
Sunder, Sonati, Varun & Badri

Sundar, Sonati, Varun and Badri had performed last November also and 
they are here again.  Sundar studied at IIT, Bombay. He studied to be an 
electrical engineer, worked as an engineer for a few years, then he went to 
Rishi Valley, spent some time there and later moved to a smaller school 
in Andhra Pradesh called Sumavana after which he moved to Ooty, Blue 
Mountain and has taught at various schools I think which I might not be 
aware of.  But at some point he decided that he wanted to build his own 
house and largely do nothing.  Isn’t that right?  They live there with their 
kids Varun and Badri and maybe during the informal sessions you can 
speak with them directly to find out how they manage to spend their time 
without television, I’m sure.  Well, that’s a brief introduction to Sunder, if 
there are any questions and anything that you might want to,
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 Sundar:  So, since we took up so much time in that, I won’t go on too much more.  

But, I was slotted to speak on how children learn and a few of the things that you had 

said in the morning resonate very much with the kind of things that happen with our 

boys and us.  And this thing of kiddie poetry for instance, I mean I firmly believe, all 

of us firmly believe that I don’t think that there’s any kiddie poetry or adult poetry, 

it’s poetry, it’s either good or bad.  And, similarly for anything that we do, I mean we 

enjoyed thoroughly putting up the puppet show, I hope you enjoyed watching it.  But 

it wasn’t really a kiddie puppet show, it was something that was, you know some-

thing that we enjoy doing and it’s a nice story and the kids enjoyed doing it, making 

the puppets, seeing how things function in this space.  And it’s a wonderful medium 

because I mean, depending on the time you have available to put up a show and the 

puppeteers skills, you can make it much more or much less involved.  It’s really a very 

catchy medium.  That’s about it.  Raja said more or less about us and for the last more 

than 11 years we have been living in this small piece of land that we have near Salem 

in Tamil Nadu.  And well he said we do nothing but it actually turns out that we do eve-

rything, so that’s about the only difference I could make from what he said.  So, I mean 



you can either ask questions or we will leave it for the other speakers to finish and then 

we can ask questions, 

 Q.  You had said this morning to me that the kids don’t go to a regular school.  I 

mean that’s an amazing experiment, very bold and wonderful.  Can you tell us a little 

bit about how they might be interacting with other children in the locality?

 S:  Ya, it’s like this.  It was after the first kid was born that we felt the need to 

move away from an urban sort of place and have our own place and have them grow 

up where they could do things in the open and run around and stuff like that.  I myself 

grew up in Bombay and I say that I still have lived half of my life in Bombay and well 

for them since there are two of them, a lot of things get taken care of in terms of what 

they do the whole day long.  There is a lot of things they do together, lot of things they 

do separately.  When they were younger, there were kids from the village coming in 

much more.  Now that has kind of reduced simply because all the village kids go to 

boarding schools away from the village.  So you don’t see kids in the village anymore 

in their age group, they’ve all kind of gone away.  But we do have lots of friends visit-

ing for weeks, sometimes months and things like that.  So, they get to meet people of 

their own age and people of other ages as well and ya, I mean that’s; their interaction 

you can probably interact and see how it all works out but in some sense I don’t see it 

as a problem of being isolated or anything.  We are not really isolated, there is a lot of 

coming and going;  by the way, I must interrupt this, I must thank Chandrakesh, he is a 

student from IIT who came and spent a week for us and then we kind of “shanghaied” 

him into you know finding the rope, finding the bamboo pole, this, that and the other.  

So the puppet show credit should go to Chandrakesh as well.  

 Q. I’d like to know what took you away from Mumbai IIT, from IIT to a small 

village in Tamil Nadu.  That’s a long story.

 S: Ya, it’s quite a long story.  But it happened over sort of a long period of time.  

