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Reflections of Skanda Vale: A Reflexive Journal

Preparations
My current module covers basic anthropological fieldwork and as my studies have been largely lecture-based to date, I am excited to gain some brief experience of practical fieldwork by staying overnight at a local multi-faith ashram, called Skanda Vale, to conduct studies on daily life there. Preparation included reading an introductory chapter on anthropological fieldwork (Amit 2000) which gave an interesting insight into some of the practical and ethical issues, and some brief online research on Skanda Vale.
During prior lectures, we were given background information about Skanda Vale and discussed some schedules and rules to be adhered to whilst there. Expected to bring gifts of thanks for the community’s hospitality, we discussed useful contributions. Knowing the community has little interest in material possessions (Warrier 2009), but do grow food, I suggested fruit and vegetable seeds may be well received. 
I have been torn between focusing my studies on gender or multispecies interactions at Skanda Vale. Gender separation in religious settings is well documented (Bowie 2006) but the manner in which gender conceptions have formed within the amalgamation of faiths at Skanda Vale are of particular interest to me, and I have settled on this subject for my report. 

On Arrival
I chose to drive to Skanda Vale instead of taking the university minibus, picking up my classmate, Jess, on the way. The morning was stunningly bright, warm for March with little breeze. Driving down the wooded lane towards the ashram I noticed two things; the sweetness of the fresh woodland air, and the 10 mile-per-hour sign featuring an elephant. It felt as though we were entering a space set apart from the hustle and bustle of daily life. The peacefulness of Skanda Vale seemed to wash over me and I felt positive about the experience to come. 
 	We parked in a small car park near the entrance and soon realised that Eloise, our lecturer, and the rest of our class were parked elsewhere, but were told to go on in whilst our group awaited a community member to guide them down. Approaching the entrance, the air was sweet with subtle smells of food and incense, complimenting the scent of the blossoming trees lining the pathways. We came to the entrance, with cafeteria on the right adjoining the Lord Murugan Temple, and reception on the left. Immediately in front of the cafeteria sat a large statue of Shiva. Although it’s serene, the pilgrimage aspect of the ashram is made obvious by the information signs scattered around.
At the reception desk we were warmly greeted by Swami Ishra and Brother Andy, who were friendly and good humoured, making us feel immediately comfortable. It transpired that Brother Andy was the guide our group were awaiting, so our unescorted arrival was fortuitous.
	We piled into the minibus with Brother Andy, discovered the group hauling their bags down the lane and stopped to pick them up. Brother Andy is incredibly friendly and forthcoming and as he drove us to see our accommodation, explained that transgressions should not be feared; the ashram regularly welcomes students and community members expect and willingly answer questions. 
	On our tour, we were shown the purpose-built food-store which houses food donations, Brother Andy explained the ashram donates around 70tons of surplus rice each year to local food-banks and charities, before citing their monastic vow of poverty, patting his belly and explaining “we’re still not too bad off here!”. We visited the animal enclosures (a definite highlight), said hello to Marmaduke the Bassett hound and caught a glimpse of Lakshmi the elephant strolling her field. We saw the Maha Shakti temple, devoted to Kali and nestled amongst trees in a small farm house that used to be Guru Sri Subramanium’s residence. Brother Andy told the story of how Kali appeared to Guruji and urged him to build the temple, marking the start of worship to the Mother goddess for the Community1.
 (
1
 
I would later realise that this was a turning point for female involvement in the ashram in general – Skanda Vale was strictly male monastic after its founding and female inclusion in worship came later on. 
)	Lastly was a visit to the Guru’s samhadi, or gravesite – a beautiful garden centred around the grave, marked by a large black boulder set upon a podium. In one corner of the garden, sat under sweet-smelling cherry-blossom, was a statue of Guruji; a kind-faced, smiling man with a fresh garland resting around his neck. Brother Andy spoke at length about the Guru’s teachings and nature, the passion and conviction in his voice touching to hear, before we headed back towards the Lord Murugan temple. 
My biggest presumption before arrival was that Community members may be quite serious due to their commitment to their faith, but any preconceptions I held have dissolved; everyone we met welcomed us warmly and openly. 

Pujas, Potholes and Ponies
	Arriving back, we attended our first puja, or prayer. Shoes are prohibited in two of the three temples, so we left our boots at the door and sat inside, women to the left, men to the right. This is the first obvious separation of the genders that I witnessed. 
	The puja consisted of Sanskrit prayers and chants, involving drums, bells, and a conch horn played by the monks and nuns. The 108 names of Lord Murugan were recited, and I decided to close my eyes and let the chants wash over me – despite the volume of the prayer, it was strangely relaxing to sit and let myself be taken by the rhythm. Food offerings brought that day were blessed. At the end of the puja, each person received Aarti, a blessing from a monk involving being offered a sacred flame, and marking our foreheads with vibhuti (grey ash) and kumkum (red powder); men were blessed first, then women.
At lunch, we were asked not to waste any food as it’s all blessed in the Temple before consumption. This was an opportunity to reflect with my classmates on our first puja; everyone seemed to feel positively about the experience. Following lunch, we set to work around the ashram as a way of contributing to our keep.
	Work was sweaty but very satisfying – moving benches and marquees for the ashram’s upcoming festival (featuring a pot-holey ride up the hill in the van), followed by mucking out stables. It was therapeutic working in the sunshine and my head felt clearer of the world’s weight than it had for some time. Our work was mostly guided by Sister Allie and a resident called Hannah – obviously, gender roles were not as apparent as I had expected when it came to work delegations. Chatting with Sister Allie and Hannah through the afternoon revealed little social hierarchy with regards to gender here – everyone contributes, is equally respected and has the same choices when it comes to work. Hannah kindly agreed to give us an interview over breakfast the following day, allowing us time to ponder some questions.
 
