"Aurovilie’

SINCE 1988

opulation statis-
tics show that 27
Aurovilians, 15

women and 12 men, are
aged 70 or older.
Some of them joined
Auroville in middle age,
others joined only after
their official retirement.
What they have in
common is that they
made a ‘different’
choice: instead of opting
for the usual pattern of
slowing down, they
decided to start all over
again and actively
participate in the
building of Auroville. .
What does it mean to be
an older person in a city
that, according to the
second paragraph of its
Charter, is intended
“for a youth that never
ages”?

From left to right: top row, Krishna in the archive
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s, Nergez, lise in the Solar Kitchen; bottom row: Ellen in the Library, Ursula, Erica, Kamia in the Health Centre.

Views from over seventy

You hardly notice them. The septuagenarians blend so easily into the flow of everyday life that there is little awareness of the fact that
some of them chose to join Auroville at an age when others were contemplating taking life easy. The reason why they chose Auroville is
a spiritual one - not bhakti or jnana, but karma yoga, the path of works.®

ake, for example, the case of

Krishna (78) and Kamla (73).

They came to Auroville in 1976
after Krishna’s retirement at 54 as a
Major-General in the Indian army.
Having been a man of action dedicated
to the ideals of karma yoga for his
entire life, Krishna felt that Auroville
was the next logical step. “Those who
wish to lead a spiritual life after retire-
ment, usually go to an ashram and pur-
sue a bhakti or jnana yoga. This is the
case, for example, with the majority of
those who join the Sri Aurobindo
Ashram after their retirement. But here
was the challenge to build an interna-
tional township in an Indian setting!
The idea was fantastic and both my
wife Kamla and I liked the project
immediately.”

Kamla fondly remembers the meeting
with Mother on February 22nd, 1972,
and the day earlier when she and
Krishna stood at the excavation pit for
the Matrimandir during the deeply
moving foundation ceremony. “At that
moment something clicked. 1 knew
then that Auroville was my place, and
not the Sri Aurobindo Ashram. I knew
I would come here, even if, at that
moment, I didn’t know when. The
choice was made.” And she adds: “It
seems to me that many people come to
Auroville because some aspect of
Auroville appeals to them, not out of a

conscious choice for Auroville itself.
For us it was different.”

Ursula (76) from Germany also recalls
her meeting with Mother as one that
changed her life forever. “She did not
speak but put her hand on my head and
inwardly I talked to her and told her
that I was not ready to join Auroville,”
she says recalling her meeting with
Mother in 1971. “And The Mother
answered silently, “But you must!”
Ursula met Mother twice afterwards,
and finally moved to Auroville in
1989, when she was 65.

“Mother’s face was compassion per-
sonified,” says Nergez (78), a Parsi
lady from Bombay, who met Mother
in 1972 — exceptionally as Mother had
at that time stopped seeing people.
“That was such an experience — it
changed my life completely. For a few
seconds the feeling of ‘I’ ‘me,’
‘myself,” left: there was nobody any-
more; it was as a drop that merged in
the ocean. Initially, when I first saw
Mother during the balcony darshan, I
was very skeptical; but when I was
face to face with Her in Her room, and
looked into Her eyes...You see, I was
a hairdresser and beautician, and
would normally observe the colour of
somebody’s hair. But as of today, I
still do not know the colour of
Mother’s hair! I saw the expression on

Her face and never thought I could see
an expression like that...I joined
Auroville in 1977 when my social
responsibilities in Bombay had ended,
having visited Auroville in each of the
three preceding years. Mother surely
prepared that step.”

Ilse (70) from Holland met Mother
only once, in 1973, “but that was more
than enough,” she says. I still feel the
little tap Mother gave on my head. It
changed my life. After meeting Her, I
knew inwardly that my time for
Auroville had not yet come and that I
had to go back home to continue my
work. In 1996 I got the clear indication
‘from above’ that it was time to come,
and I joined Auroville soon after-
wards.”

Not everyone had the good fortune to
meet The Mother. Erica (79) learned
about Sri Aurobindo and The Mother
in 1974 while flying from her native
Germany to Australia. She re-routed
her return trip to visit the Sri
Aurobindo Ashram, where she settled
shortly afterwards and worked with
Norman Dowsett on educational pro-
jects. She moved to Auroville in 1992.

