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India Travel Report 2017 
 
Having being unable to spend more than a few days in India last year I took the opportunity in February this year to 
gather as much information as possible on the projects we support from Europe through Little Flower e.V. 
(eingetragener Verein = registered association). The work in India is supported by the non-profit organisations Little 
Flower Charitable Trust and PEARL Charitable trust.  
 
Little Flower Charitable Trust, Perumal Malai 
 
Perumal Malai is a village located at an elevation of around 1,600meters in the mountains near Bodhi Zendo medi-
tation centre, not far from the well-known “hill station” Kodaikanal.  
 

On my very first day I visited the Little Flower Montes-
sori kindergarten. The children gave me a warm wel-
come with presentations, speeches and gifts of a scarf 
and a bowl of jasmine. More than 140 children attend 
the school in the meantime and are taken care of by 7 
teachers. In the afternoon, the rooms are used for ex-
tra tuition which around another 80 children from the 
surrounding schools take part in.  
 

Thereafter I met with a group of over 20 men and 
women who receive support as part of the Little Flower 
village projects. Although I was already aware of these 
people’s life stories from the yearly reports, it was a 
very special experience to meet them in person and to 
hear their stories from their own mouths. The Little 
Flower employees acted as translators.  
 
Social security in India is primarily the family’s respon-

sibility whereby it is clearly defined who should look after whom. When women get married they move in with their 
husband’s family and take care of their parents-in-law on whom they are also dependant. It is often circumstances 
such as the death of the husband, an accident, sickness, alcohol abuse or infidelity that overstrain the system and 
plunge the women and children into hardship and extreme poverty. The network of state aid that we take for grant-
ed in countries like Germany doesn’t exist. This is where Little Flower can help by covering medical expenses for 
example or providing financial support for the children’s education and also through discussion and mediation in 
conflicts. Each case is carefully evaluated and discussed by the Little Flower team in India before support is pro-
vided.  
 
The next meeting was with students whose education 
costs are either partially or, in exceptional cases, fully 
financed by Little Flower. Some students who were 
unable to attend were represented by their parents. 
The visit of two young men was particularly inspiring; 
after successful training they now have good positions 
in hospitals and are able to financially support their 
parents. Apart from nursing, other popular career aspi-
rations include teaching, business administration and 
nutrition. These young people look to the future with 
great optimism and hope to find good jobs after their 
studies to be able to send money to support their fami-
lies at home. My question on their plans after marriage 
made the young women pensive; whether they are 
allowed to follow a career and work or not will be up to 
their husband’s family. This hurts when you see the 
enthusiasm in their eyes when they talk about their 
education. As in the village programme, the decisions 
on educational assistance within the framework of "individual help" are taken by the Indian Little Flower committee 
according to exact criteria. 
 

This assistance can of course only benefit a certain number of people as our resources are limited and the extent 
of the assistance is significant. We won’t be able to change the world, however the lives of the people I met on that 
day in Perumal Malai have taken an important turn to a better future as a result of our assistance. For this I am also 
very thankful to the Little Flower team members.  
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In the afternoon we visited families, whose children attend the Montessori kindergarten, in their homes in the vil-
lage. There we had the opportunity to see some smoke-free stoves which were installed in some of the houses on 
the initiative of Little Flower with the help of an American institution. Most families cook on wooden fires, located in 
the open air, in their houses or in outhouse extensions. Up to now the smoke filled the rooms and covered every-
thing with a layer of soot which also has serious health implications of course. Now, with the smoke-free stoves the 
smoke is carried outside through a pipe on the roof. 

 
Life in the small brick houses is very simple. The whole 
family sleeps in one room, mostly on the floor and only 
partly on a bed. Sometimes there is an extension with 
a kitchen, in which the grandparents sleep. There is 
hardly any furniture. Possessions are stacked along 
the walls or hang on the ceiling. There is always a tel-
evision, and mostly a power connection. Water must 
be obtained from the nearest public tap in the street. 
Mostly there is a bathing area separated by suspended 
tarpaulins. There are hardly any toilets. In conversa-
tions with the women the perceptions we had in the 
morning were confirmed. It is always difficult if the 
husband no longer provides or if the wife is the second 
wife and doesn’t get on with the parents-in-law. If the 
man dies or the marriage is separated, the woman and 
her children are usually on their own. If the woman 
dies, the husband often remarries within 6 to 8 weeks. 
 

