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During a two-month trip to India, we spent two weeks with Seva Mandir in and around 
Udaipur, visiting several of their projects.  Here is what we found.

Women’s Short-Stay Home
A residential centre or shelter for women (often with small children) fleeing from domestic 
violence, this Home is in Udaipur itself, though it takes in many women from the rural 
communities.  The women live in dormitories with their babes, take turns cleaning, cooking 
and growing food crops, and learn skills such as sewing and computer work.  They also 
attend counselling sessions when their menfolk are invited in to discuss the problems that 
have led to their seeking help.  Women can stay up to 3 months, but then generally return 
to their homes in the hope of living peacefully with their husbands (and husbands’ families, 
with whom wives almost always live).  A helpline for children is also run from this 
government-funded, SM-run centre.  

Traditional Birth Attendants and Balsakhis
One morning we travelled out to the village of Girwa to visit a group of women and babies, 

together with the Traditional Birth 
Attendants (TBAs) and Balsakhis 
who work with them.  

The TBAs have been trained by SM 
and given kits to use as they visit 
pregnant women in the rural 
communities.  They provide some 
antenatal care and try, in accordance 
with a government scheme, to 
persuade the women to give birth in 
hospital rather than at home (where 
the custom has often been to use a 
cowshed, a place easy to clean 
afterwards but with predictably 

appalling risks to mother and child).  If it 
is not practical for the woman to travel to hospital, the TBA will deliver her baby at home as 
safely as possible.  She will also provide some postnatal care.

The Balsakhis (literally ‘children’s friends’) are a little like health visitors and their aim is to 
examine babies and young children, advise mothers on their care, and check for 
malnutrition and other health problems, referring on children who need more treatment.  

Both the TBAs and the Balsakhis come from the local community and on this morning they 
were gathered with the women of the village to talk to us about the help they provide.  We 
chatted with the women, through our interpreters, and they were as interested in asking us 
about customs in our world as in talking about theirs.  At one point it became clear that 
they were somewhat reticent about discussing childbirth and other such matters in the 
presence of the (Indian) men who had accompanied us – but, although we asked, John’s 
presence was not a problem at all: as they believed he couldn’t understand what they 
were saying (despite our interpreters) his presence didn’t seem to matter!



Several of the mothers had given birth in hospital and could offer some reassurance to the 
young pregnant women there, though one was still resisting attempts to persuade her to 
go to the hospital when her time came.  They were horrified by John’s question about 
whether their husbands were present at the birth of their children – they couldn’t fathom 
why any woman would countenance that!

It was clear that these SM-trained health workers do a wonderful job – for the princely sum 
of Rs 600 a month (less than £7.50).  

Balwadi
We then moved on to the local Balwadi.  These are 
pre-school day care centres for children aged 1-5.  
The tiny tots are looked after by SM-trained women 
who play games, teach pre-literacy, pre-numeracy 
and social skills and give the children one hot meal 
and one snack a day.  Knowing that their offspring 
are safe and well cared for, the mothers are able to 
work in the fields – and the older siblings are able to 
attend school.  While they have them in their charge, 
the Balwadi teachers measure and assess the 
children, identifying those with varying degrees of malnutrition and giving supplements.  
The children are also immunized while at the Balwadis.  As on our first visit to an SM 

Balwadi 
last 
autumn, 
we were 
won over 
by these 
beautiful 
children, 
amazed 
by their 
ability to 
play 

happily together with the most modest of toys, and filled with admiration for the warm, 
patient, caring women who run the centres.  On 
this occasion, we arrived shortly before lunch, and 
were surprised by the quantity of steaming food 
ladled onto the plates given to these tots.  I thought 
it impossible that they would finish what they were 
given, but I was wrong.  They carefully and quietly 
ate it all up and went back for seconds.  So many 
of these little ones are hungry when they come to 
school: they are a million miles away from the 
fussy eaters we so often see at home.