Ellen (72), also from Germany, had
read about the inauguration of
Auroville in 1968 and knew about Sri
Aurobindo’s and The Mother’s teach-

ing. “But it was not really possible for
me at that time to go to India because
of my family situation. That changed
after my retirement. Then I decided
that I wanted to look forward, not
backward, and start a new life in a new
place. That place was Auroville, as it
offers a future. Here the word ‘yoga’ is
common parlance and there is the free-
dom to develop oneself inwardly in
the way one thinks fit, without a living
guru and a restrictive set of spiritual
guidelines. Also, the experiment of a
spiritual township, where such a vari-
ety of people from all age groups live
together, greatly attracted me.” The
freedom to follow one’s own path,
with even the freedom not to focus on
the teaching of Sri Aurobindo and The
Mother, also attracted Ilse. “In
Auroville you can discover your own
spiritual way, nothing is obligatory.
That for me is the major attraction,”
she says.

Karma yoga

Notwithstanding the fact that all those
interviewed are financially indepen-
dent, most of them are working. “The
Auroville = Charter,” says Krishna
“mentions that Auroville will be the
place of an unending education, of
constant progress and a youth that
never ages.
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LIVING TOGETHER

A dog’s best friend

Ann’s work with animals

f the many silent victims of
Olndian poverty, dogs and other

animals go largely unnoticed.
To face countless abandoned, wounded
or terribly suffering tiny pups and dogs
defines part of the Indian experience.
One woman in Auroville has respond-
ed to that human instinct to pick up,
take home and care for almost every
suffering animal she sees. I spoke with
Ann, who works with partner Kittu, on
her daily feed and medication routine
through Auroville and nearby villages.

After waking at 6am to feed the
five dogs and twelve cats (not counting
kittens) in her care, Ann climbs aboard
an ailing, rusty scooter to feed, med-
icate and care for no less than 43 other
dogs. On her scooter Ann carries a tub
filled with 45 kilos of rice, cooked veg-

etables and water, left-overs from
Auroville's assorted school and com-
munity kitchens, to feed hungry dogs
in Auroville and nearby villages.

The canine residents of
Kuilapalyam village know her well and
she knows them. “That’s Gobi” she
says referring to the animal lovingly
curled at her feet on a rare still
moment, “he likes to boss the other
dogs around”. And sure enough Gobi
is barking and growling commands to
other passing dogs. “Gobi!” she berates
“Be nice!” Gobi lovingly acquiesces
for a moment before noisily pulling up
a nearby mongrel for standing too
close.

If Ann’s morning is busy with
feeding, than her afternoons and
evenings are hectic with medication.
Her every waking hour, if not dedicat-
ed to the redistribution of excess food
to hungry animals, is focused on the
acquisition and administration of medi-
cine. Beside her established program of
rabies vaccination, she’s now dealing
with a recent epidemic of canine dis-
temper. Canine distemper begins with
mild symptoms, but quickly advances
through destruction of the nervous sys-
tem and normally results in death.

“It’s a terrible way to die,” she
says, “sometimes the dogs suffer for
days before they go.” A canine distem-

per vaccine exists, but it’s expensive at
Rs 200 a shot with a minimum of two
required for puppies and more for older
dogs. Through her contacts with vets
and animal workers, Ann discovered
that the cheaper (Rs 30 per shot)
human measles vaccine also cures dogs
of distemper and today effectively
treats dogs with it.

To mistake Ann for a highly-dedi-
cated vet isn’t hard. From her punish-
ing schedule down to her white latex
gloves, syringes and multicolored
medications, she looks and acts the
part. I watched as she first treated a dog
with distemper then sterilized the soles
of her shoes in a fire lit by her, to limit
the transmission of the disease to her
other canine patients.

Five years after her work with ani-
mals began, Ann is considering a
return to her native New Zealand to
make money to fund her mission.
“We're always struggling,” she says. “I
receive some money from the Indian
Animal Welfare Association and dona-
tions from friends, but it seems like
there’s never enough.” Amazingly,
Ann says there is even opposition to
what she does. “There are those here
who hate dogs, and who feel what I do
is bad,” she says. “They feel that by
feeding and caring I'm increasing the

dog population, and they think we
should eradicate the dogs.”

“As a result of our work pups are
healthier and more attractive and
because of that, people want them
more, and there are less uncared for
dogs wandering around,” said Ann as
she took me to see the results of her
work first-hand. “There’s a beautiful
pup in a woodpile I'd like to show
you,” she said as I followed her
through Kuilyapalyam village. When
she arrived, the mother who wasn’t
much more than a pup herself, seemed
confused and the pup was gone. A man
standing nearby said children had
taken the pup the day before. “Ah, but
this is not good,” replied Ann. “The
pups have to stay with the mother and
breast-feed for longer than this.”
Nevertheless, the experience seemed
evidence that her work is creating

FarmMING

Women only!

