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Mother said many times: “Whoever gets my touch, whoever has a second of true aspiration, true love for me, he is fin-
ished for life, for all lives — he is bound to me. I have put a golden chain round his neck, his heart is bound eternally to 
me.”

It is a thing nobody can see, you yourselves don’t see; but it is a fact, it is there. The golden chain is there within your 
heart. Wherever you go, you drag that chain, it is a lengthening chain. However far you may go, it is an elastic chain, it 
goes on lengthening, but never snaps. In hours of difficulty, in hours of doubt and confusion in your life, you have that 
within you to support you. If you are conscious of it, so much the better; if you are not conscious, believe that it is there. 
The Mother’s love, Her Presence is there always.

Sri Nolini Kanta Gupta (to the final-year students of the Higher Course on October 26, 1976)
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T H E   E D I T O R S '   P A G E 

I
n this issue we cover two reunions — both 
were held in June this year. One, in Nor-
mandie, France, saw a getting together of 
a number of ex-students from Europe and 

elsewhere. The other gathering was of devotees 
and sadhaks in the US and some invitees — the 
annual All USA Meet — in which some ex-stu-
dents participated. The reports and photographs 
of the two reunions, when juxtaposed, throw up 
interesting similarities and differences.       

The Normandie reunion seems, in some ways, 
like a family picnic: ex-students of varied age-
groups, some with their children, all united by 
their common Ashram background, enjoy a re-
laxed, happy week-end. There is the joy and peace 
of being in a beautiful spot in the midst of Nature, 
there is a fond remembering of School days, there 
are also meditative, concentrated moments. The 
key notes seem to be: bonding and nostalgia. What 
seems to bring this group together is a shared past.

The US meet, on the other hand, seems like a 
gathering of seekers trying to better understand 
the path to follow, to better understand the world 
in Their light. It too is set in beautiful natural sur-
roundings, it has the walks on the beach and the 
cultural activities and the games of basketball, 
but through it all the primary intent seems to be 
of furthering the spiritual quest. What seems to 
unite this group is a shared vision for the future.

We all like coming together — for renewing 
the family bonds so to speak, for remembering 
the old times and catching up on current news. 
Naturally given our special heritage these events 
have their deeper moments when, one might say, 
there is a reinforcing of the inner golden chain. 
But that doesn’t always seem to be the focus of 
our get-togethers. Isn’t it time then that our re-
unions went one step further? Can they become 
occasions to rekindle the fires of aspiration, to 
resolve to work for Their vision, and actually to 
take up responsibilities, appropriate to our varied 
skills and interests, for the furtherance of Their 
work — in us and in the world?

Maybe it is still early days when it comes to 
organised ex-student reunions. That they happen 
at all is thanks to the energy and enthusiasm of 
those who organise them. People are also becom-
ing increasingly conscious of the need to give our 
reunions a stronger focus. and some ex-students 
present at the Tapovan reunion did express this 
need. Regan ’88H and Mounnou ’69 felt that such 
reunions should not simply bring us closer to each 
other, they should also serve in bringing us closer 
to Her. And in the article on the reunion Vibha ’83 
and Vilas ’70 speak about saying goodbye to happy 
“nostalgie” and working towards the future.

Our get-togethers — be they class get-togeth-
ers, or the grand get-togethers that have been held 
here in Pondy — all reflect our character as ex-
students. Can’t they reflect our commitment to 
Their cause? Let us come together — but with a 
purpose. 

We have also included in this issue a talk on Ash-
ram Hindi given by Anurupa ’86 and Tanaya ’86 
when they were leaving Knowledge nearly twenty 
years ago. The talk looks into this unique tongue 
that evolved in the Ashram and was in wide-
spread use among students at that point. It analy-
ses the different languages that contributed to 
the khichdi that is Ashram Hindi, its grammatical 
structure, its vocabulary, the context in which it 
was spoken, and its characteristic idioms and dis-
tinctive flavour. 

The talk is unusual and interesting in that it 
tries to make an objective, though informal study 
of an aspect of Ashram student-life which was 
unique, though it was taken quite for granted.

Our Ashram is an unusual community in 
many ways — its economics, its social relations, 
its hierarchies (or maybe the lack of them), its de-
mographics are all features which we never think 
twice about but which will make for fascinating 
studies. They will also make for interesting arti-
cles for The Golden Chain. Any budding sociolo-
gists out there? 
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P O S T   B O X

AVOID GROUPISM

I will raise a murmur of pro-
test against the last issue’s (May 
2005) editorial page on The 
Golden Chain Fraternity. Why 
only a “murmur” and not “take 
strong objections”? Because I 
myself am an ex-student and 
closely linked with The Golden 
Chain magazine. But self-criti-
cism, according to me, is the 
best way to progress, and so I 
bring into focus two apparently 
pleasant statements made by 
an editor which have become 
unpleasant by their very stat-
ing: (1) We (that is, The Golden 
Chain Fraternity or more sim-
ply called, the ex-students of the 
Ashram School) belong to that 
group of “sun-eyed children of 
a marvellous dawn” — I com-
plete the half-quote from Sav-
itri. (2) We have no samskaras 
to be erased as opposed to the 
poor guys who come from out-
side with “a baggage of tradi-
tions and beliefs which have to 
be left behind to walk on this 
path”.

My objection to the first 
quote can perhaps be brushed 
away by the editor saying that 
it was “just quoted like that and 
not really meant to be taken 
seriously”. But the word “just” 
or the attitude implied, is what 
makes all the difference. It is like 
saying to the “others” who are 
sometimes equally interested in 
Sri Aurobindo and the Mother, 
if not more, “You know, we are 
‘just’ superior to you. But don’t 
take our words seriously.” It is 
sheer naiveté if the editor thinks 
that her words are not going to 
ruffle anybody. As it is, there is 
plenty of hostility against ex-
students in general. Why add 
more fuel to these embers of 
hate? 

Secondly, I was shocked to 
know (I should actually be very 
pleased) that I, as a member of 
the Fraternity, had no “sams-
karas to erase”. There is a certain 
obvious truth about it in the 
sense that we “start with a clean 
slate”. We have repeated this of-
ten enough and we all know the 
advantages of a new beginning. 
But that gives us only a progres-
sive disposition and produces a 
conducive environment when 
many of us are into it. It does 
not resolve the basic issues of 
Yoga. In other words, we don’t 
turn into supermen or overmen 
by the very fact of studying at 
the Ashram School. What about 
the subconscient “baggage” 
that all of us carry, no matter 
where we come from? Have we 

got rid of that? What about the 
great symbolic battle of the fu-
ture that the Mother wants us 
to fight?  Has that battle begun 
earnestly? My objection could 
again be met by saying, “Oh, 
now, you are getting into yogic 
abstractions.” But what else can 
we get into if not Yoga, when we 
speak of these things? It is here 
that I want to pull the editor to 
ground level and say, “Let us 
be more humble in these mat-
ters and let us recognise our 
strengths as well as our weak-
nesses.” In any case, it is wrong 
to pat ourselves on the back so 
enthusiastically.

Incidentally, one great weak-
ness with us, is that it takes us 
often a very long time to make a 
definite choice in life, because of 
the wonderful conditions we en-
joy here. The choice is often in-
built, but still it takes a long time 
to realise it as such. One great ad-
vantage with people who come 
to the Ashram from outside is 
that they do make a choice, a 
very decisive one, without which 
they could not have broken away 
from their moorings. And when 
they come here, they often find 
us the very opposite of what 
they expected us to be. Not that 
what they say matters to us, but 
still, it is a point of view which 
should not be neglected. Nor, do 
I think, it makes a big difference 
to Yoga in the long run, because 
finally everybody seems to get 
his or her due share of human 
impossibilities. 
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WE WELCOME YOUR FEEDBACK.
Please send your correspondence to: The Golden 
Chain, Sri Aurobindo Ashram P.O., Pondicherry 
605002 or email it to us at: goldenchain@vsnl.net
Published letters may be edited for reasons of 
space, clarity and civility.

Lastly, we seem to have for-
gotten that the old guard of 
sadhaks who came here in the 
twenties and thirties, the solid 
and venerable pillars of the 
Ashram — Nolini, Pavitra, Am-
rita, Dyuman, etc —  all came 
from outside carrying plenty 
of luggage and yet they stood 
firm and built the foundations 
of the Ashram, of course, with 
the help and support of Sri Au-
robindo and the Mother. 

I take the opportunity to 
draw the attention of The Gold-
en Chain Fraternity to look be-
yond self-complacent defini-
tions. We have plenty of things 
to learn from everybody even if 
they don’t have much to learn 
from us. In any case, the real 
Teachers are Sri Aurobindo and 
the Mother and not any group 
which claims the right under-
standing of their teachings. 
The fact that we have survived 
and acted as a group is surely 
to our credit, but let us avoid 
groupism. 

Let us make the magazine 
readable to all who are inter-
ested in Sri Aurobindo and 
the Mother, and even to other 
sympathetic or like-minded 
groups. There is a place for spe-
cific group interests which unite 
us, but let us also address other 
readers who have not grown 
up here.  I understand we don’t 
want to start a newspaper for all 
and sundry, but neither do we 
want to convey the impression 
that “These Golden Chain peo-
ple are mostly talking to each 
other, or rather, basking in their 
own imagined glory.” 

I close my letter with an 

apology if I have hurt the feel-
ings of the above mentioned 
editor, who otherwise is doing a 
commendable job and deserves 
full appreciation. It is only when 
her enthusiasm goes beyond the 
bounds of discretion that I re-
serve the right to grumble.

Raman Reddy ’75
Pondicherry

Dear Raman,
You seem to have totally 

missed the point of the editorial 
of the last issue. The key words of 
the piece were “head start” and 
“responsibility”. You have gone 
off at a tangent, arguing about 
comparisons which I have not 
made. 

The expression “sun-eyed 
children” was not used in any 
loose sense. I meant every word 
of it. This was told to all of us 
every single year as long as I was 
in the school by all our teachers. 
They repeated it every new ses-
sion, adding, “You are the future, 
you are the ones through whom 
the new consciousness is going to 
work.” We knew that a great re-
sponsibility was being placed in 
our hands and that we had to live 
up to that expectation.

The “samskaras” of which I 
spoke were only the mental bag-
gage that we acquire as we grow 
up. I did not mean “samskaras” 
of past lives, which is why I took 
care to mention a “way of think-
ing”. Also, I have never said that 
we have nothing to learn from 
those who come from outside. 
One would have to be a total 
moron to say that. Not only were 
the early sadhaks, “the venerable 
pillars”, from the outside world 

but actually the Mother and Sri 
Aurobindo were also from that 
self-same outside world. 

I am very much aware of 
the hostile feelings some people 
have for the former students. 
Fortunately this is limited only 
to Pondicherry and most people 
who are living outside are not 
even aware of it. I dismiss this 
hatred as sibling rivalry. It hap-
pens in biological families, it can 
happen in a spiritual family. It is 
something which is at the level of 
emotions and not of ideas there-
fore trying to explain it will lead 
us nowhere. So let us not give it 
more space than it deserves. I am 
sure that if I said that there is no 
sun in our eyes and that we are 
blind and ignorant, it is not going 
to make those who dislike us run 
and embrace us.

The question is not “Can we 
become supermen just by having 
been students of the School?” The 
real question is “Can we become 
ordinary people, who have the 
same goals in life as people any-
where in the world, after having 
been exposed to such an extraor-
dinary education?” A very large 
number of our alumni live and 
work in the outside world and we 
often feel that all our energy goes 
away in just fighting the battle of 
survival. Feeling spiritually supe-
rior to anyone is very far from our 
minds. The real problem is that 

continued on page 11...
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T Ê T E   À   T Ê T E

SUN: So, Michael, can you tell us something 
about how you came to know of the Mother and 
Sri Aurobindo and how you came to Pondicherry 
in the first place?

