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Prologue
Through most of our lectures we covered the multiple theories of fieldwork in anthropology and more importantly how to apply to them to our upcoming trip to Skanda Vale. Skanda Vale is best described as a multi-faith monastery, they describe themselves as such with the exception of calling themselves an ashram (Skanda Vale Ashram n.d.. https://www.skandavale.org/faq/ [Accessed 9th April 2018]). Taking most of its heritage from Hindu cosmology but incorporating elements from Christianity and Judaism; most notable was their adoption of Franciscan vows: Poverty, Chastity and Obedience. The ashram was founded by a Guru by the name of Sri Subramanium in the early seventies. The Guru died not too long ago, leaving a council of Swarmis (I suppose an equivalent to priests)  to manage Skanda Vale. I remember the words of my colleague Cameron who seems to have a worthy experience of Skanda Vale and other pilgrimages, who said how most fall apart once the Guru dies as ideas conflict when being sucked into the ‘power’ void like particles in water bumping with one another when going down a plughole or a fall. 
I personally had never heard of this place like many of my colleagues and yet it was rather close to our campus in South Wales. Even those who were familiar with the local area where alienated by this news. This I feel stands as testament to the humility of the place. This had not been my first time staying in an unusual environment: I had lived in Japan with my family and had jotted down many of the things I had seen there which I could almost call anthropological work. I was not afraid of the possible sleeping conditions, I often camped in my uncle’s woods and was no stranger to rough sleeping. Still, I could not restrain my mind from creating images and preconceptions of what the place may be like, this was truly my first taste of professional fieldwork. Before the date of departure to Skanda Vale I had made a sketch map of Skanda Vale using Google Maps as rather cheap scout and made sure to locate it on my OS map as well. I have always enjoyed reconnaissance and discovering, and was interested to see what the lay of the land and Skanda Vale looked like with my own eyes.
Another topic of the pre-venture lectures (as well as occasionally post-venture) were the multiple taboos surrounding the temples including meat and alcohol consumption, removal of footwear and the exclusion of women from areas especially if menstruating. Views from my colleagues varied but there seemed to be quiet concern and much debate over the matter. I didn’t and still don’t have any strong views on it, I know that things are not always as they seem and that context is crucial.
Many of my colleagues expressed excitement towards the upcoming trip, a few seemed nervous and perhaps even a little reluctant to go- many with overlapping emotions. I could completely understand, although I could hardly say that we were plunging into an abyss, there was this sense of the unknown. When one sees a lair, they usually think of either the dragon or the hoard, the ‘dangers’ and the ‘rewards’. I personally did not care what could possibly happen and the only thing that I was interested in was the opportunity to help with physical work, indeed it was asked of us that we each work the equivalent of 4 hours for our stay- not unreasonable considering their hospitality. Perhaps I took to this idea because it reminded me of helping family members with chores and the general feeling of being ‘useful’. On that note of being useful, we also thought it was a good idea to bring our own donations as pilgrims normally would. Spices, cereals, bread, washing up liquid etc. 
Arrival on the 26th February 2018 
After the coach trip, we made our way down on foot which was a pleasant walk. It was incredibly cold, far colder than when I was waiting for the coach at Lampeter. It was before this walk down that we met Brother Andy, who was essentially our guide to Skanda Vale and I would certainly call our primary informant. He gave a good and clear introduction to Skanda Vale and its history, of its foundation and of the Guru and what not to do while at the ashram. Of course we had already been debriefed on this before the trip, but everyone listened attentively, he certainly added much to the narrative we had already heard. The road down to Skanda Vale was a brilliant showcase of British Natural beauty, with one of the roads that had trees that overhung across the road like a tunnels of boughs. The area was also surrounded with forests which complemented the aesthetics even more and added to the feeling of isolation and concealment.
Our group stopped at several places down the path to what I consider the centre of the ashram, first was the Shakti Temple where Brother Andy affirmed the puja times and the time table in general. I think nearly everyone wanted a quick march down as the cold bit hard here. The second stop was at the stables and the other animal pens, and Brother Andy on the way told us that the Guru had bought and adopted many animals and of his love of all creatures. In grounds were all sorts of birds and mammals from the old and new world. Of course the main attraction was Valli the famous elephant who seemed to be almost a mascot for the place. After my visit I was asked if I felt as though the elephant might be lonely, not being with her kind and kin; while it is true that elephants need company as much as they need food and water, I never once thought when seeing her that she was depressed or miserable. Indeed quite the contrary: all the animals seem to thrive and be in good shape, both those within pens and those without. Cities have seagulls and pigeons, Skanda Vale has robins and blackbirds by the dozens, the former seem to go above and beyond their natural boldness. The only creature I would say was in bad shape was an old dog who we saw in the stables and was rather shaky. 