Mechtild on her wqu at Service Farm

hen Mechtild came to
, ‘ )‘ / Auroville in 1987, she start-
ed working at the

Matrimandir Nursery. Mechtild was
trained and had worked as a profes-
sional fruit-tree gardener in Germany,
but she did not want to continue work-
ing with fruit-trees. She reminisces: “I
did not yet know within me where ‘my
place’ was in Auroville. I just tried to
remain open for some clue. One day in
August 1989 I opened the book,
Savitri, at random, and was struck by
the lines:

A simple word lets loose vast agencies;

" A casual act determines the world’s

fate.

Later that day I met a friend who
told me that he had been asked
whether he could take care of Service
Farm. It was the first time I heard this
name. I was immediately intrigued by
it, for on the day that I was born,
Mother had
spoken at
Iength about
“service” and
how to serve
the Divine. The
word “service”
has always had an
important meaning
form me. That same
day, my friend and I vis-
ited Service Farm.

“We wandered around trying to
figure out the boundaries of the
farm. There were no fences. There
was an office, and inside there was
this picture of the Mother and we
felt Her presence very strongly.
(The Mother had acquired and
named the plot of land “Service
Farm” even before the inauguration
of Auroville.) As my friend had
already taken up other responsibili-
ties in Auroville, it was impossible
for him to take care of Service Farm.
In the evening, while brooding over
the whole thing, it slowly dawned on
me that maybe Mother meant me to
be the steward, that She had offered

it to me. I then decided to take up the
job. Service Farm is a gift and at the
same time a task.

“My first work was to fence and
bund the land. To the west the land
slopes towards eroded canyons, and
bunding was essential to prevent the
rainwater and topsoil from being
washed away from the farm. Fences
too were a top priority to prevent ani-
mals from coming in. The villagers at
first resented my presence as for many
years they had had free access to the
land. But finally out relationship
changed. I feel safe here, believing that
there is Mother’s protection on this
land. In times of serious difficulties the
certainty that this place is wanted by
Her helped me to endure.”

The present situation

Mechtild employs only women
now to tend to the
farm, hiring men
on a contract
basis if there is
some particularly
hard work that
the women can-
not handle. “In
general, I find the
women work
hard, are more gen-
tle, and it is easier to teach them the
finer details of the work”, says
Mechtild. “I tend to balance their
workload. For instance, if they have
spent the morning digging holes,
then in the afternoon I let them do
weeding. Also, without the men, the
atmosphere has changed. The
women now feel more free and con-
fide in and support each other, for
their lot at home is not easy. They
come to me with their difficulties
and we talk them over and solve
what we can. At our weekly meet-
ings on Saturday, we read a few
lines of the Mother’s words, trans-

lated into Tamil.”
Of the 12 acres that comprises

the farm, six acres
are irrigated and

planted with
coconut, mango,
papaya, star-fruit,
guava, chickoo,
lime, custard-
apple,  bullock-

heart and jack-fruit
trees. The remain-
ing six acres are
planted with
cashew. Like most
farms in Auroville,
Service Farm is
totally  organic.
Recent  organic
experiments inclu-
de using ‘Effective
Micro-organisms’
(EM) both as a soil
nutrient and as a
preventive health
measure. For the past few years,
Service Farm has also been using a
drip irrigation system. “While this
tremendously cuts down on the
wastage of water,” says Mechtild, “the
one drawback is that the drippers get
clogged very easily and block the
water flow. So I have to constantly
inspect and clean the drippers.” Also,
Mechtild has recently acquired a set of
solar panels that allows her to pump
water from the bore-well into a tank. A
second set of two panels then pumps
the water from the tank into the fields
through the drip irrigation system. It
makes a big difference to be on solar
energy as the cost of using electricity
to pump water has become prohibitive,
since the Government ruling in 1997
that Auroville farms, as ‘institutions’
of the Auroville Foundation, have to
pay the highest tariff. Says Mechtild,
*“This ruling really makes a mockery of
all farm economics. There is no way
that the produce from Auroville farms
could compete price-wise with that of
private farms that are supplied with
free electricity.”

