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With gratitude

By: Ruth Sillemann

As some of you may know, Lone is ill, and she has asked Helle Poulsen and Ruth Sillemann to
take over the work with Friends of Lakshmi Ashram. We have divided the work among
ourselves, so Helle Poulsen will primarily manage the financial part of the association
(including money transfers), and Ruth Sillemann will primarily manage the contact with India
(including Sanchar and presentations to sponsor organizations).

Since 1994, Lone Poulsen has been responsible for all the administrative and communicative
work with Friends of Lakshmi Ashram, ensuring that the organization is now stable and
functioning well.

Additionally, she has visited Lakshmi Ashram countless times and formed close friendships
with many in the ashram. It is with a slight tremor that we take over her work, but we are
fortunate that we can still benefit from her vast knowledge and experience. A huge thank you
to Lone Poulsen for her significant and extensive work over the years in leading Friends of
Lakshmi Ashram so admirably.

Lakshmi Ashrams Birthday
By: Diksha Bora

The founder of Lakshmi Ashram, Sarala Behn, named this day "Swawalamban Divas," which in
English means Self-Sufficiency Day. We happily celebrated the day on December 5, 2024.
Throughout the years, we have maintained the name and the celebration, and we once again
held a cultural programme on the day itself. Our ashram turned 78 years old and has proven
that it can continue for many more years.

This year, | had the honor of presenting the birthday programme. | came here thirteen years
ago when | was a small girl. Over the years, | have developed so much that today, | can present
the programme without any problems. Educating girls to become strong and empowered is
precisely the purpose of this ashram's work.



Radha Didi and Neema initiate the programme

A good number of locals from the village and teachers from the ashram were present. They
were all very happy, and there was a lovely familial atmosphere on the day. At first, the
audience was welcomed with a beautiful dance performed by the ashram's girls.

Afterwards, our senior worker, Kanti Behn, gave a speech and welcomed us. She spoke about
Sarala Behn's life and the thoughts behind the founding of the ashram. We heard how Sarala
Devi came from England to India, inspired by Gandhi's ideas, and how she established the
ashram so that Gandhi's model for basic education could be made available to women in
Uttarakhand.

In hear speech later, Radha Didi touched upon Gandhi's thoughts on Nayi Taleem and how
people can develop all aspects of their lives through educational programs. Ashram life
provides girls with holistic development—physically, intellectually, and emotionally. We learn
to develop our own personality, to be self-sufficient, and to serve the community in various
ways.

In her speech, Radha Didi also expressed her concern about the increasing insecurity that



women face in society. She said that she personally felt that women have neglected their
responsibility to truly educate their families. When one hears about sexual violence almost
every day in the news, it becomes very concerning—why are mothers not giving a true
education to their sons? If true values and a good understanding were imparted from an early
age, would men behave in such a bestial manner? She said that mothers should take their
responsibilities very seriously and pass on the highest values to their children. She concluded
by stating that there is a need for every individual to be strong, both morally and economically.

There was also a speech from the principal of the Girls Junior High School in Kausani. She
said that Lakshmi Ashram successfully creates a future for girls in Uttarakhand. For 78 years,
the ashram has empowered hundreds of girls in all areas of their lives. Several girls who have
graduated from there, have worked on educational and social issues both at home and
abroad. The fact that the girls can live and educate themselves in the ashram is their great
fortune. They develop their integrated personality, and every girl should appreciate this.
Finally, the principal expressed her heartfelt and best wishes for the ashram, stating that while
many schools and institutions open, most close again within a few years, Lakshmi Ashram
has gone through a long journey and will thrive for several more years to come.

Twenty-three children from our four village libraries were also present, along with the four
women who run the libraries. These children performed songs and dances and were
introduced to the ashram: The girls of Lakshmi Ashram presented all the daily activities
through a short play and read stories and poems that they had written themselves. The six
students from the Sadhana course presented their special handwritten newspaper about
Lakshmi Ashram's birthday, "Swawalamban Divas."

The most important part of the program was when some of the ashram's students spoke to
the audience about their experiences. Around ten students, both big and small, came up on
stage and expressed their innermost thoughts. The audience listened to everything they said
with great attention and an open heart. The women among the listeners especially
appreciated what the girls shared: The girls were happy to live in the Ashram because, in
addition to the opportunity to read and write, they also learned many other practical activities,
and had the chance to personally develop both their intellectual and spiritual awareness. The
atmosphere here is very humane, and the campus is peacefully located in the heart of nature.
We understand life through these natural surroundings. The school is very clean and tidy, and
the air is clear. People from all over the world come here as guests or volunteers, and through
them, we are connected to the world and gain knowledge about how the world is organized in
all its different aspects. If we attended a regular school, we would only gain knowledge from
books.

One of the students in class Xll shared her perspective on the ashram:
"l have all the opportunities to develop my personality. This especially applies to my spiritual

development. | receive so much inspiration and guidance from the life of Lord Krishna. He
taught us to love each individual and to trust everyone."



