A visit to Skanda Vale: The ins and outs of the Ashram

Introduction
Within this research fieldwork project, I visited the ashram Skanda Vale with other students from my class as part of the first year of my degree. Skanda Vale is a multi-faith ashram set in the rural welsh countryside in Carmarthenshire, approximately forty minutes from Lampeter University. Skanda Vale was opened in 1973 by Guru Sri Subramanium, at this time there was only a single derelict farmhouse on the land. In 1976 they started a monastic order and take Franciscan vows of poverty, obedience and chastity (Skanda Vale, n.d.). They have since allowed women to become nuns and Skanda Vale is now home to around twenty-five nuns, monks and residents.
We were to arrive at the ashram at 11am on Wednesday 27th April 2019, and we were to leave at 3pm the next day. This gave us approximately twenty-eight hours to gather appropriate information for our chosen focus subject. It is important to state that this is not enough time to conduct thorough research, though I do feel that we gained a useful insight into the lives of people at Skanda Vale and the location itself. Due to the works of Malinowski (1922) it is largely seen that any work within the field should last anywhere between one and two years. Owing to the four-week timescale of our module it was unfortunately not possible for us to stay in the field for an extensive period of time, though it is important to note that we were made aware that this timescale was not sufficient for valid research.
Research Questions
My main research question was regarding how this multi-faith ashram fit in to the rural welsh countryside, and how did the people within it fit in with each other and their surroundings. The main focus of my study was looking at the outsider aspects of such a place. Another facet of this question is how does the multi faith aspect of the ashram fit into the anthropological discourse with regards to religion. I wanted to focus on the dichotomy between insider and outsider and see just how apparent this may or may not be within Skanda Vale.
Aims
My aim within this research was to ethnographically gather information about the daily life of people within the ashram in order to answer my research questions as accurately as possible within such a short time frame. Though the use of the term ethnography seems to be up for debate within Anthropology (Ingold, 2014; Miller, 2017). Ingold (2014) defined ethnography as “the art of describing”, which is how I chose to look at my own ethnographical work. I also took into account the suggestion that you have a responsibility to justify your description by having actually witnessed the thing itself (Miller, 2017). Miller (2017) also speaks of going into the field to learn about the differences between people first hand, and in doing so being able to create a safe space for these differences to exist.
Research Methodology
The methods I adopted for my study were participant observation, reflexive journal writing and informal interviews. Participant observation as described by Ingold (2014) requires the anthropologist to attend, to live with others in an attentive manner. He also suggests that it is a practise of correspondence which is always in the making (Ingold, 2014). With my journal I hoped to show an insight into the feelings that arose whilst at Skanda Vale. In the same manner that Taussig (2003) spoke of I hoped to gain a level of truth I may not have achieved by simply writing a report. He suggests that through the unfiltered manner of diary writing it can be said that this could be seen to be more factual, though he does also note the issues of using such a term (Taussig, 2003).  I wholly agree with the idea that the conventional academic writing style leaves no space for “the stuff that won’t fit” (Taussig, 2003:B12), and wished to avoid normalising the “weird” or where this was not possible, simply leaving it out. I wished for my journal to be an accurate representation of the experience, and when looking back at my notes to be self-aware and analytical of the encounter (Okely, 1992).
Due to the short amount of time we were staying at Skanda Vale it was imperative that my notes would be clear and concise in order to write about my experience justly. 
Research Ethics
In order to ensure that my research was as ethical as possible I made sure to familiarise myself with the guidelines set out by the ASA (Association of Social Anthropologists, 2018). In order to maintain an ethical standing I needed to consider any possible consequences that could arise as an outcome of my work, this included making sure none of my writing could damage Skanda Vale in any way or the people within the ashram. Whilst there I made sure to get permission to use any information gathered and made sure my intentions were clear. Any questions that were asked were tactful and the utmost care was taken not to cause any offence. I also made sure to state that anyone I spoke with could remain anonymous if they so wished. 
Once I was familiar with these guidelines, I looked over the rules of the ashram that could be found on their website (Skanda Vale, n.d.). One of the rules is to not consume meat for three days prior to arrival, unfortunately due to a lapse in thought I did consume a small amount of meat two days before. Due to this I made sure to follow rules set out for this circumstance, such as not entering the Maha Shakti temple. Another of the rules is there is no smoking allowed on the site, so I made sure to be off the property in order to do so. No electronic devices are permitted within the ashram, so my mobile phone was left in the vehicle I arrived in and all my notes were taken down via pen and paper as opposed to a Dictaphone. 