In other ways too, the checkbook

does not balance. While in recent
years, Auroville has taken up a greater
financial responsibility for its farms,
Mechtild still has to invest personal
funds, or funds donated by a few pri-
vate donors in Germany, to keep the
farm running. The produce gets sold at
the Auroville outlets. “Sometimes
when Auroville could not absorb my
produce; I took it to the Pondy Bazaar
and sold it for a few rupees. But last
year I gave the surplus of mangoes to
Arul Vazhi (the Auroville School for
the children of Morattandi) instead. It
is natural that the output of an orchard
varies. Right now, for instance, I have
all these young guava trees, but it will
be a few years before they start bearing

fruit and give a return on their invest-

ment.
The growth of a tree takes its time.
I think a lot about Mother’s words. 1
feel we are here in Auroville to work
out and achieve something new. We
need to remain open to the Mother’s
guidance. The aim is still that one day
Auroville becomes self-supporting as
the Mother wanted.”
Bindu

wanted animals, even if they are taken
too early by children.

Ann is anxious she’s not portrayed
as a latter-day saint: “I’m often short-
tempered and selfish,” she says. Ann
may not be perfect, but the dogs of
Kuilyapalyam don’t seem to mind.
Although the small, skinny, sand-
coloured almost-pup yelps and winces
as she forces distemper medicine down
his throat, the moment she finishes the
procedure and walks away, the animal
rushes to her side with the air of a liv-
ing being recognised for the first time
in its life.

Jesse

Ann and Kittu’s can be contacted at the
following address:

Ann and Kittu

C/o Kuilyapalyam Post Office
Auroville 605101

. how many p
department:
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ORCANISATION

Learning to listen

70 Aurovilians explore the deeper meaning of dialogue

nication between different groups

and orientations in Auroville is
often poor and that this situation blocks
progress in key areas like town plan-
ning, economy and community gover-
nance. The Executive Council, as the
body which has to deal with many of
the consequent problems, is particular-
ly aware of the need to heal the rifts.
Recently, as a first step in this direc-
tion, it invited Aurovilians to attend a
one day seminar on ‘The Art of
Harmonization’ at SAWCHU. Seventy
people came, many of them long-term
members of the community.

The inspiration for this workshop
came from the book ‘Synchronicity, the
Inner Path of Leadership’, in which
Joseph Jaworski addresses the deeper
problems of communication, but more
particularly from the physicist David
Bohm’s concept of ‘dialogue’. The late
David Bohm believed that a pervasive
incoherence in the process of human
thought is the essential cause of all the
crises affecting humanity, and he sug-
gested a way by which we could help
each other work upon our thought
processes and patterns. “Dialogue”, as
Bohm and his collaborators describe it,
“is a way of observing, collectively,
how hidden values and intentions can
control our behaviour, and how unno-
ticed cultural differences can clash
without our realizing what is occurring.
It can therefore be seen as an area in
which collective learning takes place
and out of which a sense of increased
harmony, fellowship and creativity can
arise.” In other words, dialogue is not
debate, it is not about ‘winning’ or ‘los-
ing’ arguments. It is about consciously
observing our reactions to others, and
exploring those reactions within our-
selves and together. 7, Talkeey

Since the dialogue process requires
a focus and a minimum number of peo-
ple to articulate different points of
view, the Executive Council had cho-
sen a theme — visions of Auroville —
and pre-selected a group of about 30
Aurovilians with differing orientations
to share their visions in the first ses-
sion:'later on everybody was free to
participate.

It’ s a truism to observe that commu-

How useful was the day? It’s
important to begin by acknowledging
the commitment, honesty of expres-
sion and deep listening displayed by all
the participants: this already represents
a huge advance over the jungle-style
meetings of the past. However, in

terms of the content of what was
expressed there was nothing very new.
The visions articulated, for example,
included images of a sustainable biore-
gion, of improved educational opportu-
nities for all the surrounding villages,
and of an Auroville which pooled all
its resources and information while
developing greater capacities of caring
and compassion for all its inhabitants.
These are all highly commendable,
but how far these constitute ‘visions’ in
the highest sense rather than, say,
wishes or opinions is a moot point. The

by a long-term Aurovilian who spoke
of how, during our meetings, “some-
thing old always seems to settle over
us”. We had all been here before, it
seemed, trapped in a predictable round
of expression and lacking the leverage
to bounce us into another dimension.