MIC: Sure. I was 17 years old in 1960. So I 
hit the 60s in the United States head on and in 
the course of things I got interested in Eastern 
spirituality and decided that at some point I was 
going to go and pursue this seriously. And that’s 
what happened. As for how I got to Mother and 
Sri Aurobindo, it’s a funny story. Basically, I was 
trying to get to India and stay out of Vietnam. I 
finished school and was ripe to be drafted into 
the army, so to avoid that, I decided to join the 
Peace Corps which, back in those days, was send-
ing volunteers to India. I signed up too. I joined 
this programme only to come to India. I wasn’t 
interested in teaching…. This was an agriculture 
extension programme. They were planning to go 
to Bengal and Assam and teach the farmers how 
to grow three rice crops in a year instead of two, 
which was not a subject very dear to my heart. 
But what happened was that in the middle of 
the programme, I discovered that I had a legiti-
mate physical excuse that would keep me out of 
the army, something I wasn’t even aware of. As 
soon as I learnt about that, I promptly quit the 
Peace Corps and decided to come to India on my 
own. I had become friendly with some people 
who stayed on in the programme and eventually 
went to West Bengal to join the Peace Corps Ser-
vice. We corresponded a little, not often, during 
the two years that they were in service, and when 
they finished, before they came back to the United 
States, they travelled a bit in India. And one of the 
places they came to was Pondicherry, where they 
apparently came planning to visit for a weekend 

and ended up spending about six months. And I 
knew that they were in Pondicherry and they had 
mentioned something about Mother. But it was 
just very casual. Meanwhile, I was actually more 
interested in Zen Buddhism and so was preparing 
to go to Japan at that point and join a Zen monas-
tery. I had fixed the date that I was going to leave. 
About a month before this date, these guys came 
back from India. Their home was not very far 
from where I was staying at that time and I went 
to visit them. And what happened was very, very, 
interesting, because we spent an evening together 
and these guys had liked the Ashram….

SUN: Which year was that?
MIC: This was 1968. They had been impressed 

by the Ashram but they never went back. But in 
the course of spending this evening with them I 
can only say that something absolutely palpable 
came through them and totally zapped me. I 
mean, it was really like Mother reached through 
them and said, “Come to Pondicherry.” So much 
so, so radically, that by the next morning, I had 
completely changed my plans, and I said, “Well, 
I’m going to go to Pondicherry and if it’s not what 
I want, I’ll go off to Japan from there.” You know, 
this was ’68 and I wanted to move around very 
freely. On their advice I wrote to Udar and asked 
him to ask Mother if I could come. And I got an 
answer that mainly said “I presented your letter to 
Mother and Mother said, ‘You can come but if it’s 
a monastery you are interested in, then this is not 
the place for you. But you can come.’” So I went 
and obviously I never went to Japan. 

SUN: Which month or year was that?
MIC: I arrived in August 1968.
SUN: And you waited until January of ’69?
MIC: I waited until January. I started having 

A Chat with Michael Zelnick
Michael, an American Aurovilian, works at “Quiet”, a healing centre. In the 1970s he was one of the 

most popular teachers of “Knowledge” and was also in charge of the Young Boys’ Boarding. Sunayana ’79 
spoke to him about the days he had spent at the Ashram. We have often spoken to former students. For a 
change, we thought of speaking to a former teacher.
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some inner contact with Mother and decided that 
I wanted to join the Ashram. I wrote and I said 
that I wanted to join the Ashram. At that point 
Mother said, “Come and see me.” So, that was the 
first time I saw her. 

SUN: After you saw Mother in January of ’69, 
you decided to settle down.

MIC: Well, I had decided to settle down, and it 
was a question of whether she would allow me to 
join the Ashram.

SUN: And she said “Yes”?
MIC: She said “Yes” and I stayed.
SUN: So, what did you do at first? 
MIC: I started out working as a proof-reader 

at the Press, because my educational background 
was in English literature. I could read, so they put 
me in the Press as a proof-reader and I did that 
with Leena Dowsett. And we used to proof-read 
together in the afternoons. So that was what I did 
for the first couple of years.

SUN: At what point did you start teaching?
MIC: I worked in the Press until probably Au-

gust ’69. I was quite happy proof-reading and I 
enjoyed the work. I was proof-reading at the Press 

and one day, I just got the feeling that I should 
offer my services to the School, which I had no in-
terest in previously, but it came like an intimation. 
So I wrote to Kireet and asked him if they would 
be interested in having me teach at the School. I 
told him that I had some teaching experience in 
the United States. I actually had a teaching certifi-
cate in the United States and he said that: “Well, 
I’ll ask Mother but, you know, if you have had 
teaching experience, she won’t want you for the 
School.” But I said, “Kireet, I got fired from the 
only teaching job I ever had.” He said “Then it’ll 
probably be all right.” It’s true! So he went and 
asked Mother and she said, “All right.” So that was 
how I started teaching.

SUN: At what level?
MIC: I always taught in the Higher Course.
SUN: You taught for about how many years?
MIC: I actually taught for eight years. I started 

in ’70 and stopped probably in late ’77.
SUN: What memories do you have of that? I 

mean, how do you remember it now?
MIC: It was sadhana! It was sadhana actually. 

I found it very interesting. I am in touch with a 

Michael with the boys of his boarding. Back Row (l to r): Moloy, Aditya, Kanu, Vinay, Kanhaiya and Anirban (Budo). Front Row (l to r): Arindam, Michael, Ajit 
Reddy, ?, Debashish Haldar.
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lot of my students. Of course, I was in charge of 
the boarding. I see these guys around and we get 
together from time to time. We are good friends. I 
have the profound satisfaction of being told many, 
many times by people that it was very important 
for them, and that I was a great teacher, and that 
the exposure really changed them. First of all, I 
was really struggling against major obstacles, and 
not achieving too much. But a lot of people insist 
that they got a lot out of it. 

Quite a few students who I worked with not 
only completed their studies in India but went on 
to school in America or elsewhere and did bril-
liantly well. And I said, “Wow! What do you make 
of that?” I was coming out of a much more rigor-
ous intellectual background and training and tra-
dition. And you know what you guys were used 
to…. It was very difficult.

SUN: In Knowledge, as we could choose who 
we wanted to study with, the 1st year students 
would always ask those who were already there 
what it was like with such-and-such a teacher. 
And there was always a very good feed-back 
about you. They said, “You must absolutely join 
Michael’s class, if you want to do something won-
derful. Don’t miss the opportunity.”

MIC: As I said, I don’t know how much value 
it has in itself, at this point in my life. I proba-
bly think less of it now than I did then. What I 
brought to the students that I worked with was 
a more intellectually demanding approach than 
they were used to. What finally came out between 
the other influences and that was, all put to-
gether, something worthwhile. If I had had them 
all to myself I would probably have spoilt them. 
Kanu, for example, who was in my boarding, and 
we have stayed friends over the years, said, “You 
were the first person that actually demanded that 
I think about that. And that changed my way of 
being.” So, it was an influence among many. I am 
convinced that it was positive. 

SUN: The fact that your students were Indians 
studying English or American literature, did that 
in any way make it more difficult or easier? 

MIC: I don’t know…. I don’t have much to 
compare it with. Most of the teaching I did except 
for a brief job in America from which I got fired, 

was in the Ashram School.
SUN: Did you start looking after the boarding 

at the same time as you were teaching?
MIC: It was pretty close. Actually, this is an-

other funny story…. I had been living from the 
time I came to the Ashram, until that point, at 
Parc-à-Charbon. I have to tell you that I had al-
ways been pretty much of a loner. I am much 
more comfortable in my own company than with 
lots of people around. I did not seek out groups 
and social scenes. I was living in Parc-à-Charbon 
in semi-dormitory conditions for a year and a 
half, which was stressful. And it so happened that 
there was an apartment becoming free, that I had 
been promised. It was a beautiful apartment on 
the Beach Road, a first-floor apartment with a 
beautiful view of the sea, and I was lusting for it. 
I was not only going to be in my own space, but a 
beautiful space to boot. About a week before I was 
supposed to move, Kireet came along and asked 
me if I would like to look after the Young Boys’ 
Boarding. And I can tell you it was the last thing 
I would have been interested in; not appealing to 
me at all. But being an idealistic young sadhak 
at that time, if Kireet said “Would you like to do 
this?” I took it as coming directly from Mother 
and said “Oh, sure, I would be happy to.” And 
there, that was it. And I didn’t have privacy again 
for about ten years!

SUN: You looked after a boarding for ten years!
MIC: Eight years. Seven, eight years.
SUN: So about ’78 you must have left the 

boarding and the School.
MIC: I don’t have my years exactly. I know 

that I came out to Auroville in January ’79. And I 
was in an apartment in Pondy for, at least, a year 
before that.

SUN: And how was the boarding experience?
MIC: (laughs) It was such an amazing clash of 

two cultures, for them as well as for me. 
SUN: Do you have any special moments…?
MIC: Oh, I have lots of special moments. I 

think it was one of the really great times in my 
life. I had a very good time. I have a very sweet 
contact with almost all the boys that were in the 
boarding. We are still friends; it’s always very, very, 
nice to see them in get-togethers.… 
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What made you decide to put up an exhibition 
on the pre-1950 photographs of the Mother?

There has been an increasing demand at the 
Archives for good quality photographs of the 
Mother and Sri Aurobindo for use in books, jour-
nals, CDs, films, cards, messages and for making 
photographic prints etc. Very 
often researchers also want 
to know when and where the 
photographs were taken and 
the sources of information 
we used to draw our conclu-
sions. So we strongly felt that 
it was time we carried out a 
thorough, systematic and se-
rious research at the Archives 
before many of the images got 
too faded. We decided that 
the work would be stored in 
a digital catalogue. By digital 
cataloguing, I mean scanning 
digitally all the important im-
ages at high resolution and 
creating a computer database 
with all relevant information 
so that one can retrieve the required image and 
information with a few simple keystrokes.

We also felt that the work would be incom-
plete if we did not digitally improve or restore the 
image quality. Once this was done, it would be 
easy and convenient to consistently give out high 
quality photographs just by the click of a button.

This was the idea with which the work started. 
It was also necessary to actually archive the imag-
es. Once they are there in digital form, they do not 
get affected by insects or by the climate, the way 
analogue photographs are. They do not discolour 
with time or loose in quality when duplicated. 
This means that even if we transfer the digital im-
ages from one media to another, over say the next 

one hundred years, the colour or quality would 
still be as good as when the original scans were 
made. So archiving also played a major role in our 
decision-making. 

After we worked on the images, when the first 
digital prints came out, we were so happy with 

the results that we thought we 
should share this joy with friends 
and devotees in the form of an 
exhibition. This was what made 
me decide to put up the exhibi-
tion. 

How do you propose to imple-
ment your project of catalogu-
ing and restoration?

We have divided the pho-
tographs of Sri Aurobindo and 
the Mother into three broad 
chronological categories.

1. The pre-1950 photo-
graphs.

2. The April 1950 photo-
graphs taken by Cartier-Bres-
son. 

3. The post-April 1950 photographs of the 
Mother taken by Ashram photographers and oth-
ers. This is the largest category by far.

Each category will have two parts:
1. Preparation of a digital image catalogue.
2. Restoration of the images.
We started with the pre-1950 photographs 

of Sri Aurobindo. An exhibition of those photo-
graphs  was put up in August 2003. Concentrated 
work on the Mother’s photographs began at the 
end of 2003. The first step was to do research and 
find out how many pre-1950 photographs of the 
Mother were in existence. 

You have to know that there are no original 
negatives of the Mother’s photographs of the 

Picture Perfect
We ask Kiran ’72 about the exhibition he organized in February 2005 of the Mother’s pre-1950 

photographs and sketches and the larger work of digitizing and cataloguing these images.
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pre-1950 period. No original negatives! Whatever 
is there are prints. So, most of the photographs 
available today are copies of copies, or second or 
third generation copies of the original pictures. 
So we are obviously lacking certain details which 
the original photographs would have. My endeav-
or was to go back to the earliest known prints in 
existence, get them scanned at the highest resolu-
tion and then clean them up and restore them.

So where did you get the photos? Some of them 
are extremely rare, never before seen photos. 
Did you already know that they existed, or did 
you have to trace them out?

The Archives itself had quite a few of the early 
photographs, but our collection was in no way 
complete. We got a lot of help from Pranab-da, 
who is the chief custodian of most of the im-

ages of Sri Aurobindo and the Mother in the 
Ashram. Then, both Janine and Pourna, — the 
granddaughters of the Mother — gave us copies 
of some original prints. A few of them were to-
tally new to us! Tara was also forthcoming with 
whatever photographs or information we want-
ed. And lastly, there was a surprise discovery by 
Maria Christa about the Mother’s group photo at 

the Académie Julien! She too handed over a copy 
to the Archives. In this way we kept on enquir-
ing and updating our collection up to the last two 
weeks before the exhibition!

Whenever we got photographs, we also en-
quired about relevant information such as where 
and when they were taken, who were the people 
in the photographs and so on. Once we had ob-
tained all the information we could get, the pho-
tographs were numbered, catalogued and scanned 
at high resolution. 