This girl always plays spiritual roles at the ashram. In the play Janmashtami in Krishna Lila,
she played the role of Lord Krishna. In the Christmas nativity play, she played the role of
Christ, and for Gandhi Jayanti (Gandhi's birthday), she portrayed Gandhi. She enjoys so much
playing these roles and said that if you want to develop, you must trust yourself, and only then
can you trust others.

Through everything these girls expressed, the audience received a fine introduction to the
ashram’s education, and we are confident that they learned something as well.

Overall, the day's program was both educational and very encouraging, but most delightful
was that we enjoyed being together with Radha Didi,

My Role as young Krishna
By Amrita Arya, Class VI

This is the first year | celebrated the religious play Janmashtami at Lakshmi Ashram. Like
everyone else, | received a role and was to play the young Krishna. | really enjoyed it, and | put
everything | had into the role. At first, | was nervous about standing in front of such a large
audience, but just before | was to go on stage, it was as if my inner confidence was awakened,
and | felt calm.

In the beginning, | had difficulty remembering my lines when we were practicing them. But |
didn’t let that discourage me. You just must throw yourself into it, and that was true in my
case. Shobha Didi and my older sisters Anjali, Ankita, and Chitra were all a great help when |
was practicing my lines, and it ended up that | performed the role well.
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Diya, Amrita and Divya



New thoughts bubble up in my mind after | played the role. | have gained a larger vocabulary,
and | can speakin longer sentences now. Acting has become easier for me, and | am already
hoping that | can play the same role next year. | never would have imagined that | could handle
such arole, and it turned out that my confidence grew on stage. It was probably also because
| was aware of Shobha Didi. She is strict, and that made me practice even more. | cried when
the play was over. My mother had seen the play, and | was just so happy inside. | had
overcome a challenge, and it had gone so well. | will use that experience going forward in my
life.

The course in Gandhis thinking is still evolving
By: Sanjana J. Bali

While yoga and mindfulness have been part of the ashram routine, yoga as a subject for
deeper study has been introduced for the first time. It can be seen as the basis for the values
of non-violence and self-healing. Today, yoga is not only a discipline for health and wellness,
butitis also a leading career choice. We provide girls with the opportunity to graduate with a
yoga teacher certification issued by the government of India.

| am a trained yoga professional, registered with Yoga Alliance globally, and | coordinate the
newly developed Sadhana program here. Early in 2024, | came to Lakshmi Ashram. For 26
years, Lakshmi Ashram has been running one-year courses in Gandhi's thinking, also known
as the Sadhana courses. These are courses where participants go deep into Gandhi's
thinking, ranging from participation in practical ashram life to learning Gandhi's more
philosophical thoughts on society.

As is well known, practical ashram life involves all the school’s students working in teams,
taking care of livestock, farming, learning to store and preserve food, planning menus,
preparing and serving meals, recycling food waste for livestock feed and compost... the listis
long. The girls also learn knitting and other crafts and participate in the cultural activities of
the ashram and the surrounding community.

After completing their education, the students can also pursue a one-year study of Gandhi's
philosophy at Lakshmi Ashram, the so-called Sadhana courses. Students from outside join
these courses too. The Sadhana courses include a six-week excursion to other similar social
institutions in different parts of India. Here, the participants learn to exchange ideas with
various community groups and are introduced to a range of new things, including different
foods, languages, and cultures.

This year, the course started on June 1, 2024, under the title “Rachna” (creation in English).
Two of Lakshmi Ashram's students participated after having completed their basic education.
The course has changed this year in line with the changing future aspirations among girls from
the mountains. Nowadays, there is a tendency for young girls to seek non-traditional options
for economic independence. Therefore, the course in Gandhi's thinking has added
computers, handicrafts, yoga teacher training, and English communication to the existing



curriculum.

In collaboration with the organization BPO (Rural Business Process Outsourcing), Lakshmi
Ashram runs a computer lab, where BPO-instructors are responsible for teaching the
students. The girls develop their digital skills and thereby increase their future job
opportunities.

In the subject of arts and crafts, the girls have been taught by Keith Goyden, an American
baker. Keith is influenced by the artisan bread movement of the 1980s, a movement that
focused on returning to the original way of baking bread. He was trained by one of the best
bakers in the USA and has refined his understanding of bread baking over the past 35 years in
the USA and Europe.

He now lives in Uttarakhand and is happy to be a guest teacher with us. The principles behind
the subject are health and sustainability. Keith has studied water issues and ecological
dynamics in food systems and passes all of this on to the girls while they bake bread and
cakes. He also helps us establish an ergonomic wood-fired oven in the ashram, so the
ashram's bakery can become a sustainable economic activity.

My namesake Sanjana Arya and | have started sewing, as preparation for sewing to become a
subject in the course next year. Everything related to entrepreneurship is relevant for the
young women, so they can eventually start their own ventures. We hope that the girls will be
empowered to make informed choices through the various activities they have been
introduced to in this course. This way, they can begin their journey into adulthood, equipped
with confidence in their own abilities.

L-R: Diya, Diksha, Pinki, Jyoti, Sanjana, Divya