In the concluding session Kireet
Joshi, who attended the workshop as a
participant, reminded us of the essen-
tial purpose of the day: “This is not an
opportunity to express our grievances
but to discover the major thought
forms prevalent in Auroville and to
understand how we use them.” He
pointed out how differences in the way
we interpret terms like ‘the communi-
ty’, ‘freedom’ and ‘no exchange of
money’ have been the basis of many of

our battles, and he suggested that we

meet again to list out some of these

fact that there was no discussion about
this is one indication that we were not
‘dialoguing’: in other words, that the
intended self-awareness and analysis
of the thought-forms we were using
was not taking place, at least outward-
ly. Moreover, as the day wore on there
was a familiar tendency for expres-
sions of negativity and frustration to
predominate, something picked upon

commonly used phrases and clarify the
different interpretations. He also
warned against ‘negative’ questioning.
“In Auroville asking questions should
be part of the process of discovering
the Truth — it should not become an
end in itself. There is deadlock in the
community at present because differ-
ent parties only want to raise questions:

there is no fire to go beyond and dis-

cover the Truth which can unite us.”
Does ‘dialogue’ have a future in
Auroville? It’s too early to say. Two of
the preconditions are that nothing
should be excluded as a topic of
inquiry, and that everybody should feel
free to express him or herself without

fear of recrimination: it’s not at all
clear that this is the case in Auroville at
present. David Bohm also warned that
it can take many sessions, and much
frustration, before a group begins to
work consciously upon itself. The dan-
ger, as happened with ‘The Platform’
experiment this summer, is that some
participants will become impatient for
material results and so subvert the fre-
quently slow process of trust-building,
clarification and realignment which is

-the indispensable foundation for effec-

tive united action. As one participant

~putit, “Learfing to listen to each other

is a crucial part of the work, and we’ve
only really started to listen to each
other this summer. It takes patience,
endurance, flexibility. We perverted
The Platform because old patterns
reasserted themselves. Let’s try to
ensure that this doesn’t happen again.”

Alan

BUILDING THE CITY

‘A tree-house experth at 14

fourteen-year old Shanti sits in
the entrance to his fourth hand-
- made tree-house in five years. From
the milled wood floor to the profes-
sional keet (dried woven palm leaf)
roof, the structure speaks refinement of
form. “I like the breeze up here,” says

S uspended ten feet off the ground,

Shanti as we sway on a floor moved
gently by the wind. “The building has
been designed specifically to catch the
cool fast-moving air found at the high-
er altitudes.” A two foot gap between
the floor’s eighteen square metres and
the roof’s shaggy keet perimeter con-
ducts a generous flow of cooled air

through the main and only living
space. Electric light and a fan — for
when there is no wind — add luxurious
finishing touches to this lounge-room
in the trees. .

Although Shanti single-handedly
built his first tree-house when he was
nine years old, he now works with the
help of cricket-buddy, Yelongu, who
lives in the nearby village of
Alankuppam. Yelongu and Shanti
move freely from English to Tamil as
they work with bickering camaraderie
while tacking up a hessian (thin sack-
cloth) ceiling. “It stops the bugs and
crap from falling and also gives more
space for the squirrels to live,” says
Shanti before taking me up to see his
new roof’s first squirrel nest. “Every
treehouse he’s built has been specially
designed to allow for squirrels,”
explains Shanti’s mother Li Mei.

‘At fourteen Shanti’s awareness of
the world he lives in commands
respect. He explains how he plans to
fence the gap between floor and ceiling
because soon “the babies in our com-
munity, Aurodam, will be children and
will want to climb, especially into a
tree-house. The fence will stop them
from falling.”

Although a great deal of experi-
ence, thought and work have gone into

the structure above, the structure below
has by no means been neglected. At
ground level, where ladder meets dirt,
Shanti and Yelongu have built an ele-
gant winding brick-paved path leading
towards the community kitchen and
dining room. On either side, extending
to a rectangle roughly the size of the
floor above, they have planted a garden
nothing short of beautiful with simple
plants borrowed from neighbours.

Are tree houses a viable option for
the future town? Experts say they
aren’t. However, using local materials
and a design refined through five years
of trial and error, Shanti’s tree house is
a pleasure to be in.

Jesse

in
brief

@ The Governing Board, in its
meeting of September 15th and
16th, adopted two resolutions.
Appreciating the recent devel-
opments that are taking place in
Auroville particularly in the
fields of education, economy
and collective consciousness,
the Board constituted a
Committee for Unity and a
Committee for the Develop-
ment of CIRHU (Center for
International  Research in
Human Unity). The two com-
mittees consist of members of
the Board who may co-opt
additional members in consulta-
tion with the residents of
Auroville. The function of the
Committee for Unity is to pro-
mote unity, harmonious deci-
sion making and effective pro-
gramme implementation. The
function of the Committee for
the Development of CIRHU is to
facilitate the development of
CIRHU. The committees are
consultative in character “and
may envisage a series of meet-
ings with the residents of
Auroville in search of solutions
to the problems that have been
felt to be crucial and which
require special efforts so that
harmony and enthusiasm pre-
vail in our collective decision
making" writes Dr. Kireet Joshi,
the Chairman of the Auroville
Foundation, in a letter to all the
residents of Auroville.