How many pre-1950 photographs of the Mother 
are there?

We have sixty-six pre-1950 photographs of the 
Mother. Of these thirty five belong to the period 
when she was in France, twenty-two were taken in 
Japan and nine were taken in Pondicherry. It was 

forbidden to take photographs 
of the Mother in those early 
days in Pondicherry. Whatever 
exists today are nine shots taken 
from far, without the Mother’s 
knowledge. Some of these were 
later shown to her and the one 
where she is seen getting ready 
to enter a car was even distrib-
uted to a few disciples!

Apart from the photo-
graphs, we have copies of seven 
of the Mother’s sketches done 
in France, most of them by 
Henri Morisset. There is also 
one self-portrait done in Ja-
pan and six self-sketches done 
in Pondicherry. Altogether, it 
makes eighty images of the 
Mother before 1950. 

Do you think there are still 
some more photographs of the pre-1950 period 
that we have not yet seen?

Yes. I have been told of some of them. Have 
I seen them?  Only one, but it is in a very poor 
condition. Some people to whom I have talked 
about these rare photographs say that they are 
with people who are now no more in touch with 
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the Ashram. Some names have been given. So 
now it is a question of time and trying to contact 
the individuals, to see whether they can give us 
the photographs. We have to get a proper lead and 
follow it up. We will keep on trying to make our 
collection complete.

How was the restoration work done?
Most of the originals are chit-pad-size prints 

that have faded over the past eight or ten decades. 
Many are marred with scratches and blemishes. 

The first thing we did after we made high resolu-
tion digital scans of the photographs was to keep 
a master copy of all these scans — an untouched 
digital image of the original print. These scans 
will not to be touched so that we always have an 
exact copy of the original.

The untouched master-copy is valuable in 
two ways: in case the original print is ever lost, 
we still have an exact copy of it; and the master-
copy serves as the standard against which we can 
check all subsequent restoration work done on 

AN EXHIBITION TO REMEMBER

Sujata Jauhar ’84

In February 2005 Kiran Kakad and his team 
from the Archives presented a beautiful exhi-
bition of Mother’s photographs, taken prior to 
1950. Many of them were very rare, or never 
seen before. Starting with Her childhood and 
leading up to the early years in the Ashram, 
there were photographs of Her through these 
years about which she has sometimes spoken. 
Mother with colleagues in the Académie Julien 
where She studied art, Mother with a rela-
tive, with little André, with Her sisters-in-law, 
Mother in Algiers and so many others that viv-
idly brought into focus a part of Her life about 
which we have only heard Her speak. This was 
part of the fascination the exhibition held for 
me.

 There was also the excellence in every detail 
that created an ambiance so pleasing aestheti-
cally that I came away with a feeling of deep sat-
isfaction. Captions and quotations were chosen  
thoughtfully and placed so that each photo had 
an aura all its own. The subdued use of flow-
ers that quietly added their sweet artistry to the 
exhibition, the alchemy of Sunil-da’s music, the 
neatness visible in every detail: all these were 
evidence to me of an effort to achieve a certain 
level of perfection. 

With a very few exceptions, the photos were 
all large and clear, each one carefully set in a 
separate frame. There were 98 images in all, es-

pecially enlarged and printed in Chennai for the 
occasion. It took three years of arduous work 
cataloguing, cleaning, and restoring to bring the 
prints up to standard.

When asked how he recovered the rare pic-
tures, he says that most of them came from the 
Mother’s granddaughters, Pourna and Janine, 
whose help he had sought while doing the re-
search work. Owing to that he unearthed some 
rare gems. Like a sleuth on a trail, he had to fol-
low leads to trace a print here, a picture there. 
Some of them came to him as late as two weeks 
before D-day.

Of course, Kiran has worked closely with a 
team to bring out this exhibition. Representing 
a wide range of skills, his team was there to assist 
him to classify, catalogue, digitally enhance the 
images, sort and write. All the material he gath-
ered in his extensive research, has been pains-
takingly annotated, catalogued and digitized; 
captions and quotations have been gathered 
over months, after exhaustive reading. Down-
sizing this voluminous material to strictly rel-
evant passages alone must have required hours 
of thought; then typing, proofing, printing each 
passage — a laborious process. 

Stepping back into the exhibition in my 
memory, I recollect a sense of deep wonder, 
calm, fascination. The halls are charged with 
a pervading presence and silence. I wonder if 
all this labour and beauty should lie in stor-
age, and not be out instead, creating a world of 
enchantment.   
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the image. In other words, we can always check 
to make sure we have not distorted or falsified the 
look and feel of the original.

After storing (“archiving”) the master copy, a 
second working copy was made on our comput-
er. It was on these files that we started working 
painstakingly. Using Photoshop, the popular soft-
ware, every little scratch and blemish was careful-
ly removed and the image considerably improved, 
without in any way altering the features of the 
people in them. The tonal balance and contrast of 
the photos was also improved, so that they looked 
really good, sharp, natural — as close to the origi-
nal as possible. Our approach was a conservative 
one. We did only what was necessary — no more 
— so that the photographs were not falsified in 
any way. The only liberty we took was when the 
Mother was in a group or with someone. Here we 
made a close up of her and sometimes modified 
the background to make the whole image look 
aesthetic and natural. This is an accepted and 
common practice.

It was a back-breaking job that took us a very 
long time to complete — a month or two for each 
photograph. But now we have brought all the im-
ages to a certain standard of beauty and perfec-
tion. We can of course still work on them and im-
prove them further digitally, depending on time 
and disposition.

Previously, each and every photograph that 
was printed was touched up manually for scratch-
es and blemishes. So if fifty prints were made for 
sale, each one of them had to be touched up. How 
much time and energy used to go into that! Now 
that is unnecessary. We spent three years doing 
this work at the Archives. Now anybody who 
wants a photograph can get it and the quality is 
always there. That is the whole advantage.

Were there any difficult moments, moments 
when you felt Mother’s help carrying you 
through?

Yes, especially towards the end, when the exhi-
bition date was nearing. In the last three or four 
months when I felt that it may not be possible to 
complete the work in time, I started going to the 
department early in the morning at 6 am, and 

used to stay there very often till around 9 pm, 
with a break for breakfast, lunch and dinner. I was 
spending all the time I could and yet there were 
serious bottlenecks and it still appeared we may 
not be able to put up the exhibition in time. Then, 
suddenly, as an answer to an ardent call, things 
started falling into place and the bottlenecks were 
cleared swiftly. It was the same with some of the 
rare photographs which did not come till the very 
last moment. One fine morning fourteen days 
before the exhibition and after most of the work 
had been done, I got a surprise e-mail with three 
photographs of the Mother. Then, two or three 
days later, I got a CD with new photographs of the 
Mother. By then we had only ten days left.

Yes, there were a few moments of grave appre-
hension as to whether we will be able to make it 
in time, but She saw us through without having to 
compromise anywhere

The quotations, photo-captions and other 
write-ups at the exhibition were most appro-
priate and interesting. How did you go about 
collecting this information?

To make the exhibition living, interesting and 
meaningful, it was imperative to find appropri-
ate write-ups to go along with the corresponding 
photographs. Two quotations were the guiding 
principle for the write-ups:

The Mother has said: “Do not ask questions 
about the details of the material existence of this 
body; they are in themselves of no interest and 
must not attract attention.” 

Sri Aurobindo has also said: “The Divine puts 
on an appearance of humanity, assumes the out-
ward human nature in order to tread the path and 
show it to human beings, but does not cease to be 
the Divine. It is a manifestation that takes place, a 
manifestation of a growing divine consciousness, 
not human turning into divine. The Mother was 
inwardly above the human even in childhood….” 

I therefore decided to put only appropriate writ-
ings on the Mother’s spiritual experiences and Sad-
hana about the time the photographs were taken. It 
was in this light that we went through a number of 
books collecting passages wherever possible, from 
the Mother’s or Sri Aurobindo’s writings. The 
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write-up process itself took us a very long time. 
There was so much material that we had to elimi-
nate three-fourths of it and include only the most 
relevant extracts. For an exhibition, you know, one 
cannot put too much reading material; you have 
to strike the right balance with the photographs. 
The idea was to give a fulfilling and memorable 
experience, both for the mind and the soul. 

It must have been really tough to put up such a 
major exhibition.

It certainly was, but it would not have been 
possible without team work. Although I did the 
co-ordination, research, printing etc., many oth-
er persons played a key role: Hardie Mohanty 
helped me in the first phase of the write-up; Kati 
Widmer did an excellent job of cataloguing and 
image enhancement using the Photoshop pro-
gram. I must have stretched Bob’s patience with 
my compilation of write-ups at the last minute. 
He did an admirable job of editing, proof-reading 
and offering valuable suggestions. And of course, 
I knew I could depend on Chaitanya for the fi-
nal print-outs and all computer-related activities. 
There were also many others from the Archives 

without whose help this kind of exhibition would 
not have been possible. I must say we formed a 
very informal and harmonious team to put up 
this exhibition. And then of course there were 
those who helped to actually physically put it up. 
There also we had a very nice team. On the whole 
it was both fun and a challenge which led up to a 
fulfilling and gratifying experience.

Will it be possible to get copies of some of the 
exhibited photographs? 

A digital file containing the whole collection 
of our photographs has been handed over to the 
PED. They will make prints of the photographs 
selected by Pranab-da and these will be available 
for sale through Reception Service.

When is your next exhibition coming?
As part of one of our next projects at the Ar-

chives, I will be taking up the cataloguing and 
scanning of the photographs by Cartier-Bresson. 
When that work is completed, we hope to put up 
another exhibition. If circumstances permit and 
all goes as planned, then it could be sometime in 
2007. 

the spiritual truths with which we were brought up 
only remain in our minds and hearts and often we 
can not translate it into anything constructive and 
concrete. My editorial was written keeping this feel-
ing in mind. 

As for those who think that there is something 
wrong with “the Golden Chain people talking to 
each other” in the magazine, please ask them to look 
carefully at the cover. It clearly states that this is an 
alumni journal. It is the very purpose of an alumni 
journal to make it possible for all the members to 
talk to each other and keep in touch. It is when you 
speak about “basking in their own imagined glory” 
that I am really baffled. What is imagined? Is Binu-
da’s glory imagined or Parasmani’s glory imagined? 
Is the tsunami relief work imagined? Or is the glory 
of continuing education for adults imagined? Let 
me also inform you that the number of non-alumni 

readers of our magazine is growing with every issue. 
Even though this magazine is meant for the former 
students to keep in touch with their Alma Mater we 
are very pleased that others too find something in-
teresting in it. 

I think instead of arguing about who is superior 
to whom we should concentrate on the huge load 
of work at hand. Even as I write this our friends 
from the Shuddham Group have gone and started 
cleaning up Vaithikuppam, one of the dirtiest areas 
of Pondicherry. The time has come to act, to involve 
ourselves whole-heartedly to bring about Mother’s 
dream of a higher humanity into the reality of our 
everyday lives.

 Sunayana ’79
P.S.: I thank you for showing appreciation for 

my work for The Golden Chain. I too enjoy reading 
your well-researched articles on Ashram history. 

...continued from page 3
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C O V E R   S T O R Y 

Tapovan Reunion 2005 
In June this year an ex-student get-together was again held at Tapovan, the estate belonging 

to Kiran Vyas ’66 in Normandie, France. Vilas ’70 tells us about it.

O
nce again, the magical phrase “re-
union in Normandie” came to life at 
the end of June. Kiran Vyas was again 
most welcoming, in fact eager to re-

ceive us all. We sent out invitation letters to nearly 
a 100 ex-students and teachers, throwing the net 
far and wide, with the idea that as it was summer 
there would be many people from India and else-

where travelling to Europe who could time their 
holiday to fit in with the grand reunion. For ex-
ample, for Regan, it was a wonderful ‘coincidence’ 
that she had to come to Paris for work exactly the 
week after the planned get-together. This time 
there were also many new faces from the crop of 
ex-students who had come to France for further 
studies after Higher Course: Nagapraveen, Deepti 

Datla, Champak Reddy and others.
Everyone whom we had e-mailed 

was excited to learn that Gauri-di and 
Anjana(ben), two well-loved teachers 
would be there all the way from Pondy, and 
I knew that everyone would make a special 
effort to come because of that. 

