Outsider life at Skanda Vale

All I wanted was a coffee!
I was getting a lift to Skanda Vale (SV) and arrived at Tesco about an hour early. I decided to go and have a coffee. Walking through the store with a large bag and pillows protruding from the top, I noticed people staring at me and giving me a wide berth. I realised that people seemed to think I was homeless and were treating me like waste. Khazaleh (2017) wrote about how certain people within the Capitalist system are treated as disposable, looked upon as outsiders with no use to society. This got me wondering as to whether the people at SV felt like this, having grown up nearby I knew that the locals didn’t perceive them as ‘normal’, or viewed them as some sort of nuisance. 
An elephant sighting and confusion
Once we arrived at SV we pulled into the minibus carpark, to quickly realise that this was not the carpark everyone else was arriving at. Someone leaving the Ashram stopped to let us know that Brother Andy (BA) and Swami Ishra were waiting in the reception area for us. We decided to head in, and feelings of excitement and uncertainty rushed through me. As we entered the reception area, we were greeted by two friendly looking men, they asked if we were the Lampeter students and where everyone else was. We stated that the others were waiting in the coach carpark for someone, at which point Brother Andy looked horrified and admitted that he was supposed to be there to greet them. Cathy and Brother Andy tried to get hold of the others as I had a perfectly normal chat with Swami Ishra about having grown up locally. I recall he mentioned that my family would have known SV as “the weirdos in the valley” to which I responded that my family were the weirdos in the valley opposite. This lead me back to thinking about people being viewed as outsiders and how it already seemed as though this is how the people at the Ashram felt. Staszak (2008) stated that this feeling of “otherness” stems from the perceptions of people rather than the actual cultural differences, did people at SV other themselves due to their own perception or did people other them and they simply adopted that way of thinking. 
A tour of their world
We went to collect the others from our group. First on the agenda was a tour around the grounds with BA. The first place we stopped in was their food store, it was stocked with plenty of rice, lentils and huge barrels of vegetable oil. Due to the large amount of donations they receive BA told us that they donate around seventy tonnes of food each year to various food banks and charities. All food is taken into the Lord Murugan temple to be blessed, BA described this as “raising the vibrations” in the food. The Monks and Nuns take Franciscan vows of poverty, obedience and chastity, this means that they have no money personally though someone does go out and do some shopping. All their funding comes from the vast amount of fundraising and donations that they receive. We then went onto my favourite part of the tour, the animals. We first went into a barn to be greeted by a happy hound named Marmaduke, then on to see the donkeys, mules and ponies. We left this shed, onto the elephant enclosure. In the distance we could see Lakshmi, the newest elephant, who seemed completely at home there. This seemed so odd to me, an elephant appearing completely at home in the Welsh countryside. We then entered the bird area, this enclosure was filled with all manner of fowl, from chickens to geese to peacocks. Another example of a smorgasbord within the Ashram, that anywhere else would seem out of place but here seemed to fit in perfectly. 
A rude awakening
Whilst showing us the Sri Ranganatha Temple BA continued to explain their faith, he stated with certainty that they are not Hindu’s, or in fact of any one faith, but a culmination of all faiths with no single religion being more prominent. Once again, I was shown an example of othering, the people there are outsiders of all religions whilst welcoming all religions into their lives. The beauty of this temple was astounding, with a pond in the centre of this open-air temple. All along the back rocky wall were statues of deities from many religions, though I could not specifically place them, and a statue of Lord Vishnu in the middle of the pond. I felt completely at peace in this wonderfully serene setting, with the sun shining and a cool breeze blowing across me. Listening to BA’s delightfully calm and endearing voice talk about his faith with such passion, I was beginning to understand why people would leave all they know behind and move here. Suddenly, I was awoken from my blissful daze to a loud thud from the other side of the temple, a bird had flown into the window with some force. I could no longer concentrate on anything but wanting to check this poor little creature was okay, glancing sideways at Cathy who was in the same boat. I was willing BA to finish talking, and once he did Cathy and I hurried over to check the bird. It was dead, and we put it in a bush just outside next to a small piece of white rock, and I was back to realising the beauty of this place once again. We simply went to the nearest hedge to put this unfortunate creature in, and there just so happened to be a beautiful little rock, almost like a headstone laid in wait. Looking back on this it seems silly to think that it was “meant to be”, however at the time and in that place, everything seemed to have a reason. Nothing seemed out of place there.