@® The Interim Development
Council (IDC) in reviewing its
functioning has observed that
there is a lack of participation of
the Auroville community at
large in the work of the Council _
and the related Planning Group
and Monitoring Group. The lack
of confidence of the community
of Auroville in their own work-
ing groups is cited as a disheart-
ening factor. The IDC stated
that major areas of the Resi-
dential Zone remain undevel-
oped due to either architectural
concerns or high building costs,
and that the development of
parts of the Industrial Zone is
blocked due to objections from
neighbours and  working
groups. There is also a growing
tendency of people wishing to
build without prior permission;
they are reminded to go
through the Auroville commu-
nity process of asking prior per-
mission from the IDC. The
Funds and Assets Management
Committee, calling on all “to
work things out together as this
will lead to the manifestation of
a truer Auroville”, has reminded

Aurovilians and newcomers
that all immovable assets
belong to the Auroville

Foundation, and that all funds
for the creation of immovable
assets have to be channelled
through Auroville Fund.

® The Executive Committee,
observing that over the past
years more and more outsiders
and fewer Aurovilians have
been attending the amphithe-
atre bonfires on January 1st,
February 28th and August 15th,
proposes henceforth to have
only one annual bonfire - the
Dawn fire at Auroville’s birth-
day - and to have additional
silent gatherings throughout
the year at the Centre of
Auroville "“so that all these
events may become again truly
meaningful to all of us".
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Continued from page 1

I have always taken this as my leitmo-
tif. The secret is to remain active as it is
work that keeps you young. And it is
important to pursue a variety of inter-
ests. Auroville gives that possibility as
there is no hierarchy, and each one has
complete freedom to do whatever he or
she feels like doing. I worked at
Matrimandir, then developed 35 acres
of land (Amba Garden in Auromodele,
now Jardin de Mére) before I started
the Auroville Archives.” Kamla, who
was a doctor in the Indian army, con-
tinues her practice in Auroville.

For Ilse, the question of ‘rest’ never
really came up. Even before she joined
Auroville, her name had already circu-
lated as one of the future coordinators
of the Solar Kitchen — which she took
up as soon as she entered Auroville.
“They call me granny in the kitchen,

which is quite funny, actually. For I

feel like 50!

Ursula, too, fitted in seamlessly. She
continued her work as a physiothera-
pist, giving massages and physical
education classes until, in June this
year, she had a serious fall and needed
a hip replacement. “It slowed me
down,” she laughs, “but I think I will
be active again soon.” One of her class-
es was physical exercises for the elder-
ly, as “keeping fit is a lifelong pursuit”.

Isolation and loneliness

Kamla explains another advantage of
work: it is a unifying factor. “There are
people here who are growing old and
isolate themselves. But I think they
have partially themselves to blame as
often they do not make sufficient effort
to meet other people. People must seek
help, and not hesitate to ask. On the
other hand, the community should also
make more efforts to call upon the
elderly. Often they are not asked to
particivate enough. The community
should pull them out more, for they
have a valuable life experience to
share. Auroville should particularly
help new people to interact. After all,

we all come here for a work-oriented
and collective approach.”

Ellen is one of those whose experience
of trying to integrate has not been an
easy one, notwithstanding her partici-
pation in work as well as in Auroville’s
cultural activities. “Aurovilians tend to
be self-centered and do not show much
care for the elderly. In the beginning I
suffered from the fact that my attempts
at true contacts did not work out and
from the resulting isolation, and it was
necessary to go back to the West to
regain my perspective. I had to learn to
live with loneliness and to understand
my own need for social interaction. My
work and cultural contacts did not nec-
essarily develop into friendships. I
finally learned not to bother anymore
and have no expectation patterns. From
that moment on, things went better.
But there were times when I felt very
lonely, even when eating in the midst
of a crowd at the Solar Kitchen.”
Ellen’s experiences are not unique.
There are more elderly people who
have not managed to find suitable
interaction or work and stay at home as
a consequence. Erica too often feels
that her talents are unused. She worked
at Matrimandir, the Information Centre
and the Kindergarten, but is at present
not actively participating in any partic-
ular work for the community. You can
often find her sitting at her terrace,
counselling Aurovilians in need. “I
know that I am needed in Auroville,”
she says. “I think that older people
have a long life experience, which they
can pass on. [ will keep myself togeth-
er until the very end, but this I do with
Mother’s help. She is the only one I
have long conversations with.” While
loneliness affects many age groups in
Auroville, it appears that as one gets
older, it is harder to make social con-
tacts.