On Saturday morning after breakfast 
we gathered in Salle Menuhin (so named in 
honour of the great violinist who had vis-
ited Tapovan for an ayurvedic cure); it is a 
high-roofed airy room (a converted barn!) 
with a beautiful wooden stage on which we 
had the immense fortune to see two excel-
lent performers of Kalaripayat. They not 
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only showed us some of the graceful exercises 
of their art, but also performed a contemporary 
dance piece with a young German dancer. We 
also had a glimpse into the mysteries of Kathakali 
from Michel Lestrehan, who has spent 20 years 
in India. As he came on the stage dressed in a 
lungi, one could easily imagine oneself in Pondy, 
just at the sight of that familiar casual dress of the 

South.
Kiran Vyas’s team — Chan-

tal, Pankaj, Falguni, Corinne and 
others had already made all the 
arrangements for lodging such a 
large crowd. For the rest, Hemu 
stepped in with a smooth i.e. in-

visible efficiency to organise help in the 
kitchen after meals for washing/drying. 
Kiran (my brother), Siddharth and Jy-
otindra took turns picking up those who 
came by train from Fecamp station.

All the meals this time were on a 
rather sumptuous scale as Kiran Vyas 
had invited a chef from Ahmedabad, 
Haribhai, who took great pleasure in 
greeting us every day with a beaming 
smile and ever-new dishes on an almost 
gargantuan menu.

Kiran Vyas took the new arrivals 
around Tapovan, which has grown since 
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our last visit, with many more facilities and new 
rooms, and more extensive gardens. In answer to 
someone’s query he told us an interesting story 
about how he came to buy this particular prop-
erty to create Tapovan. He said that Champak-
lal-ji, during his visit to Paris many years earlier, 
had told Kiran: “You should have a place in the 
country, with trees, cows, fresh butter….” At that 
time, Kiran thought it sounded like an impossible 
chimera as they were well settled in Paris with no 
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thought of expansion; however, he listened to what 
Champaklal-ji was saying, out of respect and love. 
Almost ten years later, when they had looked far 
and wide all over France and almost given up the 
idea, an artist friend recommended this farm in 
Normandie. They came down to have a look and 
Corinne took some photos of the farm; she is a 
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professional photographer, yet, somehow her film 
didn’t wind forward properly with the result that 
the last photo that she had taken — which was in 
Pondy — was super-imposed on the next photo, 
of the to-be Tapovan. The photograph taken in 
Pondy had the Mother’s symbol in it, and that 
symbol appeared on the Tapovan photo as an un-

intentional 

double exposure! With such a 
wonderful sign/seal for the new 
enterprise, Kiran said it was not 
hard to make a decision.

For the evening, Kiran Vyas 
had prepared for a huge bon-
fire, around which we would 

have a chanting of Sanskrit shlokas. Anxious eyes 
turned to an over-cast sky on Saturday after an 
almost Pondy-hot Friday, with even a few spots 
of rain. So we decided not to wait until too late 
at night for the bonfire. Mounnou, Mira, Falguni, 
Shaila and a few others recited the Devi stotra and 
Jishnu, the Shiva stotra. For me the most beauti-
ful part was at the end, when Mounnou recited 
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a shloka written by an Ash-
ram sadhak dedicated to Sri 
Aurobindo. She sang it very 
beautifully and the others 
joined in by repeating the 
lines after her. The chanting 

voices in the 
still evening 
air created a 
beautiful at-
mosphere.

Next came 
one of the 
most delight-
ful few mo-
ments of all: 
we all gath-
ered in the 
Salle Saraswa-

ti, a spacious room with Mother’s symbol painted 
on one wall. Here, after we had all introduced 
ourselves, the many children present treated us 
to something very special: first, an Irish dance by 
Emma (Shobha’s daughter). She was so light and 

agile, like a little fairy from an Irish folk tale. We 
were all enchanted by her graceful movements; 
she even taught a few steps to the rest of the chil-
dren, who joined in with gleeful chaos. Then 
Roxanne (Lopa’s daughter) sang a French song 

adorably, going on tip-toes to achieve perfection 
in her performance.

On Sunday after lunch Ashok Panda gave a 
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most fascinating presentation of the work he is 
doing with INTACH for the beautification of our 
beloved town, Pondicherry. It is a pity that many 
had left by then and missed this most interesting 
slide show.

For me personally, the most unforgettable mo-
ment was the collective meditation in the room 
where Sri Aurobindo’s relics are installed. I have 
sat there before for meditation on other visits, but 
this time I felt bathed in a powerful atmosphere 

of the presence of Sri Aurobindo. I was magically 
transported to the room in the Ashram where 
we sat to wait before going to the Mother on our 
birthdays. The atmosphere in the room was like 
a solid block of peace from which it was difficult 
to move.

As Regan and Mounnou both expressed at dif-

ferent times: this reunion will of course bring us 
closer to each other, but what we really want is 
that in the process we should grow closer to the 
Mother.

Here are some comments from some of those 
who attended:

Subhash : Tapovan is “a labour of love”, love 
for the Divine Mother. The event reminded us of 
the principal goal ahead of us and helped renew 

our commitment to it. For me, it was a 
moving experience and I could feel the 
Mother’s presence. You could not have 
selected a better venue for this than Ta-
povan. The special presence of Gauri-
di, Kalu-da and Sumitra-di made all 
the difference. We were very fortunate 
to have them amongst us.

Vibha: The one word that comes to 
mind is THANK YOU: To Kiran and 
his team for opening wide the doors of 
Tapovan to us all; to our teachers for 
being there, reminding us each one in 
his own way that all we need to remem-
ber is that we are Her children, and to 
everybody present for having made it, 

happy just being there.
For the next get-together, I personally feel 

that we should say a short goodbye to the happy 
“nostalgie” of the past and work towards the fu-
ture. We the children of the Mother, are adults as 
well, living out experiences rich in their diversity, 
in different parts of the world. So probably our 
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present could be offered to the alchemy of the at-
mosphere pervading these coming-togethers and 
see what happens.

Ajita: On behalf of all, I would like to thank 
Kiran Vyas (and his team) for offering Tapovan 
for our reunion once again. Many, many thanks 
for your warmth and hospitality, your kindness 
and generosity that made it possible for us to have 

our reunion in such a beautiful place.
Most reunions are of people who are in more 

or less the same age bracket. Our reunion had the 
whole range — from the first year of the school, 
1943, up to Priyamvada from year 2000. 

Hopefully we will all make the effort to cement 
and strengthen the bonds as we return to our dif-
ferent towns and cities. For me, the reunion re-
charged batteries deep within.

Indira: “Merci beaucoup à tout le monde” 
who made this gathering a reality. Kiran Vyas’s 
place, like its name, is really “Tapovan”, so ethe-
real and peaceful, and the hospitality is like no 
other. I feel so, so honoured to have been a part of 
these events and I came home uplifted. Words are 
not enough to explain the atmosphere that is cre-

ated whenever some of the individual 
golden links gather in a place like Ta-
povan; the atmosphere is magic, and 
similar to that felt at the celebration 
of 50 years of our beloved School in 
Pondy.

And finally, I agree whole-hearted-
ly with Vibha’s assessment — that “la 
prochaine fois” we should put “nostal-
gie”, however delicious it is, on hold, 
and look towards an exciting golden 
future. How exactly? We can talk about 
this more at the next rendezvous in 
Tapovan — in May 2007. 

THOSE WHO ATTENDED:

Ajita and Dhiru Chauhan; Amal and Alo Sud 
with baby Ameya; Anjana-ben and Kalu-da; 
Anjana Sharma; Ashok Panda; Champak 
Reddy and Aurelie; Deepti Datla; Gauri-di; 
Glory Pal; Indira Patel; Jishnu and Priya Gup-
ta; Jyotindra and Shaila Amin; Kiran Patel; 
Kusum Gheewala; Lopa and Hughes Ollivier 
with Roxanne and Victor; Malavika Mehta; 
Mandakini; Manju Sodha; Mounnou; Nili-
ma; Nagapraveen; Pravina Mistry; Priyam-
vada; Rajeev Ghosal; Regan Mitchell; Shobha 
and Cahal Mooney with Emma and Andrew; 
Srijita and Jean-Paul Joseph with baby Ken-
neth Ryan; Subhash and Siddharth Thakkar; 
Sumitra-di and Bernard; Vibha and David 
Gosselin with Antoine Kiran and Pierre Ar-
vind; Vilas Patel; two friends of Sumitra-di: 
Andree Gastou and Chantal Brison.
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T
his summer in the United States of 
America, for three days, Mother’s love 
united some of her children in an an-
nual gathering called the All USA Meet-

ing. It was a renewal of the contract of allegiance 
to Sri Aurobindo and Mother’s work, an effort to 
discuss our goals and share our experiences. It 
was a spiritual rekindling of fires in a common 
hearth, and in short a family reunion. This was a 
happy common ground to meet fellow pilgrims 
from around this vast nation and listen to aspi-
rants of the Divine Life.

Historically, this confluence, whose acronym 
is AUM, is held once a year in different parts of 
the nation. It started in 1985 when returnees from 
Auroville and Ashram who used to meet in their 
own circle and enjoy satsang woke up to the idea 
of a national meeting. The name was struck upon 
and its relationship to the sacred Om added fer-
vour and direction to the gatherings. It had to be 
a sacred space, a time to be cherished. 

Every year certain devotees offer their organi-
zational skills to make AUM happen. The logis-
tics need to be drawn up more than six months in 
advance, especially if it is to be held in a national 

park in summer, which gets booked early. A dif-
ferent theme is chosen every year, speakers are 
invited, topics are discussed and a coherent body 
of activity is drafted. Typically some speakers are 
from the Ashram in Pondicherry and Auroville, 
for whom travel and visa plans have to be chalked 
out. Finally brochures and emails are sent to the 
various ashrams and study circles in America, at-
tendees enroll, accommodation and catering ser-
vices are booked. So far it is just the preparation 
for the conference. When the real people show up 
from all around America and Pondicherry, the 
finer and harder part of hosting begins. 

This year, the organizers were a husband 
and wife team, Richard and Nishi Carlson, from 
near Seattle, Washington. On June 9th the attend-
ees were picked up from Seattle airport coming 
from as far away as New York. Some drove from 
California across the borders of three states. The 
venue was the northwestern tip of continental 
America. I think if you lean hard enough from 
one of the many hilltops you can see the isles of 
British Columbia in Canada. The reunion itself 
was held in a national park called Fort Worden, 
which has facilities for holding large conferences. 

We were about 90 of us, just a hand-
ful of the many devotees in the US 
involved in study circles and other 
activities under the guidance of the 
Mother and Sri Aurobindo. It was a 
cozy hostel where we stayed, each in 
his room within calling distance from 
the others. The ground-floor snack 
kitchen became an informal meet-
ing place where we could look out 
onto the ocean and re-link in tender 
bonds. Upstairs was the meditation 
chamber where we gathered in the 
morning at 6:30 to sit in peace and 
welcome the day. We took walks on 
the beach, passed by the caravans in 
the park, spotted a deer, a raccoon, 

All USA Meeting 2005
Lopamudra ’94
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and heard the seagulls fly. There was 
a great collective joy, carefree days of 
having left our ordinary life way back 
in time and space and met under the 
sky with a thousand stars. After lunch 
or during a break we grouped together 
in various mixes and walked through 
the pine trees, climbed up the hillock 
and looked into the precipice, down at 
the ocean below and the land across. 
Oval and round shingles shimmered 
by the white lighthouse. A kayak 
swerved away from the orange buoy. A 
cargo ship sent forth its siren, gliding 
perhaps towards Vancouver or Vladi-
vostok. There were some relics of the 
fort-hood of Fort Worden — concrete 
canon podiums with underground 
vaults. One night at ten when the light of day was 
just fading, five of us came upon such an under-
ground chamber hidden midst the pine trees. We 
were trotting around testing the echo, then made 
a circle and chanted Om. The ancient fortification 
answered back matching the different pitch and 
volume.

The theme for AUM 2005 was “The Promise 
of the Future.” Debash-
ish Banerji, president 
of the Sri Aurobindo 
Centre in Los Angeles, 
set the mood by plant-
ing a question in each 
mind. The promise 
was Mother’s when She 
said a new world will 
be born. Later after the 
Supramental Manifes-
tation on Feb 29 1956, 
She announced that the 

new world is born, and the things decreed are ful-
filled. What was the promise She made which She 
then declared fulfilled? Is this golden age going to 
befall us willy-nilly, or do we have to prepare our-
selves for it ? What better time than now to re-en-
ergize, to surrender to Her will — actively? Is the 
call to the Divine Life imperative? For those who 
are willing, Mother has sanctioned Her blessing 

“Blessed are those who make a leap towards the 
future.” Technology, convenience of living, adver-
tisements, the market, are they tools to whip up 
desires, or can they perhaps have a unifying force 
behind them? Is there an occult conspiracy un-
derlying appearances? These were the questions 
that heralded the AUM 2005. 