I will never forget the thin young woman with the radiant smile who stood in the doorway of her cottage. She was 
her husband’s second wife and had to look after the children from his first marriage, her own children and her par-
ents-in-law, with whom there were conflicts. A 6-year-old child lay ill on the bed. When asked about her education, 
she answered "office management". 
 
Even if the women make such an energetic and industrious impression, as day labourers in agriculture or construc-
tion, they earn only about 200 INR (~2.85 EUR/ 3.10 USD) a day as opposed to men who earn 300 - 350 INR for 
the same work. This is why it’s so difficult without men in the families. 
 
In the village of Vala Parai we visited a young woman 
with three small children. The son is mentally handi-
capped and the young mother is also suffering from a 
mental illness. Through the collaboration of the village 
community, it was possible for her to participate in a 
family planning programme. The children’s father does 
care for his family, but he has up to now prevented the 
children from attending school. Now the women of Lit-
tle Flower hope to be able to enrol the youngest girl in 
the Montessori kindergarten. 
 
The next day we visited the remote Samakudu village. 
It took our jeep over half an hour to cover the 6 kilome-
tres on the bad road. The children of the village need 
to take the same route every day to get to our kinder-
garten, to go to school or to the school bus stand to 
get to schools located further away. The travel costs for the school route with a private open jeep are 500 INR 
(~7.11 EUR) per child, per month. For four children, that amounts to 5 days' work for the mother as a day labourer. 
 
The village makes a very friendly impression on this sunny Saturday morning. It might even seem like paradise un-
til we visit an even more remote house, whose inhabitants currently live from tying brushwood brooms, as there is 
no water to allow them to farm their own land. Water for their use and for their two goats has to be fetched nearly a 
kilometre away. But the hardship below the surface is not only due to the water shortage; lack of medical care and 
widespread alcohol abuse problems among many of the men makes life even more difficult. Nevertheless, every-
one agrees that the face of poverty in the countryside is a little less severe than in the big cities. 
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PEARL Trust (Peoples Education for Action among Rural Landless), Paramakudi 
 
Following the Sesshin (retreat), the second destination was the town of Paramakudi on the plane halfway between 
the famous temple towns of Madurai (to the Northwest) and Rameshwaram (to the Southeast, on the peninsula 
that almost connects India with Sri Lanka). PEARL has been working here successfully for over 20 years with the 
support of Little Flower e.V. to improve the situation of the poor population. The project is led by the charismatic 
and energetic Amala. I was accompanied by Giancarlo and Luca from Bern. 
 
After a reception with flowers, a splendid lunch and a short rest, we drove a little outside the city to Leela Vathi Na-
gar on the first evening, the village of the bird catchers and snake charmers, two lower castes. Previously, the bird 
catchers had all lived in tents in the riverbed, where some still remain. Through the help of PEARL they were given 
land by the government 11 years ago, where they now live in permanent houses. Over time, a water supply has 
been made available as well as a power supply and the road has been surfaced with asphalt. With the many trees 
that were also donated by PEARL and the temple constructed by the villagers themselves, a functioning settlement 
emerged in a short time. Lee-la Vathi, the lady after whom the settlement was named, was a communist who had 
fought in Madurai against the higher castes for better care of the lower caste before being murdered. 
 

 
PEARL takes care of the bird catchers and snake 
charmers in a variety of ways. It began with teaching 
the children when they were still living in the riverbed. 
Even today, 25 Leela Vathi Nagar children make the 
journey daily to the PEARL Centre to visit the kinder-
garten. Another 7 children join from the riverbed. In the 
evening of each day tuition is provided under the open 
sky in the centre of the settlement for which two 
teachers from PEARL travel to the village. PEARL also 
takes care of further schooling and vocational training 
and is proud of the professional successes of their 
former students as police officers, nurses or mechan-
ics: a giant leap for people whose families had always 
worked as day labourers. 
 