Social and medical care

Ellen’s observations touch a sore spot:
the community’s social care for the
elderly leaves much to be desired. For
many of them it is difficult — or will

become so in the foreseeable future —

to attend meetings, go shopping, visit -

the Matrimandir or go out for cultural
events in the evening. Though the
community has organized a bus ser-
vice to Pondicherry thrice a week, reg-
ular bus services within Auroville do
not exist. Those who wish to visit the
Matrimandir but who cannot climb
stairs have the additional difficulty of
having to arrange their visit in
advance, since the only way for them
to go up to the Chamber is in a chair
carried by four strong men. Says
Ellen, “I think that the community
should start thinking about these
requirements. For example, can’t it
organize a transport system where a
bus picks us up and drops us back
whenever there is a cultural perfor-
mance? That would be a tremendous
help! For it is really no fun to drive
alone on your moped at night.” Ellen’s
suggestions are shared by other senior
Aurovilians, including Nergez, who
no longer drives a moped and so hitch-
hikes her way through Auroville.

Auroville’s medical care-taking is bet-
ter. Ursula, for example, is very appre-
ciative of all the help she received
from Aurovilians when she was in
hospital. “But it was not an easy job to
get all the people in time,” says
Sourya, a French nurse who organized
the care-taking roster and the blood
donation roster for Ursula. As Indian
hospitals do not*provide food and
often have insufficient nursing care,
constant attendance is required, which
implies a minimum of three
Aurovilians for each 24 hours. “That
type of care puts a great strain on peo-
ple. Auroville really needs to get an
emergency team of qualified individu-
als together as there is an increasing
number of people needing medical and
surgical care — sometimes urgently.
Auroville has no ambulance and no
24-hour emergencv aid facilitv. not
even a 24-hour emergency phone
number. Victims of accidents - and
elderly people have a higher chance to
be among them — have to rely on a

The third stage: life

By Bhavana Dee

Bhavana came to Auroville in 1971. For many years she has coordi-
nated the activities of Village Action. Recently, she celebrated her

56th birthday.

ebirth can happen in this very
R]rife, I think. Since I turned 56 I

eel as if I am newborn. It hap-
pened that I found out about the impor-
tance of the 56th year of life within a
month of my last birthday. Someone
gave me a book on astrological houses
which explained the idea of a human
lifetime being a developmental series
made up of 28-year periods. But most
importantly, from a psychological point
of view, the 28-year period matches
with ancient traditional knowledge
about life. In the occult sciences certain
rituals are not allowed to be taught to
anyone younger than 56, and learned
Hindus know of the four stages of life
(corresponding roughly to quarter-cen-
tury periods), as well as the Tamil tradi-
tion with its 20-year periods.

I was deeply moved by coming
into awareness of a widely-based
human tradition acknowledging the
sanctity of this birthday, because it cor-
responded with the mixed feelings I
was experiencing in my life. For while
I was noticing with some trepidation
the wrinkling skin and stiffening joints
of my body, mentally I'd never felt
more clear and stable, and on the vital
level I was feeling excited and happy,
full of eager anticipation, seemingly
inappropriate to one “growing old”.
Now I understood: T was in the first
year of my new birth in the third period
of my life!

And this third period is a very pre-

cious one. During the first period of
life, as a child and student, one’s dhar-
ma is to learn. In the second period of
life, as a householder, parent and career
person, the adult puts the learnings of
youth to work. The development of
spiritual insights during the second
period is important for the third. During
the third period of life one resets one’s
goals from achieving outer accomplish-
ments to developing inner qualities of
appreciation of beauty, harmony and,
most particularly, spiritual attributes
such as intuitive understanding of life’s
meaning, goodness, equality, power,
truth. While the second period is a time
to make one’s contribution to society,
the third is the time to make one’s con-
tribution to evolution.

At 56 one has seen many patterns,
one has had a chance to feel and under-
stand the rhythms of life. In hindsight
one has seen what seemed like calami-
ties as crucial moments of inner
growth, and one develops a certain
sense of philosophical detachment.
This mellowness is the basis for disin-
terested action, the particular dharma of
people in the third stage of life. This is
the time when the battles are to be
fought primarily inside — to conquer
one’s own nature, rather than to seek
outer success.