Another of the main speakers, Alok Pandey 
from Pondicherry, true to his name, was a beacon 
of light. He warned us of the dangers of technol-
ogy and the powers it might unleash. The only 
safety would be to seat all endeavors on a solid 
psychic foundation. Alok enriched his talks with 
a gushing flow of Sri Aurobindo’s poetry, whose 
brilliance of expression no language can surpass. 
As Sri Aurobindo puts it “not through the stum-
bling intellect but Truth is greater and asks for 
deeper ways”. He traced the story of evolution, 
which is a story of aspiration, and urged us to 
launch our ship far out into sea. And what is the 
formula offered? To be connected to the psychic 
being. The rest of the issues would find their own 
resolution, their own place in the grand scheme 
of the universe. His knowledge, devotion, humil-
ity attracted some of us of a younger generation 
to a heightened aspiration for the Yogic life. We 
were full of questions and he was full of answers. 
Better still he added anecdotes from the Puranas 
and from the old Ashram life, and we talked late 
into the night, after sessions and during hikes in 

Alok Pandey
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the park. What more can the jijnasu ask for but 
such a generous jnani?

Matthijs, teacher of integral psychology in 
Knowledge, was yet another main speaker at the 
AUM. He had a twinkle in his eyes that was in-
vitation to look into the fount of his Ananda. 
He spoke about epistemology, an enquiry upon 
the source of our much valued knowledge. The 
sense organs, our portals on the external world, 
are mechanical collectors of sound, shape, smell, 
colour. It is the processing centre in the brain 
with its millions of neurons that creates knowl-
edge out of those bits of information. But this is 
a partial knowledge of reality as it is perceived by 
the sense organs. Matter, which is not endowed 
with thought process, has an inherent knowledge 
of itself. He gave the example of a glass of water 
which has the know-how of its boiling point, of its 
volume, of its surrounding, of its position in the 
solar system. Similarly parts of our being know 
truth, and it is there that we must seek our truth, 
not in statistical analyses and mass of data.

Apart from these speakers there were oth-
er speeches: panels of four speakers had been 
formed who spoke on chosen topics, at the end of 
which the discussion was opened to the audience 
for further thought. This was followed through by 
group discussions of six or seven persons on the 
same topic. The groups were formed at random 
as we counted serially from 1 to 10, then all the 
same numbers made a group. These round-table 

discussions gave us opportunity to share ideas, 
clarify doubts, see another’s approach and finally 
to make new friends on the Path. The panel topics 
centered on the theme of science and spirituality 
were: future community, integral education, yoga 
and modern living, the future body, future of sci-
ence. 

Through all these activities we stepped back 
and saw how Man is reaching out to meet the 
Spirit — like Michelangelo’s painting on the Sis-
tine Chapel ceiling — despite his by-lanes of sci-
ence and toys of technology and labyrinth of psy-
chology. How he is breaking his limits of body and 
mind, how all progress points him to the earliest 
preoccupation of man on earth — God, Light, 
Freedom, Immortality. How he is accepting the 
occult, the supernatural, how ecology is teaching 
him humility and globalization is forcing him to 
recognize the brotherhood of man. We gathered 
to diffuse goodwill for the child who is stumbling 
in us, in our society, in our nations, and to march 
under the optimistic sun. There were education-
ists, psychologists, businessmen, ecologists, Auro-
vilians, devotees from the Ashram in Pondicherry, 
ex-students. 

The lecture and dining halls were a short 
walk from the hostel, past a stone cottage lined 
with colourful flowerpots and green lawns hid-
ing squirrels. The first sight on entering the lec-
ture hall was a giant globe of the earth as seen 
from a satellite, with the whirling clouds, green-
brown earth and blue seas. At the far end of the 
hall facing the audience were the radiant photos 
of Mother and Sri Aurobindo. A devotee placed a 
white blouse worn by the Mother at the altar, for 
all to cherish. Every day began with a devotional 
song by Devi Karunamayee, a Sufi singer from the 
Delhi Ashram. On one of the evenings she took 
us on a classical music revel. Other activities in-
cluded workshops offered by AUM attendees. 
I participated in creative movements, similar to 
the “movements with music” in the Playground, 
a little more dance-like and free flowing. Other 
workshops were on yogasanas, Savitri, Hindu-
stani classical music, planes and parts of the be-
ing, integral education, meditation with drawing. 
One day some of us played a game of basketball in 

Matthijs and Subhadra ’93 during a group discussion
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an indoor court. Through all group discussions, 
games, walks in the park, while queuing up for 
lunch or sharing an umbrella, a feeling of unity 
permeated our being. What a marvel that in such 
a short period of time so many can come close 
enough to discuss their deepest thoughts. An un-
spoken secret passed through — She is here par-
ticipating with us, blessing us, uniting us. 

There is always a special bond among ex-stu-
dents, like there would be between siblings, what-
ever their age gap. We studied in the same rooms, 
played on the same grass and ran on the same 
track. Lakshman Sehgal ’65, who is a biologist in-
volved in cutting-edge research, was there in his 
evergreen freshness, recounting his personal ex-
periences of Mother waiting with the measuring 
tape at the triple jump pit. In the panel discussion 
he spoke of the strength and beauty of the body 
and his respect for it. He also shared some of his 
experiences on educating children of immigrants 
where he and his wife Hansa ’65, who was also at 
the AUM, are trying to introduce Mother’s ideas 
on education. In the basketball game Lakshman 
was an inspiration, so agile and energetic. His 
game was exemplary and it showed us that we can 
all hope and work for a never-ending youth. We 
just have to keep the muscles conscious. Mahash-
weta ’90 , my sister Subhadra ’93, and myself kept 
gravitating to the same lunch table as if we were 
in Corner House and revisited memories of the 
Ashram School. In one of the walks where Sub-
hadra and Mahashweta were together, they sang 
the Sanskrit song that we had learnt in School 

“Avirbhoota Bharata Janani”, and impressed 
some of their audience. On that trip they also saw 
a bald eagle, the American national bird, which 
we see petrified in currency coins. Ahana ’00 was 
at the AUM diligently taking notes, the young-
est participant after the organizers’ two sons. She 
had come with her father-in-law, Prapanna, who 
taught in the Ashram School for a brief period. 
(He has subsequently started a children’s school 
in California, modeled after the free progress sys-
tem.) Aster ’63 was one of the speakers and she 
shared her experiences of the Ashram days when 
our Gurus were in their physical bodies. Her op-
timism for technology and its reaching out to the 
land of the spirit, her childlike awe at scientific 
discoveries, spread an encouraging breath on the 
cumbersome luxury of modern life.

On the last day at night we ended with a medi-
tation of gratitude, to be able to participate in such 
a reunion of spirits, gratitude for the earth, for 
the growing psyche of America, for our collective 
self, for the Mother and Sri Aurobindo who have 
transformed our lives and are continuously trans-
forming it. AUM lasted three full days only, but it 
felt like a long time; so charged were we with con-
sciousness, so alive to living, so much warmth had 
been exchanged, so many questions answered, so 
many fellow pilgrims to look forward to meeting 

again, so many rays of the one Sun.
Four days later on the morning of June 13th ev-

erybody embraced goodbye, and parted, strength-
ened in aspiration, bound to a promise towards 
the Future. 

Richard Carlson, one of the organisers, with Aster ’63 
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DEFINITION OF ASHRAM HINDI

What is Ashram Hindi? And by whom is it spo-
ken?

Ashram Hindi is a language spoken by a small 
community living at the Sri Aurobindo Ashram 
in Pondicherry. It is not an entirely new language, 
but an original mixture of mainly 3 languages: 
Hindi, English and Bengali. As the main structure 
is Hindi, the language is called Ashram Hindi. It 
has been made more colourful by the introduc-
tion of several invented words. Ashram Hindi is 
spoken mainly by students and ex-students of the 
Ashram School. Elders also use it, but our talk 
is based on Ashram Hindi as spoken by the stu-
dents.

ORIGIN OF ASHRAM HINDI

We all use Ashram Hindi everyday, but I’m sure 
very few of us know why and how the language 
began to be used in the Ashram at all, that is, its 
origin.

The origin is not easy to trace and because it 
happened so very long ago, we had to ask some 
people of the older generations about it. And each 

had a different idea concerning the origin of Ash-
ram Hindi. So what we tried to do is to combine 
the various versions we got. Some elders here may 
not agree with our explanation, and we accept 
that it may not be the exact one. But then, as no-
body quite knows the precise origin, a rough idea 
will be good enough.

Long back, let’s say before the 1950s, the 
greater part of the population in the Ashram was 
probably Bengali, but more importantly, most of 
the teachers were Bengali. So Bengali was the lan-
guage commonly in use, and if you have observed 
in the older generations, even the non-Bengalis, 
such as Richard or Vishwa, speak Bengali very flu-
ently.

Well then, later, presumably due to the School, 
children started coming from all over and conse-
quently, there was a great influx of non-Benga-
lis in the Ashram. In order to communicate with 
them, elders, especially Dada, their captain at that 
time, had to take recourse to a common language. 
The language that everybody understood to some 
extent was Hindi. So when Bengalis, whose knowl-
edge of Hindi was rather poor, tried to speak the 

Ashram Hindi
We bring you a nearly two decade-old outgoing talk by Tanaya ’86 and Anurupa ’86 on Ashram Hindi. 

The transcript of the talk was happily found by Tanaya recently (having moved with her from Ohio to 
Florida and through three apartments and four homes over fifteen years) and sent to Pondy. We thought it 
would be interesting to incorporate it in The Golden Chain, as the talk chronicles a period of student life 
at the Ashram School that is now history. It was a time when most students (and former students) spoke 
amongst themselves in a language known as “Ashram Hindi”, a mixture of Hindi, English and Bengali. Ash-
ram Hindi has since gradually disappeared from the vocabulary of the Ashram students and been replaced 
by English (Ashram English?).

The talk, we hope, would remind former students who have used Ashram Hindi, or still use it, of the 
“good old days” and would give the present students an idea of what this peculiar, in-house, language was. 
We’ve tried not to edit the talk much. We bring it to you as it was spoken all those years back. The “research” 
and “analysis” that went into the talk is also more or less what was done at the time, and there are bound 
to be inaccuracies. We welcome all feedback and corrections and hope that the talk will revive interest in 
this language which students of the Ashram School had, for a long time, made their own. So without more 
ado, ¶ÉÖ°  ½Éä VÉÉB ?

A S H R A M   H I S T O R Y 
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language, you can imagine the result — a highly 
Bengalicized Hindi was created. We say Bengali-
cized because Bengali had a strong influence on 
Ashram Hindi.

Take for example the kind of Hindi spoken by 
a senior captain of the time:

¤ÉÉSSÉÉ±ÉÉäMÉ ¤ÉÉnÉ¨É ¤ÉÉSÉEä JÉÉBMÉÉ * +ÉxnÉ® ¨Éå 
Ê{É{ÉÒÊ±ÉEÉ ½ÉªÉ*   Bacchalog badam bachke khaega. 
Andar mein pipilika hay. English translation: 
Children, sort the ground-
nuts before eating. There 
are ants inside.

iÉÖ¨É +É¸É¨É ¨Éå lÉÉE xÉä Eä 
Ê±ÉªÉä ={ÉÉäVÉÖCiÉÉä xÉäªÉ ½ÉªÉ* Tum 
Ashram mein thakane ke 
liye upojukto ney hay. Eng-
lish translation: You are not 
worthy of staying in the 
Ashram.

Also, Hindi was prob-
ably nurtured in the board-
ings, where there were no 
Bengalis so to speak, but 
only Gujaratis, Hindi-
speaking students and so 
on. Among them we should 
not forget to mention the 
Jauhar family, who it seems, 
feeling shy to speak correct 
Hindi, preferred to talk in Ashram Hindi.

So Ashram Hindi was born and evolved due to 
the coming together of people of various mother 
tongues in the Ashram, and the subsequent need 
for communication. Both the elders and the 
young ones used it, but Ashram Hindi spoken 
by students began to develop and get enriched 
and does so even today. We will discuss this Ash-
ram Hindi, developed by the students. We could 
call this the language of the young. When one is 
young there is a lot to say, lots to share, to laugh at 
and to criticize, in other words an age “bubbling” 
with life. The language therefore that the young 
ones created reflected this “bubbling life”. In order 
to express their feelings in the most precise and 
expressive manner, they borrowed words from 
other languages and even created their own.