A social worker employed by PEARL takes care of im-
provements in the settlement and in the families. Two 
houses have now been equipped with humus toilets 

(ecosan), after PEARL had previously installed 5 conventional toilets. However the water problem is getting worse, 
so we are now trying new options. This requires a lot of convincing. Another important issue is the cleanliness of 
the settlement. Several self-help groups cover topics such as family planning, AIDS, nature conservation and vio-
lence in the family. Some families receive small loans to build their own sources of income. 
 
After taking a look at the humus toilets and many visits to houses, where we got a very friendly welcome and there-
fore stayed a little longer, we got back to the large square when it was already dark. But before we could enjoy the 
children's performances, we were given a small prelude by a group of drummers and the temple priest greeted us 
with a Tilaka on our foreheads. The drummers group also earns money with their art at private and religious festi-
vals. 
 
A large group of children and parents were already 
waiting for us, but first we admired the large pictures 
made by carefully pouring colourful sand on the 
ground. The theme of the pictures was clear: use wa-
ter sparingly, protects the trees and nature. 
 
After the official greeting and an address from Amala, 
we were given shawls and then everyone partook in 
about 15 minutes meditation. The demonstrations 
once again focused on the protection of nature. The 
importance of a tree for us and other animals was 
demonstrated using pantomime and dances. After it 
had been felled everybody was sad. But they cultivat-
ed a new tree and could once again enjoyed its bene-
fits. The children showed great skill in the performanc-
es and they were obviously having fun too. But it is 
also a great achievement of the caretakers, who come 
up with the ideas for the plays and directed their rehearsal. 
 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Tilaka


 4 

Then the children wanted to ask us some questions; whether for example, we experience the effects of climate 
change in Europe or what our dreams are. It’s not easy to give good answers to such serious questions on the spur 
of the moment. As we were leaving, we visited a small kiosk that with PEARL’s help is run by a family and a young 
man proudly showed us the rickshaw taxi that he was able to buy with the help of his extended family. We got back 
to the PEARL centre very late, where we were spoiled with a wonderful dinner. 
 

  
The next day surprised us with thick fog. Slowly, the 
PEARL Centre came to life. The kindergarten, is of 
course of central importance, having last year over-
come the legal hurdles that almost led to its closure.  
To achieve this an additional piece of property had to 
be bought in order to provide a sufficiently broad es-
cape route. Now additional toilets have to be built and 
the kitchen also needs a new building. 
 
127 children in four classes are taught here daily. In 
addition to the 32 children of the bird catchers and 
snake charmers, there are also children of higher 
castes from the neighbourhood. It would be great if it 
succeeded to loosen the caste constraints somewhat 
and at the moment it looks quite promising.  
 
On the second floor, 14 young girls are being trained 

as nursing assistants in a one-year course. In the morning they meet the children and accompany them individually 
to their classes. At noon they help the children eating and with the follow up dish washing. The whole atmosphere 
is characterized by great love and at the same time by a discipline that is difficult for us to imagine.  
 
Before the lessons begin, everyone sits down for a 
group mediation, the children in their classes, and us 
together with the nursing assistant students in the hall. 
The meditation is accompanied by gentle music. We 
then visit the nursing assistant students in their class. 
Although the training is well recognised and everyone 
immediately gets a job upon completion, it is not easy 
to get enough applicants. It is often necessary to over-
come resistance in the family and for the young girls 
the long daily journey by public buses can be a prob-
lem. During the training, emphasis is placed on com-
munication with patients, while at the same time the 
basic principles of care, anatomy, but also contracep-
tion, first aid and much more must be learned. An in-
ternship in a hospital completes the training. 
 
Right next to the nursing assistants’ classroom is that 
of the older children. On the day of our visit, "leader-
ship training" was on the agenda. One after the other children took on the role of the teacher and asked their 
classmates the names of fruits or colours for example. Questions and answers are given in English. One of the 
children didn’t have their school uniform on that day but a colourful suit instead. It was his birthday and he was al-
lowed to distribute all the sweets.  
 