Learning Camp
One of the most inspiring and engaging visits we had was to one of SM’s Learning Camps 
on the outskirts of Udaipur.  There, 100 children between 6 and 14 attend a residential 
learning camp, for two months uninterrupted, three times in one year.  These are children, 



selected from the rural villages by SM team 
members, who have either dropped out of, or 
never attended school.  It’s not that the children 
are truants, but rather that their village may not 
have a functioning government school, or there 
may be no teachers at their local school (the rate 
of unoccupied posts at rural government schools 
being high, as is absenteeism even when 
teachers are officially appointed to posts).  Even if 
there are teachers, they may well be struggling 
with classes of 100 and often there is little 
teaching done.  So, in these poor rural 
households, parents often decide that it makes 
much more sense for a child to work in the fields, 
or to migrate to pick cotton in Gujarat, than to 
waste time at school.  The wages earned by a 

child working in the fields are close enough to adult agricultural incomes that the decision 
is easy to understand in economic terms.

Once they arrive at the SM Learning Camp and are given the chance to learn in classes of 
10, with kind, caring, gentle teachers, these children soak up education in a way we have 
never seen before in any classroom around the world.  Usually, when visitors arrive in 
school, children regard this as the perfect opportunity to be distracted and try to spin out 
the disruption as long as possible.  Not here.  The children greeted us politely when we 
went into each class, but were patently far too busy learning to spend any more time than 
politeness required being distracted from their work.  They were being taught basic Hindi 
(generally not their first language, but the language of government schools and jobs) and 
maths, and they were graded, irrespective of age, into three levels: beginners, 
intermediate and advanced.  The children are moved up as soon as they are ready.  
Outside the six hours of lessons six days a week, the children have games, cultural 
activities, English, a bit of science, and health and hygiene.  A doctor visits every Sunday.  
The children are given three meals a day, cooked on the premises, and two sets of clothes 
each (it became apparent that many were arriving in the only set of clothes they 
possessed, so a uniform was sensible).  They sleep in the classrooms at night with their 
teachers, girls on one side of the camp, boys on the other.  

The children sometimes find it hard to adjust to the camp at first, far away from their 
village, even though SM is careful to take a handful of children from the same village at 
each camp so there are familiar faces.  (The teachers too are chosen from the same areas 
as the children, important because of the number of local languages.)  But by the end of 
the camp many of the children tell the staff that they don’t want to go home, as they have 
enjoyed themselves so much.  

The camps are timed to avoid the busy periods of the agricultural year, so that parents are 
more easily persuaded to let the children go, and a successful scholarship scheme has 
been introduced to offset the loss of the children’s income in some cases.  By the end of 
three camps, many of the children have overtaken their counterparts in government 
schools, and very often they have acquired such a taste for learning that they are very 
keen to persuade their parents to allow them to continue their education, which is the aim.  



The atmosphere in the camp was quite extraordinary.  At first one wondered if these 
children were too subdued.  But as soon as the bell rang for lunch it was quite clear that 
they were as boisterous and fun-loving as any others.

Affecting stories abound.  One SM volunteer told us of a 
girl who had tears in her eyes as she realised, looking 
over a teacher’s shoulder, that she could read the diary 
the teacher was writing, and marvelled at the change this 
brought to her life.  We saw another girl wearing 
sunglasses in the classroom and were told that, in a 
routine Sunday medical examination at the camp, she 
had been discovered to have a cataract, the result of an 
earlier injury.  So SM 

arranged for her to have an operation, free of charge, 
thus restoring her sight and allowing her to continue her 
education.  Without SM's help she would very likely have 
remained illiterate and partially sighted.  We heard too of 
a child who had been so badly beaten by the teacher at 
his village school that he had not been able to go to 
school for three months.  When the SM team came to 
ask his father if he might attend the camp, his father said, 
‘Yes, take him.  He’s a bad boy.’  At the end of the camp, 
however, this child delighted in reeling off all the things he had learned, and said that at 
this school his teachers were kind to him and didn’t beat him, so he didn’t want to go 
home.  We also heard of a former camp pupil who had just passed out of the training 
college for the Indian Air Force – a role model if ever there was one.

Worryingly, whereas SM used to be able to take 800 children spread across a number of 
camps every year, funds are now only available to take 100 a year.  What these camps 
offer is visibly life-changing for these children.  Many of them will resume their education 
nearer to home, but even those who are not able to do so will at least have had some 
quality education and a taste of how education should be.  The cost of this experience that 
can change a child’s life is Rs 12,500 per two-month camp (£150), which includes food, 
teachers, learning materials, clothes, toiletries and medicines and everything else provided 
during that time.  We consider it vital to secure funds to enable SM to keep the camps 
running.

