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My very first anthropological ethnography will be written on my field work experience at Skanda Vale. Skanda vale is a multi-faith ashram, Situated in the heart of Wales, Carmarthenshire. It is an enormous ashram that is spread across many acres of beautifully flowered lands, that are full to the brim with wild birds and squirrels. 

There are three Beautiful Temples, all as uniquely decorated as the others. Their names are the Lord Murugan Temple, The Maha Shakti Temple and The Sri Ranganatha Temple. I’ll Discuss the temples in more depth throughout my Ethnography to try and give you the best image possible of these ashrams and how impressively decorated and individual they all are.

Our aim whilst at Skanda vale was to choose a topic and try and research into the topic in more depth. To begin with I chose to study the ashrams and also see what information I could gain while I was there about each specific shrine and what they mean to the people of Skanda vale.

 Since our visit and experiencing Skanda vale for a 24-hour period, my perspective has differed slightly. I’m now going to try and give you a detailed description of the ashrams and shrines to the best of my ability but I’m also going to talk about the experiences I had whilst I was in the at Skanda vale, how they made me feel. What I will also discuss is the animal shelters, and what animals they cared for at Skanda vale. This is because until my visit I had no knowledge of how many animals they kept and was completely shocked to find they cared not just for anyone who visited whilst looking after themselves, they also cared for any animals they could help too.

 I feel discussing my involvement in general will help frame Skanda vale for you as I feel like that we never really got an opportunity to speak to many of the monks and nuns whilst we stayed. I feel I gained so much knowledge from just being there, not just in the pujas, but walking around, listening to Brother Andy talk about the ashrams and temples and each different religion and Shrine.

My classmates and I, as well as our lecturer Eloise and a former student called Kenny (he’s Brilliant and there to help us on our journey) hopped on a bus at 9am from the university one morning and began our 30-minute drive to Skanda Vale. Eloise was there to make sure were all enjoyed and got the best out of our fieldwork whilst also conducting her own field work. Also, to making sure we all behave of course.  

As we arrive we are greeted by a friendly old looking fellow who introduced himself as Brother Andy, one of the residents of Skanda vale. He informed us of some of the rules of the ashram and then let us load all our luggage onto a mini bus that he drove down to the accommodation. We all took a leisurely stroll down to a little garden Brother Andy stopped about half way down to the accommodation. This is where we were shown the Samadhi of their Founding guru, Guru Sri Subramanium. 

Before I mention any more about the Samadhi I will have to explain what I mean when I use the word “divinity”. Brother Andy informed us that when he mentions divinity he means that it is found everywhere! In him, in you, myself, the earth, the skies. In everyone and everything and the “Divine mother” is the link between our world and the divine world.

Guru Sri Subramanium. He was the founder of Skanda. A man that moved from London because he felt he could help people and had a dream of growing his multi-faith ashram. The Divine mother began visiting Guru Sri Subramanium in the 1970’s, which is when Guru Subramanium had the Divine Mother tell him to move to wales. So, he upped his ashram in London and moved to West wales.

 Guru Sri Subramanium was shown some land in a dream by the Divine Mother and realised his search was over when he came across the farm that originally started all of Skanda vale. He raised the funds necessary to buy the farm and began growing his kingdom. Lands surrounding the farm were then over time, donated to the ashram to help it maintain the standard and room required to be able to help others and continue its practise. 

The Samadhi of Guru Sri Subramanium was breath taking. It was an enormous Shaligram. Black with white grooves all over. Spectacularly decorated with many flowers and trinkets. The Skanda vale official website describes how they felt when they found it as: 

“It had us spellbound, and exerted a curious magnetism, drawing everyone close in an aura of fascination, joy and reverence”

In the garden was also a wonderfully carved stone statue of the Guru himself. He was sat on a bench with his hand on his lap, facing upwards as if to offer a helping hand. His carved facial expression was soft and gentle. The way Brother Andy spoke of Guru Sri Subramanium filled me with happiness. He spoke so highly of the guru and made sure we were all aware that without him, there would be no Skanda vale and that the guru was the kindest, warmest soul he had encountered in his life. Brother Andy had said to us 

“Guru Subramanium was a clear representation of “the Divine” and was a man of great capabilities and love with a heart full of love.” 

It shows they have great respect and love for their founder. And that his memory will live on through the Samadhi and the statue.

After talking with Brother Andy in the garden for around 20 minutes we were walked through some more wonderful lands and fields, through some country lanes that had animal enclosures either side. Where the residents of Skanda Vale would look after and care for animals that need help.