After graduating from IIT, I kind of knew that I don’t want to go abroad, I want to be 

in India.  So I started working in Bombay.  And then I kind of figured I mean, I can’t be 

spending my whole life working in Bombay, and the local trains and all that.  And so, I 

went to teach in Rishi Valley, where Gieve has been conducting those workshops.  And it 

is a very beautiful place and kids and; I mean I still am in touch with those kids whom 

I taught more than 20 years back, some of them.  And it sort of slowly happened that 

ya ok, this is good, not good enough, this is good, not good enough and something you 



know sort of evolving and then I met Sonati in one of the schools, we got married and 

then when we had our kid, we felt that we need a place of our own from which we can 

operate.  Meaning that, I suppose is some impulse which both of us felt quite strongly 

that we can’t be going from place to place looking for perfection or a community that 

works or this or that.  Let us start and we will see how it works out.  So, actually now 

we’ve been there for 11 years, for 8 years in some sense we were alone.  There were vil-

lages and we made a lot of friends and things, but now there is a movement of people 

from the city also coming there.  So, a friend of us moved in about a kilometer away, 

friends of theirs have just bought land about 4 kms away, so there is some kind of com-

munity happening, people are doing different things, trying to workout solutions in our 

own rural area and then hopefully that will also help us and them and the whole place 

as such.  

 Q.  Some of my teachers from school and my dad’s friends after a time they 

take a rural retreat and go to a village and stay and there is no electricity or internet or 

any other stuff in the village.  So for a week or two or maybe a month or two, they are 

quite satisfied and they write about it and they’re happy.  But suddenly after two, three 

months they get frustrated and they can’t charge their mobile phones and even if they 

charge it, there is no range and getting a recharge, their bills and everything becomes 

really tough, even getting milk, newspaper.  So, are you connected to the world in this 

manner as a modern villager or are you totally cut off from what is happening.

 S:  Well it is a bit of both.  When we first went there, we didn’t have electricity 

for about three years, by choice.  But those first three years were sort of severe drought 

years in Tamil Nadu.  Three consecutive drought years, worst in 100 years kind of thing.  

We didn’t know it, so we kept deepening our well and finding there’s no water and so 

as a solution to that we got electricity to run a bore well.  I mean an ordinary villager 

wouldn’t have been able to afford, that is one thing on the other hand by choice we did 

not have television, because we feel that’s not needed for our lives.  And mobile phone, 

well this is my first mobile phone, I have just got it for this conference so that I don’t have 

to keep borrowing Raja’s phone every time I want to make a call.  So, it depends I mean, 

what you need and actually the thing is that both of us went into it in some sense with 

our eyes open, knowing what it’s like.  It isn’t that we just kind of went from Bombay to 

an island.  We moved through you know places which were connected and then which 

were rural and sort of this way, that way kind of thing.  And when we reached a placed 

we said okay, we will make it work.  I mean you cannot have everything.  So you start 



with what you have.  And we felt that we had a lot of what we wanted and then we will 

see how it goes from there.  Does that answer your question?

 Q.  When you moved from teaching to starting your own place, did you ever 

wonder if it was selfish at all?  Did the question come?

 S:  That’s a bit of difficult question to answer.  Because if you look at it, every-

thing that one did was selfish, I don’t want to live in Bombay, let me go and teach.  

You know that kind of thing.  It’s not selfish or not selfish.  See it was for both of us the 

feeling was that see the first child was born and we are going to have more children and 

this is the way we would like them to be brought up.  So, it was more from that point of 

view that we made the move rather than for ourselves or anything of the sort.  I mean 

it’s tough, it was very tough to hang out there for the first, three, four, five years.  It gets 

easier as you get to know more people, you get to know how things function and things 

like that.  Selfish, I don’t know, did I answer your question or are you asking something 

else entirely different.  

 Q. Did you have any sort of withdrawal symptoms?

 S: None, at all.  In fact it’s the other way round, we get withdrawal symptoms 

when we are coming into the city.  We rarely move out.  I mean during the last 10 years 

we moved out maybe as a family for three weeks for three years.  We are nine weeks 

away in 11 years.  The last time was here, Dumroo, last year.  So Raja has been instru-

mental in; now I’m going to get him there.  He was there in the early days when we were 

without electricity and in the hut and stuff.  After that, the romantic image has faded, 

now we have washing machine he feels its lost its purpose.

 Q. Did you learn puppetry someplace?

 S: No, I mean you can learn it from us.  We sort of looked it up and we just 

decided to do it and it kind of worked and we  have kind of evolved it over the last year 

or so.  It just happens.  