Shisvi Women’s Day
We attended a slightly belated celebration of Women’s Day in Shisvi village, not very far 

from Udaipur.  The celebration had been timed to 
coincide with the announcement of the funding of 
various projects for the village and the visit of two 
representatives of Plan India, 
an important donor 
organisation, one of them a 
famous Bollywood director, 
Govind Nihalani.  Amongst 
the presentation of prizes for 
women’s and girls’ 
achievements in one or other 
domain (sport, essay writing 

and generally being a role model), we were fascinated to hear a couple of school-age girls 



read out their winning essays on the subject ‘Because I’m a girl’.  Thanks to our interpreter 
from SM, we were touched to hear one girl lament the fact that her mother, who had 
suffered from gender discrimination in her own youth, was now discriminating against her 
daughter: the girl noted that she was given smaller portions at mealtimes than her brother, 
and that, whereas her brother was forgiven for failures at school, her own failures were 
treated as an excuse to say that there was no point her continuing her education.  

Some senior women came forward to describe ways in which the SM-established 
Women’s Group had helped and supported them in times of need.  One described the 
problems she had had on her husband’s death: in India, widows are expected to remain 
indoors and never remarry, and often become destitute as they are not allowed to work.  
She expressed her gratitude for the support of her fellow women, both during her 
husband’s illness and afterwards, which allowed her to be more liberated and to earn a 
living and play a part in village life.  Another woman described the campaign she had 
waged against her local hospital at which certain staff, against all the rules, were charging 
for their services.  Knowing this was wrong, the woman had tackled the doctors and 
nurses, and, despite threats, taken her case all the way to the courts in Jaipur, where she 
had testified and won.  She explained that without the help of SM and the other women in 
the village she would never have had the courage to do all this.  But her struggle had 
benefited many others in the community.

We were impressed and not a little surprised by the dance 
displays of young and teenage girls – clearly influenced much 
more by TV and Bollywood than traditional Indian dancing – and 
intrigued to see that one small person dressed up as a girl and 
dancing with much hip-wiggling abandon was in fact a young boy, 
keen to dance alongside his sister!

A few men from the village sat at the back and looked on, 
somewhat perplexed, at this sea of 
brightly-dressed women celebrating 
their empowerment with chants 
proclaiming their intention to claim 
their rights, and much evidence that 
they were gradually beginning to do just that.  

One of the highlights for me was to see further evidence of the 
enormous strides taken by Nirmala, a delightful woman we had 
met on our visit to Shisvi last November.  With support from 
SM, she had succeeded in getting a tiny loan to open a very 
small shop in the village, in the 

teeth of her husband’s sceptical opposition.  The shop has 
done so well that Nirmala quickly repaid the original loan and 
took out further loans to expand her tiny business.  
Now her husband, impressed by the income resulting from his 
wife’s efforts, has begun to help stack the shelves, and even to 
help with the housework so that she can spend time in the 
shop.  She has grown in confidence, as we saw last year, 
when somewhat to her own surprise she stood and thanked us 
publicly for taking part in a village meeting: then, she would 
speak confidently for a short while and suddenly appear to be 
overcome by surprise at her own boldness and cover her face 



with her veil.  This time, as we arrived, she and I greeted one another with broad smiles, 
and I was thrilled to see her going up for prize after prize, and then being asked to present 
one herself.  She was even asked to say a few words of welcome to the assembled VIPs, 
which she did very effectively, despite being somewhat overawed by the idea of speaking 
in the presence of a famous Bollywood director.  With the help and support of SM, Nirmala 
has proved herself a wonderful role model, having found the courage to step out of the 
traditional mould.  I can’t wait to go back and see her again later in the year.