 An animal sanctuary, where they would look after animals of all kinds that have been rescued from neglect and ill-treatment. There were deer, Canadian Geese, peacocks, pigs, and around 50 different breads of birds, along with many more species of animal. 

We were then taken into an indoor enclosure where they kept rare plants and exotic birds. The room was rather smelly and extremely warm. I’m not sure if it was the bird smell that was overpowering or all the different variety of plants.

Then we were given an extremely special (sometimes once in a lifetime) opportunity to meet Valli, the 35-year-old Elephant! Yes, Skanda vale look after and care for an elephant. They have an exquisite, zoo standard elephant enclosure for Valli that is kept at the optimum climate temperature, so that she is comfortable and warm in her surroundings. And incredibly the whole enclosure was donated to the ashram so that Valli feels at home. 

Skanda vale itself is mainly run on Donations. The food, facilities and worships are all free when you stay at Skanda vale, and when you stay they do like you to bring a donation. 

So as anthropologists we did our best to gather things that would be suitable for them to use, as well as being careful to not purchase anything that could upset of offend the ashram. We gathered essentials. Things we thought they would use daily, items like fresh veg, eco-lover washing up liquid, bags of rice and lentils and I brought along four bags of tea candles. I had to make sure they were proper bee’s wax candles and didn’t contain anything that could come from a cow. This Is because Cows are sacred to Skanda vale. 

We were informed by Brother Andy whilst we were sat in the café, that their Guru Sri Subramanium’s focus religion was Hinduism, but welcomed every form and representation of god and the divine. For Hinduism, cows are sacred animals and have been throughout Indian and Hindu culture for many years. I found a book written by F.J.Kormon that helps reinforce my fact.

“Symbolic notions of the cow date as far back as the earliest written texts in India.”

Brother Andy was the brother that we spent most of our time with, and pretty much the only brother we got to socialise with and speak to on a one to one basis. 

He told us that they once had a cow of their own who they believed carried Divinity. His name was Rambo. They cared and looked after Rambo for many years of his life but unfortunately the cow caught tuberculosis and eventually after a long fight, Skanda vale had to put Rambo to sleep. But He made us very aware that they fought and fought to keep Rambo alive, they even went to the extent of building him his own safe enclosure as to try and contain the disease. But that the local farmers were not happy and tried to break in during the night and would try to harm and hill Rambo, so that the disease wouldn’t spread to their local cattle. The Monks and nuns of Skanda vale were devastated, But could do no more.

We were then shown our accommodation and informed that we were to meet back at the shop. Which was in the room right next to the café.
 Everything in the shop was also donated and very beautiful! The clothing was fantastically colourful. The jewellery was all handmade and it was all so cheap. A few of us brought a couple of items in the shop then we were told we were to carry out some work. It was all very light work and it was for us to do as a thank you for the free accommodation and food. We were all more than willing to take part.

We painted some wooden fences with a sealant and then did the same to some benches. We got all our work done and sat down, next to a shrine and had a small break with Brother Andy. Some Tea and fruit. It was a beautiful shrine that looked as if it was floating on water. It was a lady with 6 arms holding some weapons including a Discus, a dagger and a pitchfork. 

Surrounding the shrine were metal poles to make sure that people don’t touch the shrine. And on the poles were countless bits of ribbon. All with a little penny or trinket inside. This is where I chose my moment to possibly catch a one on one with Andy.

He happily came and spoke to me about what all the ribbons were for, it intrigued me as to why there were so many. I then informed brother Andy that I would be using the dialogue in interview form in my ethnography. The conversation went as followed:


Myself: “It interests me as to why there are so many ribbons attached to this Shrine. Can you by any chance tell me what they symbolise?”

Brother Andy: “They are all left by people who are making wishes. They wrap up a penny, or a small symbolic trinket, tie a piece of fabric to the shrine, and pray that she grants their wishes.”

Myself: “Are they then left here forever or are they removed and placed somewhere else?” 

Brother Andy: “No they are not left there forever, they are taken off and sacrificed in a fire to the gods.”

I personally feel this is a beautiful thing to do. Brother Andy and I then went on to talk about the shrine itself. She had a broken hand. Brother Andy informed me that as she was broken, she shouldn’t really be seen on display, this is because as a figure of the Divine she cannot be seen as defaced, or de-appreciated and that she will be replaced in the next year. 

A beautiful thing that Andy informed me on was that the old shrine will not be thrown away or destroyed, but laid at the bottom on the lake to rest in peace and enjoy the lake.