What were the circumstances that helped Ash-

ram Hindi to grow and to flourish?
Children got the opportunity of learning and 

speaking Ashram Hindi more in group, because 
here they were not compelled to speak a correct 
language like in the classes. Here they also came 
in contact with older generations who knew Ash-
ram Hindi. Moreover in group, chatting, gossip-
ing and discussing presented an ideal situation for 
the flourishing of Ashram Hindi.

STRUCTURAL & GRAMMATICAL 
ANALYSIS OF ASHRAM HINDI

We will now take a closer look at the language. 
We’ll try to analyse first its grammatical struc-
ture and then its vocabulary. As mentioned ear-
lier, Ashram Hindi is an amalgam of mainly three 
languages, English, Hindi and Bengali, with negli-
gible contributions of other languages. The struc-
ture is basically Hindi. For example:

Ashram Hindi: iÉÚ class <iÉxÉÉ often ¢ ÉE Ò ̈ ÉÉ®xÉäºÉä 
iÉä®äE Éä surely ¦ÉMÉÉBMÉÉ * Tu class itna often fanki 
marne se tereko surely bhagaega.

Very chaste Hindi: iÉÖ¨É E IÉÉ ¨Éå <iÉxÉÒ ¤ÉÉ® Î¤ÉxÉÉ 
EÉ®hÉ +xÉÙ{ÉÊºlÉiÉ ®½Ó iÉÉä iÉÙ¨½ä WÉ°® ÊxÉE É±É nåMÉä* Tum 
kaksha mein itni bar bina karana anupasthit rahin 
to tumhe zarur nikal denge.

Notice that the order of words is the same for 
both.
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As the purpose of Ashram Hindi was imme-
diate communication, it accepted the simplest 
forms for its structure and grammar. For exam-
ple, one of the striking features of Ashram Hindi 
is the constant and liberal use of the masculine 
gender. On the one hand, this could be due to the 
direct influence of Bengali that does not distin-
guish between genders, and on the other hand, it 
was accepted because of its simplicity.

The masculine gender is used by everybody 
including girls. For example a girl would say: ½¨É 
Sports Ground VÉÉ ®½É ½è* iÉÚ ¨Éä®É ºÉÉlÉ +ÉªÉäMÉÉ? 
(Hum Sports Ground ja raha hai. Tu mera sath 
ayega?) instead of in the feminine gender, as in 
correct Hindi: ¨Éé Sports Ground VÉÉ ®½Ò ½ÆÚ * iÉÙ¨É 
¨Éä®ä ºÉÉlÉ +É+ÉäMÉÒ? (Mein Sports Ground ja rahi 
hoon. Tum mere sath aogi?).

In Hindi =x½ÉäÆxÉä (Unhone) is used as a form of 
respect, but in Ashram Hindi it is replaced by ´ÉÉä 
(Vo). For example, third year students have been 
going to Paru-di since the last two weeks. If we 

Below you will see the considerable simplifications that have taken place in the use of pronouns. 
We have given the pronouns in French and their equivalents in correct Hindi and Ashram Hindi.

French Hindi Ashram Hindi

Je ¨Éé (Mein ) ½¨É (Hum)
Tu iÉÚ / iÉÖ¨É (Tu/Tum) iÉÚ (Tu)
Il / Elle ´É½ (Vah) ´ÉÉä (Vo)
Nous ½¨É (½¨É ±ÉÉäMÉ) Hum (Hum log) ½¨É±ÉÉäMÉ (Humlog)
Vous Respect: +É{É (Aap)

Plural: iÉÖ¨É ±ÉÉäMÉ (Tum log)
Respect plural: +É{É / +É{É ±ÉÉäMÉ (Aap/Aap log)

iÉÚ±ÉÉäMÉ (Tulog)
iÉÖ¨É±ÉÉäMÉ (Tumlog)

Ils / Elles ´Éä / ´Éä ±ÉÉäMÉ (Ve/Ve log ) ´ÉÉä±ÉÉäMÉ / +Éä ±ÉÉäMÉ (Volog (O log))

¨ÉéäxÉä (Meine) ½¨É (Hum)

iÉÚxÉä / iÉÖ¨ÉxÉä (Tune/Tumne) iÉÚ / iÉÖ¨É (Tu/Tum)
=ºÉxÉä (Usne) ´ÉÉä (Vo)
½¨ÉxÉä (Humne) ½¨É±ÉÉäMÉ (Humlog)

+É{ÉxÉä Aapne +É{É (Aap)

Respect: =x½ÉåxÉä (Unhone)
Plural: =x½ÉåxÉä (Unhone)

´ÉÉä (Vo)
´ÉÉä±ÉÉäMÉ (Vo log)

want to know what she said to one of them, in 
polite Hindi the question would be: =x½ÉäÆxÉä iÉÙ¨ÉºÉä 
CªÉÉ E½É? (Unhone tumse kya kaha?). However we 
would ask most naturally: ´ÉÉä iÉä®E Éä CªÉÉ ¤ÉÉä±ÉÉ? (Vo 
tereko kya bola?). So, Ashram Hindi does not have 
any separate form of politeness as in correct Hindi 
or French. In this respect it is similar to English.

In fact, Ashram students are often considered 
to be impolite. While this may not be entirely un-
true, we may ask ourselves: Are we truly so very 
impolite or is it our language that makes us seem 
so? For example when we say: “Sri Aurobindo ªÉä 
poem ¨Éå CªÉÉ ¤ÉÉä±ÉÉ?” (Sri Aurobindo ye poem mein 
kya bola?) are we being disrespectful? Certainly 
not. Similarly when we speak of elders in terms 
such as ´ÉÉä E½ÉÄ VÉÉªÉäMÉÉ ? (Vo kahan jayega?) or ´ÉÉä 
class ±ÉäMÉÉ? (Vo class lega?), they are natural to us 
and do not denote any disrespect, just as in Eng-
lish “What are you doing?” or “What did she say?” 
is accepted as perfectly polite. And yet ´ÉÉä VÉÉªÉäMÉÉ, 
´ÉÉä ¤ÉÉä±ÉäMÉÉ etc. sound impolite because we spon-
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taneously compare them with the polite, sweet-
sounding, correct Hindi. In fact, forms of polite-
ness have not evolved in Ashram Hindi because 
Ashram Hindi is basically a language of equals. 
Moreover it always accepts the simplest forms.

VOCABULARY

Now we come to the vocabulary. As it was not 
possible to note down all the words of Ashram 
Hindi, we have selected the most expressive ones 
and which form what we may call the students’ 
jargon. We will first give you the words that are di-
rectly borrowed from or bear the influence of the 
three languages: Bengali, English and Hindi. You 
will observe that their pronunciation, meanings 
and/or usage are often distorted. We will also try 
to give you the context for a few words, to make 
the meanings clear.

Let’s start with Bengali. First some 
words that keep their original meaning and 
pronunciation in Bengali.

BENGALI WORDS

Original words: ¤ÉÉÄn®ÉÊ¨É, ¤Éå]ä, +ÉVÉä ¤ÉÉVÉä, ¤ÉÉVÉä, 
½É¤ÉÉ, ±ÉèqÉ, xÉèE É / xÉèE É SÉÉäÊhb, xÉèE ÉÊ¨É, ¡ ÉVÉ±ÉÉÊ¨É, 
=bÒ ¶ÉÉ¤ÉÉ¶É, ¤ÉéE É, ¤ÉÉäE É, B<Ç iÉÉä, MÉÉÄbÉäMÉÉä±É, MÉèxÉ 
(YÉÉxÉ), {ÉÉVÉÒ. Bandarami, Bente, Aaje baaje, 
baaje, haba, ledda, naika / naika chondi, nai-
kami, fajalami, udi shabash, bainka, boka, ei 
to, gondogol, gen (gyan), paji.

Examples:
1. Bää, C group EÉ captains ½¨É±ÉÉäMÉ E É talk 

ºÉÖxÉ ®½É ½è * E ÖU +ÉVÉä ¤ÉÉVÉä ¤ÉÉiÉ xÉ½Ò E ® näxÉÉ 
* Ei, C group ka captains humlog ka talk sun 
raha hai. Kuch aaje baje baat nahi kar dena. 
Meaning: The C group captains are hearing 
us talk. Don’t say anything silly.

2. Bää, iÉä®äE Éä ¨Éä®É team ¨Éå ®½xÉÉ ½ÉäxÉä ºÉä ªÉä 
ºÉ¤É xÉèE É¨ÉÒ SÉ±ÉäMÉÉ xÉ½Ó * Ei, tereko mera team mein 
rehena hone se ye sab naikami chalega nahi. Mean-
ing: If you want to remain in my team, all this fuss 
won’t do.

3. <¶É, Drama EÉ hero Eä Ê±ÉB iÉä®äE É ä ´ÉÉä ½Ò ¤ÉÉäE É 
/ ½É¤ÉÉ Ê¨É±ÉÉ * Ishh, Drama ka hero ke liye tereko 
vo hi boka / haba mila! Meaning: You could get 
only that stupid / dumb chap to be the hero in 
your play!

4. When something we say turns out to be 
right: B<Ç iÉÉä näJÉÉ, ½¨É ¤ÉÉä±ÉÉ lÉÉ xÉÉ * Ei to dekha, 
hum bola tha na. Meaning: See, I had told you so.

5. While teasing a boy: iÉÚ CªÉÉ ±ÉcE Ò E Éä escort 
E®äMÉÉ * iÉÚ iÉÉä BE number EÉ ±ÉèqÉ (±ÉèqÉ {ÉèªªÉÉ) ½è* 
Tu kya ladki ko escort karega. Tu to ek number ka 
ledda (ledda paiyya) hai. Meaning: How will you 
escort a girl. You are a weakling no. 1.

Some other words are originally Bengali, but 
have been Hindicized:

SÉÉ±É ¨ÉÉ®iÉÉ/½Ö+É, UÉÄ] ¨ÉÉ®É, {ÉCEÉ, n¨É, ¡]ÉªÉÉ, 
+dÉ ¨ÉÉ®iÉÉ, JÉ]ÉªÉäMÉÉ, {ÉénÉªÉäMÉÉ, ]ÉxÉE ®, ]ébÃÉ ¤ÉéE É, 
¨ÉÖhbÒ (¨ÉÖhbÖ), JÉä{ÉäMÉÉ

Examples:
1. During the athletics competitions: iÉÚ Long 

jump ¨Éå real ¡]ÉªÉÉ * Tu Long jump mein real pha-
taya. Meaning: You really outdid yourself in long 
jump.

2. +ÉVÉ iÉÉä Third year students EÉ photo =`ÉxÉä 
´ÉÉ±ÉÉ ½è* iÉÚ +ÉVÉ ½Ò CªÉÉå UÉ]Ä ̈ ÉÉ®É? Aaj to Third year 
students ka photo uthane vala hai. Tu aaj hi kyon 
chhant mara? Meaning: They’re going to take a 
photo of third year students today. Why did you 
give yourself such a crew cut?

3. ¤É½ÖiÉ SÉÉ±É ¨ÉÉ®xÉä ºÉä, {ÉénÉ Eä UÉäbäÃMÉÉ * Bahut 
chaal marne se, painda ke chhodega. Meaning: If 
you show off, I’ll give you a thrashing.

4. iÉÚ±ÉÉäMÉ C.H. E É ºÉÉ¨ÉxÉä +dÉ ¨ÉÉ®xÉä ºÉä Dada 
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solid JÉä{ÉäMÉÉ * Tulog C.H. ka samne adda marne se 
Dada solid khepega. Meaning: If you hang around 
chatting in front of C.H. Dada will scold you.

5. C.H. E É ±ÉÚSÉÒ E É CªÉÉ top smell +ÉiÉÉ * ¨Éä®ä 
E É ä ºÉSSÉÒ ]ÉxÉE® ¦ÉÚE ±ÉMÉÉ * C.H. ka luchi ka kya 
top smell aata. Mere ko sacchi taankar bhook laga.
Meaning: The “luchi / puri” in C.H. is smelling 
great. I’m really feeling terribly hungry.

6. On the “MÉÉnÒ” court: UÒ, CªÉÉ ]ébÃÉ-¤ÉéE É line 
¤ÉxÉÉªÉÉ ! Chhi. Kya tenda benka line banaya. Mean-
ing: You’ve made such a 
crooked line.