Puja time
Once we had finished the tour it was onto our first of six Puja’s in total. The Lord Murugan temple was relatively dark and filled with golden artefacts and the walls covered with depictions of deities. We each grabbed a cushion from the huge pile in the entranceway after leaving our shoes on the steps outside. The females were to sit on the left and males on the right, the monks and nuns at the front of the temple began to chant the 108 names of Subramanium. This was incredibly relaxing and drew you into an almost meditative state, not something I expected to happen as I don’t hold any particularly spiritual beliefs. The songs and chanting got gradually faster and more invigorating. The offerings were brought into the temple to be blessed and the addition of drums and bells made for an incredibly intense and exiting atmosphere. Once the blessings had been completed the chanting slowed down and the Aarthi was brought round. The Aarthi was a metal flame holder that was to help rid you of negativity and bring light and positivity into yourself. Then we were given grey and red powders to put on our third eye, these honestly smelt divine. 
All work and all play
Once we had finished eating our lunch it was time to start doing some work, this is the part I had been eagerly awaiting. I am most at home doing work outdoors. We began by filling a van with benches, whilst a few others swept up the debris. Once we had balanced the benches in the back of the van, we rearranged the left-over benches and tables, I was honestly in my element. I overheard Sister Allie (SA) mentioning to someone that she was behind with mucking out the donkeys, but she did not want to ask any of us to help as it can be smelly work. At the next opportunity I let her know that both me and Cathy were completely happy with doing such a task. We jumped in the back of the van and went up to the donkey barn. The others set upon unloading the van as both Cathy and I got stuck into mucking out the donkeys. Once we had finished separating the soiled straw from the clean, we realised that no one else was around and we needed to wait for SA’s return to remove the soiled hay. This gave us a wonderful opportunity to enjoy the company of two loving donkeys. At this moment I felt totally at home, as a child I had always helped on my grandparent’s farm to muck out the horses. Once SA returned Alex and Jaya turned up to help. Once we had finished mucking out, we headed towards the Maha Shakti temple for the next Puja. We bumped into SA and informed her that we had finished, she looked surprised that we had managed to complete the work and thanked us sincerely. I wondered how many people who go there are as used to this kind of work as we were and speculated that it was probably a small number. 
A blunder of crackling proportions.
We entered the temple, which had something akin to a waiting room. One of the Brother’s came out to invite everyone into the temple itself, reminding everyone that you could not enter if you had not been vegetarian for at least three days. Unfortunately, I had, rather unthinkingly, eaten pork scratchings two days earlier so had to reside in the outer room. As I sat there unable to enter the temple, I felt like an outsider for the first time since arrival. A large television in the corner displayed the shrine to Kali, a black imposing lady with a bright red tongue sticking out and surrounded by a kaleidoscope of flowers. This Puja felt far more intense than any of the others we experienced whilst we were there but for me this was still enjoyable.
Candlelit evening
We enjoyed another meal of curry for dinner and then back to the Lord Murugan temple where Swami Suryananda (SS) was waiting to give us a talk. SS was encapsulating in the way he spoke and welcomed questions. Their belief is that everyone is divine, and I was reminded of a quote from BA “everyone is a piece of god”. Though he came across as a little more righteous than the other monks he had the same level of friendliness and approachability. Then it was the last Puja of the day, which was tranquil even with the upbeat singing mostly due to the flickering candlelight it was held in. We retired to our rooms to write some quick notes and get to sleep as quickly as possible, with a four thirty wake up time looming over us like a dark cloud. 
Is it morning already?
At around half past four in the morning we threw our clothes on and rushed out into the brisk moonlit morning. This Puja had far more Christianity within it, the lord’s prayer being recited and other readings from the bible being read in the same monotone manner I had come to loathe in any Church I had previously visited. This felt unbefitting of the usually so upbeat Puja’s. Other’s in the group returned to the Maha Shakti temple for the next Puja, though I chose to return to my room to write some more notes, seeing as I could not enter the temple anyway. It felt like an eternity of mindless sleepy chatter before it was finally time to go and get breakfast. 
The happiest Hospice
Back to the Sri Ranganatha temple for the longest but most serene Puja of them all. The singing and chanting were much softer and parts of it were outside in the glorious sunshine. From here it was a visit to the hospice and on the drive, BA chatted openly and answered questions from those sat within earshot. The hospice itself is a wonderous place, and not at all what I had expected. Having visited many care homes, hospitals and hospices in the past I felt confident I knew what to expect but any preconceptions were obliterated within moments of stepping onto the grounds. The gardens are open and colourful pockets of joy. You could hear nothing but laughter and cheerful conversation from the volunteers and staff enjoying their break in the sun. Once inside the building everything was painted in happy colours and pictures adorned most walls. Little surprises of stained glass were hidden around the place adding even more colour and light. There was no ‘hospital smell’, or solemn feeling as I had expected, there was nothing but love and happiness. 
Home time
We returned to the Ashram for our final Puja before departure, the same as the previous day’s lunchtime, but with added drums. Drums really added a sense of excitement, and I was elated to have experienced this before leaving. After this we ate our last meal of curry, visited the giftshop and thanked everyone who was around for allowing us into their world, even if it was only brief. 
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