The last section of the walk down was perhaps the most scenic with a thin forest that had a narrow path winding down through it, then tree by tree the valley basin and with it the ashram itself was revealed.
After releasing ourselves from our bags we sat down and had a small interview with Brother Andy while we waited for our first Puja at 1:30. He talked about many things including the Guru in more depth I had expected. Of the many good things told to us, Brother Andy also told an anecdote of how the Guru comforted a dying man in hospital who had no family to visit him, from this the Guru insisted on founding a hospice to help people in their dying days and to give them peace. I thought that this was a noble activity and that the experience of these hospice workers should be spread and shared, but after I asked Brother Andy he said that many of the carers were actually trained and taught by Cardiff Hospice. This was pleasing to hear for I am always glad to see the flow of skills and that they are used for good deeds. 
Pujas
Not too long after we had our first Puja at the Lord Murugan Temple. When we were allowed in we were told to take off our footwear and we were allowed to leave our coats (something that I would no longer do after feeling the taunting chill in the temple). We were also allowed a cushion to rest on. The dark lacquered floor boards and beams and the well decorated temple reminded me very much of a Japanese temple, even down to the removal of footwear- something that I am well aware is quite a common practice in most religious sites. 
While some my colleagues reported something along the lines of spiritual power, I strained and strained to feel something but alas the Pujas, though stimulating visually with glorious bronze work and artwork as well as audibly with excellent drumming and chanting, felt little more than waiting for me. Though I feel as though that is somewhat of an insolent comment, I truly had no connection to the Pujas and I think even if I had spent a week there I would have still felt this way.
When it came to the time to bring in the donations I was rather surprised when the monks quietly asked me to help pass the donations in. Surprising in that they trusted a complete stranger to handle such a task in the middle of a ritual. However, it made me remember that Brother Andy had said the Pujas were more involving than even the pilgrims were used to. This made sense to me, for faith and spirituality needs to be engaging rather than distant.
Skanda Vale and the outside.
[bookmark: _GoBack]After the first Puja and lunch, our group worked heartedly for the afternoon painting and moving the surplus from donations that would be donated again- according to themselves, around 60 tonnes annually (Skanda Vale Ashram n.d.. https://www.skandavale.org/food-aid/ [Accessed 10th April 2018]) to various charities and food banks. Seeing the amount first hand, that is easy to believe. Along with a small squad, I also helped with the storage of food in a warehouse. Here I was able to talk with a Brother Franҫis, who among other interesting subjects, talked of the food donations and the initiation of new members to Skanda Vale. Another interesting piece of information was the amount of pilgrims they received. This is one of the elements I was most interested in, for as remote as Skanda Vale seemed, its standing in the ‘social ecosystem’ was quite profound. In my readings of the conquest of Mexico, I was intrigued with the accounts of the Spanish about the intricate layers of alliances and feuds in Central Mexico (Siepel 2015). Obviously I do not intend to use the information to divide et impera as the Spanish did, but my interest in political and social relations of communities encouraged this focus of my experience at Skanda Vale. From reading Warrier’s (2009) saga of the culling of the temple bull Shambo, it seems that Skanda Vale’s influence can reach far and wide across the Hindu communities across Britain and occasionally the world.
So remarkable was the information that Brother Franҫis gave to me that I asked for the permission to write his words as I did for the information granted by Brother Andy (they both agreed gracefully). Not only is negotiated consent a must for any anthropologist/ethnographer (ASA 2014, https://www.theasa.org/ethics/guidelines.shtml [Accessed 10th April 2018]) but I felt it was the honourable thing to do and helped to solidify trust, for it must not be forgotten that UWTSD and Skanda Vale also has a relationship.
Departure on the 27th
On my final day at Skanda Vale, the group began their day early for the 5:00 and 6:00 Pujas. There was also to be a Puja at 9:00, though I did not go for as said earlier, I gained nothing from the Pujas as others had. In hindsight I am content with this decision as I gained the opportunity to explore the grounds on my own. I thought highly of their garden, and admired it for a while, even exchanging a few words about the garden to a passing Brother. Continuing to wander up the valley side forest, I eventually sat down for quite some time on a bench, mesmerised by the falling snow and thought- about what exactly I can’t remember, but I got more out it than any of the Pujas. I realised from this that I had very little time to myself, as mentioned by Eriksen (1995 p.g. 25) privacy tends to be rare in small scale communities.
Eventually it came to my last Puja and meal there, and my experience came full circle as once again I was asked to help with the donations. After a few good words with my colleagues and other visitors I left in good spirits, content and glad that I had come- ultimately I felt that others had been far more deeply touched than I had, but that made me only more pleased with Skanda Vale and its community.
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