In some other Bengali 
words the meanings have 
been distorted: {ÉÉä]Éä±É (veg-
etable found in Bengal, used 
in A.H. in the sense of “what 
nonsense”), UÉÄ] näMÉÉ (also 
used for a slapping move-
ment tangentially to the back 
of the head and upwards), 
{ÉÉéSÉÉ.

Example:
1. ́ ÉÉä English drama näJÉÉ? 

My God! CªÉÉ {ÉÉéSÉÉ acting lÉÉ! 
Vo English drama dekha? My 
God! Kya poncha acting tha! 
Meaning: Did you see that 
English play? My God! What 
rotten acting!

ENGLISH WORDS

Similarly for English, some words retain some-
what their original meanings.

Original words: joke, joker, cool it, mind, buzz 
off, bully, strain, pain, crazy, grab, rotten, retarded, 
happy, cheat, junk.

Examples:
1. iÉÚ ºÉÉäSÉiÉÉ ½¨É Mass drill E®äMÉÉ? Joke! Tu 

sochta hum Mass drill karega? Joke! Meaning: Do 
you think I’ll do Mass drill? Forget it!

2. Consoling someone after insulting or of-
fending him: JÉÉ±ÉÒ JÉÉ±ÉÒ mind CªÉÉå E®iÉÉ? ½¨É 
really mean xÉ½Ó ÊEªÉÉ * Khali khali mind kyon kar-
ta? Hum really mean nahin kiya. Meaning: Why 
are you taking it [i.e. what I said] unecessarily to 

heart? I really didn’t mean it.
3. iÉÚ JÉÉ±ÉÒ JÉÉ±ÉÒ <iÉxÉÉ strain xÉ½Ó E® * Tu khali 

khali itna strain nahin kar. Meaning: Don’t strain 
unnecessarily.

4. ´ÉÉä ±ÉbÃE Ò´ÉÉ±ÉÉ real pain ½è* Vo ladkivala real 
pain hai. Meaning: That girl is a real pain.

In some other English words either the mean-
ing/usage or the pronunciation have been dis-
torted: hopeless, deadly, bankrusted (film), heavy 

(=very), thaddu (=3rd class), tight ÊnªÉÉ, solid, 
buttering, B.C., freak, cooty pie / coot (=cute), 
far out, too much, flat (=exhausted), kill (boys’ 
games smash), bamboo näMÉÉ.

Examples: 
1. Arvind Sajjan heavy light ½è* Arvind Saj-

jan heavy light hai. Meaning: Arvind Sajjan is very 
light.

2. Picnic EÉ fÉäE ±ÉÉ EÉèxÉ ¤ÉxÉÉªÉÉ? Real far out 
/ too much lÉÉ * Picnic ka dhokla kaun banaya? 
Real far out / too much tha. Meaning: Who made 
the “dhokla” for the picnic? It was really great.

3. ÊnxÉ EÉ ÊnxÉ =ºÉEÉ solid SÉÉ±É ¤Ég ®½É ½è * Din 
ka din uska solid chaal badh raha hai. Meaning: 
Day by day he’s getting too big for his boots. 
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4. Saturday EÉ film real deadly lÉÉ * Saturday 
ka film real deadly tha. Meaning: Saturday’s film 
was really superb.

5. Last year EÉ Knowledge programme EÉ 
“Film Salad” real killing lÉÉ xÉÉ? Last year ka 
Knowledge programme ka “Film Salad” real killing 
tha na? Meaning: The “Film Salad” in last year’s 
Knowledge programme was really great, wasn’t 
it?

6. 1500 m. run most thaddu item ½è * 1500 m. 
run most thaddu item hai. Meaning:1500 m. run is 
a really third-rate item.

7. A D-grouper may say: VªÉÉnÉ ¡ ÉVÉ±ÉÉ¨ÉÒ E®xÉä 
ºÉä Batti-da tight näMÉÉ * Jyada phajalami karne se 
Batti-da tight dega. Meaning: If you fool around 
too much, Batti-da will give you a good scolding.

Suffixed words: We also often add the English 
suffix ‘fy’ to Ashram Hindi words. For example we 
often say: JÉ]Éfy, bÖ¤ÉÉfy, JÉä{ÉÉfy.

Abbreviated words: We have even shortened 
some English words and made them more suc-
cinct: Imposs (ible), (it) means, top (class), shut 
(up), fab (ulous), (fagged) out, prob (lem), buzz 
(off).

HINDI WORDS

Similarly for Hindi, some words have kept their 
original meaning, while others have been dis-
torted.

Original words: ZÉÉ{ÉbÃÃ, =±]É-ºÉÒvÉÉ, ¨ÉÊ®ªÉ±É, 
¡ ÉÃÃ±ÉiÉÝÝ, ¤ÉE iÉÉ.

Distorted words (i.e. distorted meaning and/
or usage): {ÉéjÉÉ, SÉÉ±ÉÚ, ¨ÉÉ±ÉÚ¨É, +É±ÉÚ, ÊnJÉÉiÉÉ, =aÉE®, 
PÉÖ¨ÉÉ nä, PÉÖ¨ÉÉ E®, ºÉÉäiÉÉ, ¤ÉÉÄºÉ ¨ÉÉ®iÉÉ, ºÉÊcªÉ±É, Ê¤ÉSSÉÉ®É, 
MÉ®Ò¤É, JÉÉ±ÉÒ-JÉÉ±ÉÒ, ºÉÉvÉÖ ¤ÉSSÉÉ, MÉÖ¯, SÉä±ÉÉ / SÉä±ÉÉ¨ÉÒ, 
±ÉMÉÉªÉÉ (slap / ZÉÉÄbÉ), ¤ÉÖJÉÉ® ½Ö+É, SÉÉä®, Ê¤ÉxÉ (¦ÉÒ), {ÉxÉ 
({É®), ÊJÉ±ÉäMÉÉ, ¦ÉMÉÉBMÉÉ, U]{É], VÉ¨ÉÉBMÉÉ, SÉgÉ, ºÉc 
MÉªÉÉ, JÉÖ±É MÉªÉÉ.

Examples:
1. Bää ̈ ÉÉ±ÉÚ¨É, E Éä<Ç =ºÉE Éä pond ̈ Éå push E® ÊnªÉÉ* Ei 

malum, koi usko pond mein push kar diya. Mean-
ing: Did you know that someone pushed him/her 
into the pond?

2. iÉä®É CªÉÉ ½Ö+É? <iÉxÉÉ Ê¤ÉSÉÉ®É face CªÉÉå ¤ÉxÉÉ-
iÉÉ? Tere kya hua? Itna bichara face kyon banata? 
Meaning: What happened to you? Why are you 

looking so sad / dejected?
3. iÉä®E Éä =ºÉE É MÉÉxÉÉ ºÉÖxÉxÉä CªÉÉå VÉÉxÉÉ ½è ¤ÉÉä±ÉiÉÉä? 

=ºÉE É most MÉ®Ò¤É voice ½è * Tereko uska gana 
sunane kyon jana hai bolto? Uska most garib voice 
hai. Meaning: Why do you want to go to hear 
him/her sing? He / she has a very poor voice.

4. No wonder =ºÉE Éä Prix d’excellence Ê¨É±ÉÉ * ́ ÉÉä 
iÉÉä BE number EÉ ºÉÉvÉÖ ¤ÉSSÉÉ ½è * No wonder usko 
Prix d’excellence mila. Vo to ek number ka sadhu 
baccha hai. Meaning: No wonder he /she got the 
Prix d’excellence. He /she is a teachers’ pet.

5. Girl asking boy: +SUÉ iÉÚ Knowledge pro-
gramme ¨Éå ½¨É±ÉÉäMÉ EÉ ºÉÉlÉ MÉ®¤ÉÉ E ®äMÉÉ? Accha tu 
Knowledge programme mein humlog ka sath garba 
karega? Meaning: Will you do garba with us for 
the Knowledge programme?

Boy answers: iÉä®É ¤ÉÖJÉÉ® ½Ö+É? or ¨Éä®äE Éä {ÉÉMÉ±É 
E ÖkÉÉ E É]É xÉÉ CªÉÉ?? Tera bukhar hua? or Mer-
eko paagal kutta kaata na kya? Meaning: Are you 
mad? or Has a mad dog bitten me or what?

In Hindi, JÉÖ±É MÉªÉÉ means something “has 
opened” and ºÉc MÉªÉÉ means it “has rotted”, 
whereas in Ashram Hindi both terms are meant 
to denote exhaustion/strain, ex. ¨Éä®É Fitness test 
E®Eä JÉÖ±É MÉªÉÉ/ ½¨É Fitness test E®Eä ºÉc MÉªÉÉ * 
(Mera Fitness test karke khul gaya / Hum Fitness 
test karke sad gaya). Also in Hindi, ÊJÉ±ÉäMÉÉ means 
“to blossom” but in Ashram Hindi it is often used 
by some to mean JÉä±ÉäMÉÉ (to play), for ex. “½¨É Bas-
ketball ÊJÉ±ÉäMÉÉ*” “½¨É Ê¤ÉxÉ ÊJÉ±ÉäMÉÉ*” (Hum Bas-
ketball khilega. Hum bin khilega). Meaning: “I will 
play Basket ball.” “I will also (Ê¤ÉxÉ=¦ÉÒ) play.”

Some Hindi words, such as ´ÉÉ±ÉÉ (vala) and 
±ÉÉäMÉ (log) are used in an exaggerated and fanciful 
manner in Ashram Hindi. In Hindi ´ÉÉ±ÉÉ is a suf-
fix with limited usage. It is used for words such as 
nÚvÉ´ÉÉ±ÉÉ (Doodhvala) or SÉÉªÉ´ÉÉ±ÉÉ (Chaayvala). But 
in Ashram Hindi it is added to almost anything, 
be it an object or a person. We would say:  ´ÉÉä lady 
´ÉÉ±ÉÉ (vo lady vala) or book ´ÉÉ±ÉÉ (book vala) or 
cycle ´ÉÉ±ÉÉ (cycle vala, i.e. not for the cycle man, 
but for the cycle itself). Similarly for ±ÉÉäMÉ. But ±ÉÉäMÉ 
is used only for persons and not objects. We can 
say: players ±ÉÉäMÉ (players log) or stupid ±ÉÉäMÉ (stu-
pid log) or even for animals: birds ±ÉÉäMÉ (birds 
log), E ÖkÉÉ ±ÉÉäMÉ (kutta log), MÉvÉÉ ±ÉÉäMÉ (gadha log).
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COINED WORDS

Now we come to the coined words that seem to 
be independent of the influence of any language. 
They were simply created by some imaginative 
minds, ex.: ºªÉÉÄVªÉÉÄ, SÉ{ÉÉBMÉÉ / SÉ{{ÉÉE ®, MÉÖ±É ZÉÉciÉÉ 
(to tell a lie),  SÉhÉä, SÉébÉ, ËZÉMÉZÉéMÉ (originally for 
sound volume. Now extended to flashy dresses), 
ZÉÉÄciÉÉ (boast/scold/writing), Ê]E Ê]E Ò, +ÉÄÊ]{ÉÖ]±ÉÒ, 
MÉÉèSSÉÉ (big, huge), ¦ÉÉÄb näMÉÉ (a grabbing action 
upwards on the head).

ABBREVIATIONS

M.M.B.S. = ¨ÉÉäxÉä¨ÉÉäxÉä Ê¤É¶ÉÂ¶Éä¶É / Î¤É¶¶ÉÉä ¶ÉÖxnÉä®Ò. 
Mone mone bishesh/bishwo shundori. Meaning: 
Someone who thinks herself to be very beautiful/ 
Miss Universe.

M.B.B.S. = ¨ÉÉ ¤ÉÉ¤ÉÉ® ¤ÉäE É® ¶ÉÉìxiÉÉxÉ. Ma Babar 
bekar shontan or Members of the Back Bench Soci-
ety Meaning: Those who are good for nothing.

C.M.B.B. = UÉä]ä ¨ÉÖÄ½ ºÉä ¤ÉcÒ ¤ÉÉiÉ. Chhote muh se 
badi baat. Meaning: Those who talk more “wise-
ly” than their years.

C.P.B.D. = Chance {Éä±Éä body nèJÉÉªÉ. Chance 
pele body dekhay. Meaning: Shows off his body 
at the least opportunity. For example, comment 
heard in the gymnasium: ́ ÉÉä VÉÉä BE hour ºÉä mirror 
EÉ ºÉÉ¨ÉxÉä JÉcÉ ½è, real C.P.B.D. ½è. Vo jo ek hour se 
mirror ka samne khada hai, real C.P.B.D. hai.