Delwara Heritage and Community Walk
Delwara is a small town lying in the shadow of Devigarh Palace, now a 5-star hotel.  It is a 
town of great contrasts – ancient Jain and Hindu temples cheek by jowl with mosques, and 
distinct neighbourhoods containing the houses of well-to-do Jain merchants, the opulent 
mansions of Rajputs, and, a stone’s throw away, the dirt-poor houses of the much 
discriminated-against tribal people, who were shunned if they dared go to one of the 
town’s wells.  Delwara’s political institutions are not straightforward and SM has devoted 
much time and energy to trying to make things more democratic and equitable – a 
challenge which is far from over.  There has been much progress: with SM’s intervention, 
wells are being made cleaner, with water being pumped to purification plants before it is 
used for drinking and washing, and much effort has gone into setting up a ground-breaking 
door-to-door household rubbish collection.  Clear physical proof of SM’s effectiveness was 
evident in the form of several water tanks and hand-pumps and tens of toilets built 
particularly in the area of the town inhabited by the tribal people, which means that the 
women do not have to walk far to collect water or use the fields outside town as toilets.  

In an attempt to shine a positive light on the town, and to give some of its youth gainful 
employment, SM has been training a small team of young people (despite its efforts, so far 
only young men, as eminently suitable women candidates have been banned by their 
families) to conduct walking tours of the town, designed to show visitors the architectural 
heritage and explain the communities and their interaction in modern Delwara.  The tour 
starts and ends at the spanking new headquarters of Sadhna, SM’s sister organisation, 
which trains and provides work for women who make beautiful hand-stitched garments 
and furnishings.  

The tour is still a work in progress, but it was heartening to see three young men, one 
Muslim, one Hindu, one Jain, working together to learn their patter, polish their tourist-
facing skills and build their confidence as they get ready to showcase their town.  

Several memories stand out for us: the stunning old Jain temple 
being repaired by the community of its devotees; the tall bonfire 
laid ready for Holi – right under electricity cables (‘it’ll be ok – it 
happens every year!’); the dire state of one lovely old step well, 
filled with filthy water choked by rubbish (‘it belongs to everyone, 
so effectively it belongs to no one’ – sadly only too common 
around the country); for John, the little ragamuffin glimpsed 
cleaning her teeth down an alley near a very poor primary school 
from which other ragged children waved to us as we walked by; 
for me, the information that women would be fined if they dared to 
sit on the platform where the men of the town gathered to chat (a 
red rag to a bull - only the fear of causing embarrassment to our 
guides stopped me seeing what would happen if I tried it).



The workshops
In between these fascinating visits to areas of SM’s work in the field, we were asked to 
help in two ways.  We led five workshops for the SM team who write funding proposals 
and reports, dealing with structuring, drafting and editing proposals in English – a vital part 
of the process of securing the funding on which depend all the SM projects we had seen, 
and many more.  Everyone involved in the battle to secure funding for charitable work 
knows how hard this has become, and how strategies have to keep changing.  Our aim 
was to help the team write as effectively as possible, and we intend to keep working with 
them on this, whether we are in the UK or back in Udaipur.

We also worked with a team of core staff and volunteers to design and draft a brochure 
showcasing SM’s work.  This too we continue to be involved in from a distance now we 
have left Udaipur.

Summary
Two intensive weeks showed us the truth of SM’s motto, ‘Transforming Lives’.  Every field 
visit provided ample evidence of the positive changes brought about by SM, and every 
group we talked to came up with fresh stories showing how their own lives had been 
improved by SM’s intervention.  The NGO's determination to work with communities, 
creating and developing community decision-making bodies, promoting the involvement of 
the traditionally marginalised, ensuring that the villagers themselves decide which projects 
to implement, and making it a condition that they contribute financially and with their labour 
so that they take communal ownership of the projects – all this is very different from just 
delivering aid.  The warmth with which so many of the villagers greeted and conferred with 
the SM staff, whether from head office or the regional office, showed very clearly the 
closeness of the relationships that SM has built up over the decades and the degree to 
which they are trusted.

In relative terms, we only met a small number of the SM staff, both at the head office and 
in various field offices, but it is very clear that there are so many bright, highly skilled, 
dedicated and hard-working people working to improve the lives of some of the poorest 
people in India.  All in all, an inspiring and humbling experience, leaving us with great 
enthusiasm for our plan to return to spend six months a year working with Seva Mandir 
over the next few years.