It was then time for us to get ready for our first Puja. Which took place at 1.30pm. The class went, washed and all met up outside the Lord Murugan Temple. This temple being the first temple to open upon Guru Sri Subramanium’s arrival in wales in the year of 1973. When we all gathered at the Temple there were already people waiting outside. We were asked that we take our shoes off outside the temple and to enter very quietly. 

I instantly felt a gender divide, as Women were told to sit on the left, and men were told to sit on the right. We were also informed that if a woman was on her menstrual cycle that she was to sit at the back of the temple.

 This slightly offended me, and made me question what happens to the nuns when they are on their cycle? Do they suffer consequences? Unfortunately, these are questions I was unable to get answered by the nuns themselves but was informed by Brother Andy that they are not allowed to lead the puja whilst on their cycle’s.

Upon entering the Temple, I was completely shocked. There were separate mats on either side of the room, a side for men, and a side for women. Both facing a set of very large curtains, with two large closed gates that were guarding the other half of the temple. There were pictures all around the room of different representations of gods from numerous different religions, All with their own table of trinkets and symbolic statues and figures. 

There was gold and silver absolutely everywhere. Most of the photo frames were gold, fabulously elaborate gold candle and oil burners were situated all around the room and they were all as beautifully scented as the next.

After we all picked up pillows and took our spots on the mats, the monks came in and began the puja. They handed out little booklets that allowed us to sing and chant along with them. They also handed two females, and two males sat at the front of the temple a gold bell each to ring during parts of the puja. There was also a fairly large bell hung just in-between the gates in the centre. The gates and curtains seemed to guard something. And then they drew back the curtain!

A colossal golden temple stood before us. With countless numbers of gold objects all over the room. Each faith seemed to have its own section in this heptagonal shaped room. As I was sat in the centre of the room I didn’t have a great view of the back of the temple, but as far as I could see there were miniature shrines for Christianity, Hari Krishna, Buddhism, and Judaism. There were a few that I missed and couldn’t see but I plan on gathering further information on all the divines in the future as I plan on returning at a later date. 

The one that stood out the most was a large shrine in the centre of the gold temple, It was a shrine for Hinduism. It’s hard to express the amount of gold that surrounds this shrine. Golden forks, golden goblets, Candle holders, and golden flower vases. Flowers everywhere, all as offerings of beauty to the gods. 

Towards the end of the puja the monks and nuns began carrying in all of our donations, to first offer them to the gods. This is so that they are respecting each form of the divine and offering anything they have to the gods first so that is its blessed by them and blessed for us to eat. 

After the blessing and offerings of the donations the monks started making their way around the room, starting with the males handing out a spoon of yogurt which they would place in your left hand, a spoon of watery honey which you would also drink from your left hand.

 They would then offer us a white powder which you would place onto your right little finger and place in the centre of your four head. You would then repeat with a red powder. We were informed by one of the monks that it was Zinc oxide and a dye which made up the red powder and Vibhuti and clay were combined and ground together to create the white powder. This is all part of a Hindu ritual practise that they do to worship and show appreciation to the Hindu gods. You would then wash away all your bad energy and sin with a little burning object they carried around too you.

After the first puja my mind was a little bit overwhelmed. The whole puja was very loud, very long, quite cold and a complete sensory overload. Everything combined with the overpowering smell of flowers, candles and the ringing of constant multiple bells, I didn’t really know what to feel. I enjoyed and embraced every second of it but still came out feeling a little bit perplexed.



We then had some food, all of which was all the food that was blessed in the first puja. So, the monks and nuns ask us to be mindful and respect that it was blessed and to please not waste any. This was fine with me! It was wonderful. We then had a break and before you know it, its 6pm puja! 

[bookmark: _GoBack]The 6pm puja was situated all the way back up the big hill we had to walk down to get to the heart of the camp. So, around quarter past 5 we all set off to make our way up to The Maha Shakti Temple. 

After the invigorating walk up the hill we arrived and again took our shoes off and entered the first part of the temple.

This room of the second temple was pretty bare. Bright yellow walls, a greet carpet and two closed double doors that we all sat on pillows in front of until the Monks and nuns arrived. The room was basic, not many pictures, or things on the walls. Not that many trinkets. But, the room was absolutely packed with different bouquets of flowers engulfing the lower half of the room. All along the floors, on tables. Everywhere my eyes could look! 