P.L.P. = Pondicherry ±ÉèqÉ police. Pondicherry 
ledda police. Meaning: Alludes particularly to the 
very loose shorts worn by some members of the 
Pondy police force (in those days).

In Ashram Hindi, there are also some words 
that are a little vulgar or crude, the most widely 
among them being: ºÉÉ±ÉÉ (sala), ¤Éä (be), ±É¢ cÉ 
(lafda). Some boys use it at least once in every 
sentence.

CHANGING USAGE

We said previously that Ashram Hindi reflects 
the life and dynamism of the young who use it. 
So it is never stagnant or fixed. It changes inces-
santly, renews itself. Hence words are introduced 
into the language, live on for some time and then 
are effaced and replaced by other words. Like 
clothes, you also have words in fashion. We will 

give you some words that are somewhat outdated, 
and others that have been introduced by the very 
young children. We’ve not made them up. They 
are all genuine.

Outdated words: Vacant, gobet, scoot, bongo, 
horrendous, gonz, zooby, {ÉÉäcÉ, ¨ÉºiÉ, ¨ÉCJÉÒSÉÚºÉ, 
SÉÊhb, {ÉÖSÉE Ò, ºÉÖ^ÖÖÖ (sweet), ÊºÉÊ´É (superb), GÉÄ GÉÄ 
(superb), VÉ¤¤É®VÉºiÉ, +ÉhbÖ MÉÉhbÖ, ZÉÉÄ]É® E É`Ò

Latest words (in fashion among children): 
¦ÉÆb, CªÉÉ ½Ö+É? (what do you mean), ¡ Ú], gooch 
(good), creep, bug, git (get out), ºÉÖ<ºÉÖ<È, +ÉºÉÉäxÉä 
(Yes).

You may have noticed that many of the words 
we mentioned are used to convey likes and dis-
likes, to criticize or to appreciate, such as: top ½è, 
solid ½è, or lÉdÖ, ¤ÉÉVÉä, or to denote different de-
grees of intensity, such as: =aÉE®, SÉ{{ÉÉE ®. There 
are many words for teasing and bullying, such as: 
¤ÉÉÄ¤ÉÚ näMÉÉ, {ÉénÉªÉäMÉÉ, `éMÉÉªÉäMÉÉ. All these words com-
prise the most expressive part of the language. 
And you will agree that they are words that would 
be mostly used by youngsters. Other such words 
are: MÉÖ±É ZÉÉcäMÉÉ, ¡ ÉÄE Ò ¨ÉÉ®äMÉÉ, +dÉ ¨ÉÉ®äMÉÉ, VÉ¨ÉÉªÉäMÉÉ.

WHY DO YOU SPEAK ASHRAM HINDI?

We interviewed some students, mostly our age, 
to find out their opinions concerning Ashram 
Hindi.

The first question was: “Do you like to speak 
Ashram Hindi? And if so, why?”

Most students said they liked to speak Ashram 
Hindi. Some others admitted that they did, but 
felt that it was not right to distort and mutilate 
Hindi as is done in Ashram Hindi. One even said 
that every language has its sanctity that must be 
preserved (You can be sure that all those con-
cerned about the distortion of Hindi were girls). 
Only very few, in fact just 2 or 3 out of the 11 peo-
ple interviewed said that they did not like to speak 
Ashram Hindi, but admitted that they could not 
help speaking it as everybody around them did. 
One girl asserted that she was compelled to speak 
Ashram Hindi, as most of her friends did not un-
derstand correct Hindi.

About why they liked to speak Ashram Hindi, 
the answers were more or less the same: Ashram 
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Hindi is an easy language, devoid of rules or 
grammar. You cannot talk wrong Ashram Hindi. 
There is no such thing as right and wrong Ashram 
Hindi.

It comes as a great relief after a class (especial-
ly a French or an English class) where a correct 
language has to be spoken and a consistent effort 
has to be made throughout the period.

Also in Ashram Hindi, you never have to grope 
for words, because if a word does not occur to you 
in a language, you are free to borrow it from an-
other, as long as it is intelligible to your listener. 
Hence the lack of grammar and the vast fund of 
vocabulary drawn from various languages make 
Ashram Hindi easy to learn and to speak. In fact 
there is hardly a process of learning the language. 
You pick it up naturally when you come in con-
tact with it. (One newly admitted student told us 
that she had picked it up within 3 or 4 days). It 
involves no thinking, no effort, but comes spon-
taneously. Moreover Ashram Hindi is a great help 
to those who cannot speak any proper language 
fluently.

Also many felt that Ashram Hindi made talk 
very informal and even intimate. They also add-
ed that some words in Ashram Hindi are more 
expressive for conveying certain feelings or re-
actions, and that their equivalents in other lan-
guages are not so telling, evocative or precise. We 

have already given you instances. But let’s take 
another example, the word bÖ¤ÉÉªÉÉ. In English, 
the equivalent would be: to let down, which is 
certainly not as vivid as the word bÖ¤ÉÉªÉÉ which 
means “to drown”. In fact the word is so expres-
sive that even while talking English we make use 
of it, adding the suffix “fy”, e.g. “He bÖ¤ÉÉfied the 
team” (He dubafied the team).

One girl made a very 
interesting remark: she said 
she liked Ashram Hindi 
because it is our language, 
Ashram’s language. Our 
love of Ashram Hindi 
probably springs largely 
from the fact that we have 
in a way created this lan-
guage, given it an original 
turn. So it is very close to 
us, a familiar and homely 
language. One boy even 
suggested, with his tongue 
in his cheek, that it should 
be made the national lan-
guage.

CAN YOU USE ASHRAM HINDI TO EX-
PRESS SERIOUS THOUGHT?

Another question that we asked was: “Do you feel 
the need of a formed language when trying to ex-
press serious thought?”

Well, everybody save one answered in the af-
firmative. They said that when expressing some-
thing serious or profound they automatically re-
verted to English.

We attempted to analyse why. Firstly, Ashram 
Hindi seems to lack seriousness because right 
from the beginning it was never intended to ex-
press serious thought. (As mentioned while dis-
cussing the origin of Ashram Hindi, it was used 
only for immediate communication.) So we al-
ways associate Ashram Hindi with gossip and 
daily conversation, never with serious discussion. 
Moreover the Ashram Hindi in use today is more 
than half English for ex. “Pondy E É most of the 
roads really bumpy ½è” (7 out of 9 words are Eng-
lish), “½¨É sure ½è team choose E®xÉä quite diffi-
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cult ½ÉäBMÉÉ” (5 out of 9 words are English), “T.V. 
¨Éå Saturday probably English film ÊnJÉÉBMÉÉ” (5 
out of 7 words are English). This is because our 
vocabulary in Hindi is extremely limited. Most 
of us are non-Hindi and have never learnt the 
language. We know only some very simple words 
that occur frequently in everyday talk such as VÉÉ-
iÉÉ, JÉÉiÉÉ, {ÉÒiÉÉ, ºÉÉäiÉÉ.

So when we talk of something serious that in-
volves difficult words, sometimes even technical 
or literary words, we draw mostly from English. 
And soon we are using so many English words 
that unknowingly or unconsciously, we have re-
verted totally to English; almost nothing of Hindi 
remains in what we are saying.

WILL ASHRAM HINDI LAST?

Finally we asked the question: “Do you think Ash-
ram Hindi will last?”

We felt that this question could be interesting, 
because nowadays there is a strong inclination to-
wards English, especially among the younger gen-
erations. They speak very little of Ashram Hindi. 
English has become popular because:

1) The students read so many books, comics 
and magazines in English. They are also exposed 
to it through television, films and especially 
video.

2) In more and more families the parents talk 
to their children in English. So in this way the 
children are exposed a lot more to English than 
we were at that age.

In fact some of the Delafon teachers told us 
that within 1 or 2 years in Delafon the children 
start speaking English amongst themselves.

To come back to our question: “Do you think 
Ashram Hindi will last?”

More than half said that it would last and that 
it has come to stay. But many also felt that it would 
gradually die out.

But you can be sure that it has still not died 
out, and is widely spoken. Most students said that 
in batches they usually talked in Ashram Hindi, 
especially when they were in big batches. For ex-
ample, when the teacher has gone out and all the 

students start talking, or after a match of Basket 
Ball when the players are discussing the game, the 
discussions are usually in Ashram Hindi. (When 
Bengali students get together though, they usu-
ally speak in Bengali. This is not so noticeable for 
other languages except Gujarati to some extent.)

CONCLUSION

We’ve given you an overall idea of the origin and 
development of Ashram Hindi. We would also 
like to share with you some of our experiences 
during the preparation of the talk.

We chose the subject because we were con-
vinced that it would be of universal interest, but 
also because it was an unexplored domain and 
because we thought that it would be fun working 
on it. As expected, the preparation was real fun. 
We had lively discussions amongst the two of us, 
and others who were interested also enjoyed pro-
viding us with information. We saw them getting 
happy and excited because it brought back past 
memories. It was not merely fun, but it often set 
us thinking and made us aware of our manner of 
speech.

Before the talk both of us were entirely pro-
Ashram Hindi. But the study of the language has 
made us more objective. We can now see both its 
advantages and disadvantages, which are, to sum 
up:

Positive points: The most important positive 
point of Ashram Hindi is its simplicity. It is easy 
to pick up, understand and manipulate. It involves 
no thinking. It has no fixed rules or grammar. Its 
vocabulary is both extensive and very expressive 
and colourful. It is a great help for those who can’t 
speak English fluently, which is the only other 
language apart from Ashram Hindi that is used 
for daily conversation.

Negative points: Ashram Hindi is not suit-
able for all situations, such as serious discus-
sions, but meant only for light exchange. It is 
rather harsh-sounding and impolite when com-
pared to Hindi. It has no linguistic value. Being a 
thorough jumble, a ÊJÉSÉbÒ, it lacks the beauty, 
the sanctity, the dignity and the refinement of a 
pure language. 



Quiz Time!
Here are the questions for this issue. Send us your answers by email...

1. “…the completest synthesis that has been realized to this day of the genius of Asia and the genius of 
Europe…” Who wrote this about Sri Aurobindo?

2. “…look and you will see that your thoughts come into you from outside. Before they enter fling 
them back.” Who said this to Sri Aurobindo?

3. “In the interest of peace and good government, it is absolutely necessary that this man should be 
removed from the political arena.” Who wrote this to the Home Secretary of the Government of 
India on 16th May 1908, referring to Sri Aurobindo?

4. “Long after he is dead and gone, his words will be echoed and re-echoed, not only in India, but 
across seas and lands.” Who said this about Sri Aurobindo?

5. How did Barindra Kumar Ghose, Sri Aurobindo’s younger brother, call him? ?
?

?

?

?
?

?

?

ANSWERS TO THE PREVIOUS ISSUE’S QUESTIONS:

Who played the part of Perseus when Amita-di did the role of Andromeda?
Believe it or not, it was our very own Jugal-da! We have only seen him in the role of the 

head of Knowledge. Most of us were not even born when Jugal-da played the role of the hero 
on the stage in 1954.

Who did the role of Vuthsa Udayan in the 1958 programme of Vasavadutta?
The role of Vuthsa Udayan, the hero, was played by Jhumur-di [see photo]! This was a rare 

occasion when the role of the hero in one of Sri Aurobindo’s plays was done by a woman. 

Who played the roles of Priam, Achilles and Zeus in Ilion in the 1992 1st December programme?
All three roles were done by Bhrata Reddy ’83 (Buchu). We have seen double roles in films, 

but this was a triple role on stage. Every time Buchu made an exit from the stage he ran to the green 
room where there were about five people waiting to help him to change from one costume to another. 

 
How many times has the play Prince of Edur been preformed at the Ashram Theatre?

This play has been done three times; December 1970 (directed by Svetlana), December 1982 (di-
rected by Gautam Mitra ’76), December 2002 (Directed by Maurice Shukla ’75).

What was the theme of the 1st December programme of 1972, Sri Aurobindo’s centenary year, and what was 
so unusual about the programme?

In the centenary year (1972) the programme for the 1st December was recitations from Canto 
One, Book Eleven of Savitri. Unlike other years, this performance was in the School Courtyard, as the 
Ashram Theatre was being renovated. The programme was repeated on 15th December for Ashram 
members who could not see it on the 1st due to the lack of space.