The women who embroider the greeting cards so popular in Europe sit under the roof. They need one to two days 
to make a card. The leader draws the motif on a card, then small holes are engraved along the lines and the pic-
tures embroidered with colourful yarn. 
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In the same room, we witness another temporary pro-
ject. Three girls and a boy between 9 and 12 years are 
being taught here. The boy had been lent by his father 
to a creditor for a long time to guard goats. The girls 
were sent begging at temples by their parents until 
they were picked up by the police and subsequently 
abused in prison. They thus lost any connectivity to 
education. They are being taught by PEARL with the 
aim of getting them ready to be able to continue their 
education at a public school after the summer break. 
At the same time, PEARL is providing them with ur-
gently needed shelter. In the evening I saw them in the 
courtyard attending tuition with other children of the 
bird catchers who live in the river bed. 
 

 
Following so much seriousness the nursing assistant students presented a programme with a flower dance and a 
spectacular pantomime about wasting water. For this the teachers and caregivers slipped into black costumes, 
painted their faces white, and to background noises and music showed us, with great talent and enthusiasm, how 
wasting water has to be stopped. The piece was created to make the women of the self-help groups more aware of 
the issue. Amala said that this approach works a lot better than lectures. We would have engaged them immediate-
ly for a performance in Zurich or Munich if we could have. The final act was a dance performed by the children in 
large flower masks.   
 
At this stage Giancarlo and Luca had wanted to be 
on the way back to Bodhi Zendo, but we neverthe-
less took the time to visit a group of current and past 
sponsored children who had gathered in the court-
yard with their parents. Usually there are no second-
ary schools in their villages. The PEARL and Little 
Flower sponsorship programs therefore often cover 
the cost of a hostel in addition to the cost of school 
materials and uniforms.  A PEARL staff member 
takes care of them there. The example of a young 
woman now studying law in Chennai demonstrates 
how successful the programme is. Another girl came 
with her mother, both with radiant smiles. The girl is 
the first member of a family of five who has managed 
to escape the life of a day labourer. She now sup-
ports her parents with her income as a nurse. Finally, 
we took a group photo under the big tree in the yard. 
 

 
Following the departure of my two travel companions, I 
spent the whole day at the school. I was invited spon-
taneously to a small birthday party for one of the 
teachers at which an interesting conversation with the 
team ensued. In the evening I went to the city centre 
with Amala to do a little shopping. When visiting two 
temples, we received friendly welcomes and I was 
forced to take a lot of pictures, which I really wanted to 
avoid out of respect, but here it seems, respect ex-
presses itself through photography. 
 

The next morning, I sat in various class rooms to ob-
serve the children who almost forget I was there. Un-
like in Germany, kindergarten is already focused on 
learning and not games but that doesn’t mean that it is 
not very loud; the answer to a question is often ren-
dered by the entire class at once. 

 
After lunch and a hearty good-bye from Amala and her team, it was back to Madurai by taxi, where I took the night 
train to Trivandrum, the last stop of my trip before the return flight. 
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On this journey I was once again confronted with India’s rapid development. A few years ago I described the lack of 
toilets in the picturesque fishing village of Vizinjam, where Muslim and Christian fishermen share the harbour. To-
day, a gigantic container port is being built here with huge landfills and motorway connections. Perhaps they will 
build some toilets too, but this is not how I had imagined progress happening here.  
 

 
 
The construction of a four-lane motorway from Madurai to Paramakudi and the construction of a highway to the 
island Rameshwaram as far as the town of Dhanushkodi, which has been abandoned since a typhoon in 1964 and 
where there is only a 500 meter wide sand strip between the Gulf of Bengal and the Gulf Of Manar, only makes 
sense if one day a land connection between India and Sri Lanka is built. This too would benefit many people, but at 
the same time much of what we admire today would be irrevocably lost. 
 
I return home with insights but also with a lot of new questions. How correct the Indian Tourism Authority’s slogan 
of 2002 was with "Incredible India". I am already very excited about my next trip. 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 
 
 

 
 
Christian Herde, March 2017 
 
[transl. Ken Hennessy] 

Vizinjam 2012  
The container port is now being built on the area on the right 
in the picture. 

 

Danushkodie 2009 
Just sand and water. 


