously managed. So our
next step was to arrange, in conjunction
with Francis of the Land and Estate
Management Group and the new farming
community, Adventure, to carry out
some trial experiments on cashew topes
which have been recently acquired. Our
aim is to ultimately demonstrate what are
the optimum yields under organic culti-
vation methods. We are now marking out
the different plots, and will use this year’s
yield—the result of unmanaged cultiva-
tion—as the baseline data for future ex-
periments.

“One of the people who helped me
plan these experiments was Jakes who
runs an organic farming business near
Kodaikanal. One day he surprised me by
mentioning he uses only biodynamic
methods. Biodynamic farming is a school
of organic farming based upon lectures
given by Rudolf Steiner in 1924. Without
getting into the controversy about his
spiritual background, it should be point-
ed out that people have been working
with his methods for many years now, in
all parts of the world, and a solid body of
research and experience demonstrates
that it works, however bizarre some of
his methods may appear.

“When Jakes told me that he grew all
the plants for the necessary preparations
in the hills around Kodaikanal, and that
between 80-100 farmers in his area were

interested in biodynamics, I became very
excited. Knowing that many Auroville
farmers would share this interest, last
July I organised a seminar on biodynam-
ics in Auroville. Since then, 2 number of
Auroville farms have started adopting
these practices. Then I realised that the
biodynamic approach also had tremen-
dous potential for the village farmers,
mainly because it is so practically-based.
This was the real alternative I could offer
them to chemical monoculture agricul-
ture.

“Consequently, this January I organ-
ised the first biodynamic weekend work-
shop for village farmers. It was tough. I
invited fifty, only thirteen came, and by
the second day this was down to seven.
But I learned that it’s always like this at
the beginning, and at least we had our
initial core group. For of those who re-
mained, five farmers (all of whom were
already part of the biological pest control
project) offered to use biodynamic meth-
ods on an additional 15 or more acres of
their land.

“The next step was to train native
Tamil speakers as guides for these farm-
ers. So we sent Muthu from Edayan-
chavadi, Satyabalan from Kuilapalayam
and another man from Pondicherry for a
three weeks’ course in Kodaikanal. They
all came back enthusiastic, and now they
meet the core group farmers each month
to plan out the next month’s work: for
with biodynamics, there is something to
do—making compost, preparing and
spraying liquid fertilisers etc.—all year
round. The one thing we emphasise very

Dr.Lucas on an experimental organic cashew plot
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strongly to them is that if they return to
using chemicals on these fields they will
immediately undo all the work they have
done so far; the one-sided action of
chemical fertilisers will wipe out most of
the diverse microbial flora that the biody-
namic method builds up in the soil.
“While 35 acres given over to organic
agriculture doesn’t seem a huge amount,
psychologically we’ve gained incredible
ground in the past year: we've seen that
local farmers are open to trying organic
methods. Moreover, as one of our partic-
ipating farmers is one of the biggest
landowners in the village, his example

-will be very influential. One of our most

successful strategies, in fact, was to erect
boards in all the organic cashew topes
which tell everybody that these are or-
ganically-managed and by whom. It
brings self-esteem to the participating
farmers, but it also puts moral pressure
upon them not to cheat: if they do, they
know their name will be struck off the
board and they will lose face in the vil-
lage.

“The next step, if these initiatives re-
ally take off and we get more farmers par-
ticipating, will be to set up a control sys-
tem—a system of accreditation or certifi-
cation that the produce is organic—and
then to market the produce, either local-
ly or abroad. So far we’ve managed to ini-
tiate the organic farming projects with
Health Centre funds—i.e. money from a
German development agency. While the
sponsors are happy at the way we’ve

(continued on page 5)
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