Findings
Due to having grown up approximately ten minutes’ drive from Skanda Vale, the landscape and area itself was very familiar to me. Firstly, this challenges the idea of what “the field” is, and where it is. As Amit (2000) states, the field has traditionally involved travel somewhere other than ‘home’. Skanda Vale was certainly not far away from where I would call home but would still constitute as the field as it was where I was conducting my fieldwork. The traditional view of the field being some foreign land is no longer a pragmatic definition of the field (Amit, 2000). 
The question of what is autoethnography and what is just ethnography was also challenged, much of what I experienced was familiar for me. I would go so far as to suggest that the only part of my experience that was unfamiliar were the religious aspects and the Puja’s. Autoethnography is conventionally thought of as ethnographical work within the ethnographers own social group or culture, however it can also be used to describe writing about your own experience within an ethnographic setting (Reed-Danahay, 2017). Whilst at Skanda Vale I felt very much ‘at home’ though there were very many elements of unfamiliarity, this caused me to question the dichotomy of what is autoethnography and what is not. Is it not human nature to find familiarities with other people? Though this is not to say that there were no differences, after all there can be “no comparison without difference” (Braun, 1999:2).
I found that it seemed commonplace for the inhabitants of Skanda Vale to describe themselves as “weirdos”, having heard Swami Ishra, Brother Andy and Swami Suryananda use the term to describe themselves, sometimes on more than one occasion (Evans, 2019). By defining themselves in such a way it led me to speculate as to whether they ‘othered’ themselves on purpose or whether it was simply how they assumed other people perceived them (Staszak, 2008). Another stark example of the people at the ashram being perhaps considered as outsiders was in regards to their spiritual beliefs. They stated on a few occasions that they do not class themselves as religious, instead they are more spiritual and believe that god resides in everything (Evans, 2019). They do however welcome parts of many religions into their lives, believing that each deity or depiction of god is simply a different manifestation of god. This leaves them as outsiders of all religions, but at the same time they welcome each religion in with the same respect as you would expect a Christian to show the bible.
A further example of Skanda Vale’s outsider status is the story of Shambo and the subsequent views of neighbouring farmers. Shambo was a black bullock living at Skanda Vale, and as such was viewed as part of the divine in line with their beliefs (Skanda Vale, n.d.). Unfortunately, Shambo tested positive for tuberculosis in a routine test required by DEFRA, this meant that he was required to be slaughtered (Warrier, 2009). The people of Skanda Vale chose to undergo a lengthy legal battle with DEFRA in order to try and save the life of Shambo, though they were eventually unsuccessful (Warrier, 2009). Many local farmers came to the defence of Skanda Vale, also dissatisfied with DEFRA’s regulations on TB testing (Skanda Vale, n.d.). Equally many farmers were unhappy with the way in which Skanda Vale were dealing with Shambo’s situation, supporting DEFRA’s culling rules and citing the health risks involved with keeping an animal alive with such an infectious disease (Warrier, 2009). Due to this and the vast amount of media attention they gained from this, they became infamous outsiders in the welsh countryside (BBC, 2007).
Conclusion
In conclusion, I feel that the people of Skanda Vale have set up their own little bubble away from ‘normal’ society and are happy with this. They appeared to be proud of their ‘weirdo’ status and revel in it. They appear to have recovered from any damage done by the Shambo situation and are happy to talk about it if asked (Evans, 2019). Their separation from religion is also not as vast as you might expect, and evidence of many religions can be found at the ashram (Evans, 2019).
I would suggest that ‘the field’ can in fact be anywhere and does not need to be some exotic far away land, as long as there are some differences or knowledge to gain ‘the field’ could be anywhere (Amit, 2000). I would also propose that the dichotomy between familiar and difference should be used carefully, as one cannot exist without the other it can be suggested that both parts of this dichotomy can be found anywhere (Braun, 1999). The line between autoethnography and ethnography, in my opinion should be blurred. If autoethnography is in some part described as placing the researcher within the social discourse (Reed-Danahay, 2017), then surely all ethnography is in part, autoethnographical. 
In short, there is evidence of an outsider outlook within the Skanda Vale community, however my own arguments with anthropological definitions were made prominent through this research project. 
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