When all the monks and nuns arrived, the double doors were opened. They then began taking the flowers in a seemingly peculiar fashion. One of the nuns would collect one from the side, and one from the back, and then one from the front, I couldn’t seem to find a pattern as to what she was doing. I kindly offered one of the nuns my assistance, but she generous refused whilst continuing to inform me that all the flowers have to go in, but in a specific order, so that they are offered to the gods in the correct way. 	

After all the vases were moved into the other side of the temple, we were then allowed to enter. Again, the males entered first and the females had to follow. In this particular temple they ask you politely not to enter the second room if you have eaten meat in the last three days, smoked in the last three days, and again if females are on their menstrual cycle they ask you to remain in the first room.

We were made aware of these rules before we arrived at Skanda vale, and so I did my best to abide by them as I wanted to fully immerse myself in the experience. 

As soon as I entered the only thing that immediately drew my attention was a big yellow shutter in the corner of the room that was lit up brightly. We all perched on the floor, segregated to male and female. And the puja begins. 
There are yet again multiple little shrines for many representations of the divine dotted around the room.

 Nevertheless, as the shutters opened I was completely astounded.  A six-foot-tall statue of the Maha Kali goddess of the Hindu religion. She was extremely Beautiful. Very overpowering as she stood a completely black statue with black eyes and a long (between 2” and 3”) tongue poking out of her mouth. She was covered in flower gala’s and jewellery. She had a beautiful golden crown on her head with gold and silver jewels hanging gloriously off the sides.


After some gracious chanting and singing, the monks began to pour milk, Yogurt and honey directly onto the statue, this of course to offer Maha Kali all the good and sugary foods they receive. So that the gods are receiving them before we do. 

It was a very interesting and intriguing experience all round and as we come to the end of the puja, we then accept the yogurt and honey water with our hands. Place the Zinc oxide on our foreheads and wash away all our sins with the fire. The feeling I got after this puja was a lot less overwhelming and a little more enlightening. I felt like I had actually taken part, enjoyed and took everything I can out of the experience. We walked back down the big hill, back to the heart of the camp to prepare for the next puja in an hour and a half, at 9pm.

 The 9pm puja was the same as the first puja we attended but was a little bit shorter as they didn’t have as many donations to offer the gods to be blessed at the end.

It came to 9pm in the Lord Murugan Temple and we were all extremely tired at this point. We all partook in the puja and were all ready to head off to bed to write in our diaries and prepare for the extremely early start of a 5am puja. 

I don’t really remember much of the 5am puja which was also held in the Lord Murugan Temple. I remember trying to fight to be awake, very cold and extremely hungry. We all brought blankets to the puja to make sure we were warm. The monks and nuns began the chanting and the singing, and this time I was passed one of the bells to ring throughout the entire puja. It was very interesting and helped me concentrate on the task at hand and keep me awake. There were certain points where we would stop ringing the bell, and then we would begin again when the monk started ringing the bigger bell in the centre of the archway. 

After the puja we all retreated to bed for an hour or so and then got up to prepare for a puja at 11am. When we arose from the hour nap we all took there was a complete change of scenery outside. It had begun to snow. The landscape all of a sudden become ten times more beautiful than it already was. As we were situated in the hills in West Wales it is extremely scenic anyhow.

We were warned that the 11am puja will be extremely cold as it was snowing and the Temple we were attending puja in was an open walled building with half a roof shading the Seating area. The Temple named the Sri Ranganatha Temple.

This Temple was the most mesmerising. There was a striking shrine laying Floating in water, with an eight headed snake hanging over her head.  There were also little shrines dotted around her. As you can imagine with the snowy scenery the place was picturesque. Words can’t describe the feeling I received seeing such beauty. 

The chanting began, and I felt completely taken aback. Probably by the whole feeling of the puja, with the singing, being completely surrounded by my peers, it was a fantastic feeling. 


As the snow continued to fall, it seemed to be getting heavier and heavier. Me and a couple of my peers started to become concerned about getting back on the bus. We had to make a collective decision that four of my other peers and I were going to leave Skanda Vale a couple of hours early to make sure we could all get home. The Coach was due back at 3pm and me, Cameron, April, Sian and Ewan decided to take Cameron’s car back to town at around 1pm. 

We were all extremely disappointed that we had to leave early, but also relieved that we were going to be home safe. I learnt many valuable lessons in Skanda vale, and learnt a lot about numerous different religions, Hinduism being the focal religion and numerous wonderful facts about their founding guru, Guru Sri Subramanium. Over all my trip to Skanda vale was extremely informative and I look forward to continuing and furthering my research on my next visit. 
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