Wednesday Evening
	The Maha Shakti temple was next, for a pre-dinner puja giving thanks to Kali, (referred to by residents as “The Mother”). Bells, horns and drums were seemingly a puja staple. Each deity was blessed by a leading swami, with incense and then with Aarti, while the remaining congregation chanted prayers. Offerings were made to Kali – three limes and one coconut, cut in half and smeared with kumkum before being set alight. At the end of the puja, we were once again blessed with Aarti on exiting the temple – women were asked to form a line behind the men for this.
	We were offered a group discussion with one of the swamis before the last puja, to answer any questions we had. After dinner we sat in the Lord Murugan temple in a circle, Swami Suryananda perched on a chair. As he spoke extensively about faith and the divine, the swami’s total, unquestioning belief unsettled me somewhat, for the first time since being there. I noticed some contradictions – Suryananda described animals as “people too, just in different forms” and spoke of their equality with humans, but Community members described negative human traits sacrificed to Kali as “animal” and “lower” simultaneously. The overarching teaching at Skanda Vale is that everything is divine and one can worship the divine in anything; yet vows are taken that limit the extent of human experience and spirituality; for example, ingestion of hallucinogens and engaging in sexual intercourse are both widespread methods of practicing spirituality and yet experiences involving drugs or sex were described by Swami Suryananda as “cheap”. While the swami’s talk provided some answers, I had many more questions as we rearranged ourselves in the temple for the last puja – a candlelit ceremony similar to the others; except, I noticed that Aarti was brought before female devotees first. Something to ask about come morning, but now, it was time for bed.

A Very Early Morning
We sleepily arrived at the 5:00am puja, candlelit as before, but as loud as any other time of day. There was more Christian influence this time, with the Lord’s Prayer recited amongst the usual Sanskrit chanting. The Aarti was once again taken to the men first. 
[bookmark: _GoBack]Following the puja, residents and visitors climbed the hill towards the Maha Shakti temple; another puja was starting there at 6:30am. Feeling short on field note-writing time (and admittedly tired from the early morning), Jess, Alex and I elected not to attend in favour of catching up with our thoughts. 
Speaking with Hannah answered many questions I had about the somewhat inconsistent gender divide. It became clear that the divide was inconsistent because it was simply not that important; women are not confined to gender-specific tasks as such (although many of the nuns focus their work in the hospice, they can just as easily choose to work the ashram) and the order in which devotees receive Aarti is purely down to chance. Men have a hand in cooking, cleaning and other tasks traditionally delegated to females. Hannah made clear, however, that things have not always been quite so egalitarian; there has been a gradual shift over time towards women being treated equally, which Hannah suggested might be related to the arrival of younger women who expect a certain level of respect and equality, thus motivating an attitude shift over time.

Sri Ranganatha and Skanda Vale Hospice
	9:30am was the third puja of the day, the only daily puja held in the Sri Ranganatha temple. The sunlight had not yet warmed the semi-outside temple; coats and gloves were a must. Brother Andy greeted us, asking about our morning and whispering like a schoolboy about people falling in the pool during pujas, himself included. We sat on chairs, men and women together this time, but otherwise the structure of the puja was much the same; statues of deities were blessed while chanting, drumming and bellringing ensued. Despite the beautiful setting, the early start was taking its toll and my enchantment with the pujas was fast being replaced by chilliness and apathy. The swami’s climb across the water to reach deities in the two pools seemed tricky and I pondered Brother Andy’s accounts of previous soggy accidents; a situation suddenly enacted before us when the unfortunate swami slipped and took an unexpected paddle, admirably maintaining his chanting throughout the ordeal.  When it came to Aarti, the kumkum was presented alongside a yellow paste I had not seen before by Brother Andy, who took great delight in teasing me when I asked what to do with it.
	Last was touring the hospice that Skanda Vale run voluntarily – a bright, welcoming space bustling with smiling nuns and nurses. We returned to the ashram for the 1:30pm puja and following lunch, gathered our things to say our goodbyes. Whilst readying ourselves there was time for one last chat with one of the elderly nuns, who answered a final question: why were men and women separated in the temples? Her answer was that males and females give off different vibrations during meditative prayer, and sitting together would interrupt their correspondence with the divine. We had again been given an answer unexpectedly free of any sense of gender hierarchy – Skanda Vale had consistently shown itself, in all but the most official capacity, to be a Community free of restrictive gender conceptions. 
	We said our goodbyes and thanked Brother Andy, promising we’d be back. I left Skanda Vale with more questions than I arrived with, but a fondness for the place that will undoubtedly draw me back to answer them in the future.

Post-Departure
	Having had time to reflect on my experiences, I feel it was an insightful trip in to providing both a glimpse into life at Skanda Vale, and into conducting anthropological fieldwork. My preconceptions about gender notions at the ashram were completely different to what I found whilst there and it was refreshing to see a level of equality I had not expected. Having said that, my overarching feeling towards my stay is one of disappointment; not because I disliked it, but because that tiny glimpse also provided an undeniable awareness of how much I had left undiscovered. My initial feelings were incredibly positive but delving into a belief system and finding more questions than answers left me feeling frustrated. I definitely hope for another chance to delve a little deeper into Skanda Vale. 
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