
Shenbakkam, the ci ty that never s leeps.. .

but st i l l  goes to bed at 9 pm

 Every day we wake up to the ringing of several mobile phones and the sound of cow bells that e-

cho through our village. Our shower, which is more of a cold waterfall horizontally gushing out of a 

hole in the wall, is then wholly responsible for revitalising and refreshing us. This scenario, however, 

only takes place if we happen to have water. If not, we arrive at Manjula’s, our trust manager, un-

washed and dirty. We walk the ten minutes to her family’s palm-tree hut every day because this  is 

where we eat. Breakfast, lunch and dinner in Tamil Nadu are all based on rice, in all shapes possibly 

imaginable. Along with the family members, we eat India’s main source of nutrition from metal plates 

and use only our clean hand, the right one, to shovel the rice into our mouths. The meals are accom-

panied by conversations, hefty as well as tranquil ones, tomfoolery of the younger family members, 

and Manjula trying to overload the plates with food.

 Life in the village is  spent with the nearby neighbours, although relatives seem to be the more regu-

lar visitors. The rural life’s main traits are its prevalent friendliness and, of course, the never-ending 

gossip that, as we find out, mainly involves us. The women walk around in their pyjamas all day long 

because the furthest they ever dare to go is usually the shop next door so there is no real point wea-

ring a sari, besides, wearing a nightie is much more comfortable. Whenever we walk through the villa-

ge we are greeted with a smile and a sideway shake of the head by everyone one who discovers us, 

something that, due to the colour of our skin, is not very difficult. Meanwhile, we have become an in-

tegral part of Shenbakkam. Even though we are still seen as foreigners and would never attain the 

status of proper newcomers most villagers have become used to our presence.

 After breakfast, we return to our flat and start with our work. We do paperwork, arrange meetings 

with our Indian partner teachers in order to prepare the upcoming lessons or take advantage of ha-

ving electricity by using the internet. The first major planned power cut usually starts at 11am or noon 

and lasts until four o’clock. Electricity as a limiting factor makes planning ahead essential.

	 Sometimes we need materials that can only be bought in the nearby city of dusty Vellore. We then 

take a tuktuk into town and navigate our way through the narrow, yet busy lanes of Vellore. Sojourns 

in the city can be spiced up by a sweet chai, sold at every corner. As you walk through Vellore you 

hear the constant sounds of vehicles beeping, people screaming, and occassionally a tuktuk loudly 

playing Tamil music. The people of Vellore seem to ignore the chaos on the roads as they always 

happen to find a gap through which to squeeze. The fact that something like this happens all the time 

leaves foreign newcomers, like us, bamboozled because it seems that the cars that inhabit the unreli-
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able infrastructure in abundance are thoughtlessy controlled by their impatient drivers. We have, after 

a while, adapted to this fun way of life and are not as feckless as we were when we arrived.

	 India is a place where capabilities  that one had previously considered as normal are altered to so-

me extent, be it eating (using the right hand) or participating in traffic (in a tuktuk). Haggling is some-

thing that we needed to get used to at first but after a couple of months of doing it, we started to feel 

rather comfortable negotiating the prices of services or products. One could even say that it is  some-

thing that makes shopping truly interesting, even if it looks like an argument every time we try to lower 

a price. It is, however, far from being a quarrel, lively negoation is simply included in the act of buying 

something. Sometimes we do get salesman who try to rip us off but most people recognize us and 

prefer to exchange a few words with us before letting us go to the next shop.

 At half past four we have to be in Shenbakkam to be present for the tuition. Seeing as the children 

have spent all day in school we try to get our lesson, lasting one hour, across in a playful way in order 

to keep the children’s interest alive. The school room we work in is small, stuffy, dark as soon as the 

sun sets outside because there is no electricity, and loud. This makes teaching and learning very diffi-

cult, especially because the two different groups of children involuntary listen to the each other. This 

complicates matters but also cheers us up at the same time because it is funny to see one group of 

pupils  tell the other to keep quiet minutes before starting to pronounce a newly-learned word at the 

top of their voices. 

	 The children are always in a good mood, sometimes slightly hyperactive, and always expect you to 

dance, play or talk (sometimes they expect you to suddenly have learned Tamil) with them. More often 

than not we do not understand what the children are trying to say but then we use very simple English 

and try to give gestures in order to overcome the language barrier. If this is not sufficient we ask one 

of the two Indian teachers to translate. One challenge that we face is to keep the children interested 

throughout the one hour of tuition. This is why we try to prepare the lessons in such a way that it va-

ries and comes across in a fun way. 

	 On Fridays, when all children are taught in one group, we pursue our aim of giving the children 

knowledge on environmental issues. This involves games in which we try to get the message across 

that waste has to be separated, or that pollution poses a major threat to nature and humans. We are 

trying to evoke a consciousness for global deficits, emphasizing on the waste problem which is a hu-

ge problem in India. There is still a long way to go because we are still trying to teach easy things, 

such as not dropping a package of biscuits on the floor and waiting for it to be sweeped up and bur-

ned. It will probably take a while till they themselves notice that they have to dispose of rubbish in a 

proper way but we can already see progress. We always carry a dustbin along to school so that the 

children can put their rubbish inside and empty the bin at the next container.
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	 The atmosphere during lessons is satisfactory. We have a friendly relationship with our pupils and 

are therefore regularly invited to birthdays and parties. The children can be counted upon to ask ques-

tions concerning our private life and also ask us for help if they are unhappy about something.

	 After tuition we play a game or two with the children and return to our flat. We enjoy some free time 

in which we relax, manage our flat, drink coffee or tea, or discuss all sorts of topics before we set off 

to Manjula to have dinner. After dinner we, again, return to our flat or meet up with other volunteers in 

the region. Either we have a meal in town or prepare dinner with them, and spend our free time toge-

ther before we take the bus back to Shenbakkam and fall asleep, knowing that we will be woken by 

the ringing of mobile phones and cow bells in a few hours.

Written by Lukas Aziz Hanraths Kurmoo

Translated by Laurie Skeoch Melrose Doering
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