In fact, many spiritual insights and
practices which seem very difficult at a
young age seem quite natural at 56.
Celibacy, abstemious diet, avoidance

after 56

of distracting entertainment, concentra-
tion on meditation, etc. are easier to do
at 56 and fit right in with the new aim
and mission of life: to progress spiritu-
ally.

For me understanding this was
important because I've always been an
active person, much involved in exter-
nal work and organization. This per-
ception of being in a new stage with a
new law of life has allowed me to make
choices quite the opposite of what past
habit would have dictated. I don’t feel
guilty when I choose to meditate or
study rather than taking on new pro-
jects or going to official meetings. I
choose different sorts of meetings with
other people (of any age) focused on
the spiritual topics which now engross
my mind.

For someone focused primarily on
the outer life, aging is not a very agree-
able process. But if one is focused on
the inner life, it holds many promises.
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taxi, or an ambulance from
Pondicherry, and on Pondicherry hos-
pitals for qualified medical help.”
Ellen wryly confirms Sourya’s obser-
vations. Not too long ago she suffered
severe burns. The doctor couldn’t
come and advised her to call a taxi. A
friend helped out, but “without her I
might have died,” she says.

An old-age

or nursing home

Is an old-age home the solution?
Without exception, all the people
interviewed by Auroville Today
responded to this question with a cate-
gorical ‘No!” Old-age homes are
judged to be isolating places while on
the contrary, a mixing of all age
groups is seen as essential. “In India,
in the old joint-family situations, the
elderly took care of the grandchildren
while the children went to work.
Likewise in Auroville, a system of col-
lective housing would create the nec-
essary interactive unity among differ-
ent age groups. That, and the fact that
people should continue to contribute
their work to this community till they
really no longer are able to, would
guarantee a social interaction,” judges
Kamla. But she feels that a proper
nursing home, a facility where one can
take care of the elderly in periods of
convalescence after illness, is essen-
tial. Plans for a small nursing home
with 24-hour service are ready, but the
project lacks funds.(?) Nergez too
strongly feels the need for “a good
holistic nursing home” where all
approaches to healing are welcome.

An age limit

for joining Auroville

Is the lack of miedical and social care a
reason to advise elderly people not to
come to Auroville? “No, not at all,”
objects Kamla. “Older people are very
important. They no longer have the
turbulence of the youth but they con-
tribute instead a mature life experi-
ence. If we would not invite them to
become Aurovilian, we would not be
following the Charter of Auroville.
But they should only come if they

Hitchiking her way: Nergez on the back of Thanajayan's motorbike

have an inner or higher reason to do
so. Auroville certainly is not for those
who want to enjoy ‘a well-deserved
rest’ after their retirement! They
would not be sufficiently motivated to
stand the climate and the hard material
conditions!” Inner growth and spiritu-
al focus can mitigate the often harsh
outward conditions.
“The attraction of Auroville,” says
Krishna, “is for the deeper things of
life. Here you are introduced not only
to the writings of Sri Aurobindo and
The Mother, which you keep studying
as a matter of course and with increas-
ing interest, but there is also the rich
interaction with so many other seekers
— I consider every Aurovilian a seeker
— which is a great benefit. From the
spiritual point of view (after all we are
a spiritual project) the 24 years spent
in Auroville have given me a deepen-
ing involvement. We would certainly
have missed out on a large part of our
inner development if we had lived our
lives elsewhere.” It is a statement with
which the interviewed wholeheartedly
agree. “I cannot express how very
thankful I am to the Divine for bring-
ing me here in my late fifties!” says
Nergez. Ursula sums it up for all of
them: “We came for the ideal, and it
has become part of us.”

Carel and Tineke

Based on interviews with Kamla and
Krishna Tewari, Ellen Tessloff, Ursula
Mack, Nergez Pesikaka, Ilse
Breijman and Erica Schumacher.

(1) Jnana yoga: the Path of Knowledge
aiming at the realization of the unique
and supreme self by the method of
intellectual reflection. Bhakti yoga:
the Path of Devotion, aiming at
supreme love and bliss through adora-
tion and self-offering. Karma Yoga:
the Path of Works, aiming at the dedi-
cation of every human activity fo the
Supreme Will. Hatha Yoga: selects the
body and vital functionings as its
instruments of perfection and realiza-
tion.

(2) For more information on the nurs-
ing home write to Anamika, Gaia,
Auroville 605101, Tamil Nadu, or
email Anamika@Auroville.org.in
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