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I had the privilege of visiting our Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama (RKMA) Sargachi Project,
located near Berhampur in the Murshidabad district of West Bengal. This was my first visit to
Sargachhi. The project partner, Tushar Maharaj, is a monk of Ramakrishna Mission.

I traveled by bus from Asansol to Sargachi, the distance being approximately 200 kilometers and
it took me around eight hours to reach the Ashrama. Most of the people living in the neighboring
villages of Sargachi depend on agriculture for their livelihood and many of them are living below
poverty line. Affording a decent livelihood is a major problem for many poor rural families there.
RKMA is running a vocational program to provide technical skill based training to local youth,
such that they can get employment or achieve sufficient skills to run small scale businesses on their
own. We have been supporting the vocational training courses financially for the last few years.
My objective for visiting the Ashrama was to get a first hand experience of the progress they made
in this realm. Following is a picture of me, my parents, Tushar Maharaj and ashrama associates
in front the glass ornaments center.
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Pisciculture

On the first day at the ashrama I met Ramakrishna Haldar, an associate of Tushar maharaj. He
showed me around the ashrama premises. I visited the pisciculture center, which is a project they
are working on with the approval of the Department of Fisheries, West Bengal government. They
built several reservoirs to let the eggs grow into small fishes and after the fishlets grow enough they
pour them in the adjacent pond and they use a pump to circulate the pond’s water. Some local
people are are learning the techniques from an fishery expert and they are harvesting enough fishes
to financially support the trainees. This is a smoothly running project funded by Asha in Sargachi
RKMA. Following are some pictures of the fish spawning reservoirs and the adjacent pond.

Auditorium

RKMA Sargachi has an auditorium, where cultural programs are held on a regular basis. The
sculpting unit at the Ashrama has made several wall carvings, through which they tell stories
about child Vivekananda, and how he had grown up as a little boy into the legend that he is now.
The wall carvings, a sculpture of Nataraj in front of the auditorium as well as some animal figures
are all made from fiber glasses by Ashrama people, receiving guidance from Tushar da. Tushar da
is a very well known sculptor. It is notable that the first outdoor statue of Sister Nivedita that was
installed in England was made by Tushar da’s assistant Mr. Nirjan Dey. See a Bengali newspaper
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report and another report in English.The auditorium is also used to train local girls in operating
sewing machines.

Museum

Inside the Ashrama, there is a museum of natural history,art and culture where various models are
built to represent different floras and faunas around the world. They have also displayed samples
of local art forms in the museum. And, Ashrama people have stuffed several animals from local
fauna with the help of Tushar maharaj. Currently, they are learning the art of animal stuffing from
Tushar da. The museum is also a great way for students and visitors to learn about geography,
biology and science in general.Here are some pictures of the displays in the museum:
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Akhandananda Skill Development Center

The Ashrama runs several skill development programs for unemployed rural youth at the Akhan-
dananda Skill Development Center in Bairgachi, Murshidabad, which is located close to the
Ashrama premises at 10 minutes driving distance from the Ashrama. Several classes are be-
ing taught there to local youths, like computer training, electrical equipment repairing, car engine
repairing.Some of the students who are trained there are already working in different electrical
equipment and computer repairing shops in nearby cities. And some students have started their
own small businesses of washing machine, refrigerator & AC repairing already. Here are some
pictures from the vocational training center:

Handloom and Powerloom

Akhandananda Skill Developement Center has several looms to weave clothing. Women and men
from neighboring villages run the looms. Various clothing including sweat shirt, carpet, saree,
dhoti, towels etc. are woven in these looms and sold to the public. The looms are operating for
quite a few years and the quality of the products are very good. Few of these looms are electrically
operated, while others require manual operation. A sweat shirt weaving machine is bought and
installed here using Asha funds. Here are some pictures of the weaving machines:
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Terracota and Glass Ornaments

Sargachi RKMA is also running a terracota unit where they are producing and training local
youths to produce cups, flower pots, kitchen utensils and other household decorations made of
clay. Jigger-Jolly machine and slip-casting techniques are taught to the trainees. Subsequent
to the formation of the products, they are dried and fired in furnaces. Trainees get hands-on
experience in these processes. Clay utensils like tea-cups are in great demand as usage of plastic
materials is coming down, worldwide, due to pollution issues. There is also a unit to make glass
ornaments where students are learning how to melt glass in the furnace and how to manufacture
ornaments from it. They are planning to manufacture ornaments in large scale to sell it in nearby
markets. Here are some pictures taken in the terracota unit and the glass ornament manufacture
center:

Self-Help Group

RKMA Sargachi has a self-help-group (SHG) of about 30 downtrodden women from neighboring
villages who have received training on jute bag manufacturing techniques and food and cosmtic
product manufacture work and are currently employed by the Ashrama to deliver these products.
They get monthly remuneration for making jute/leather bags/handicraft items. Recently, the SHG
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group has obtained permission from the Government of West Bengal to supply food and cosmetic
products to various ration shops located in this state. This is a big step towards self-sustainability
of the project. However, RKMA Sargachi does not have the infrastructure to handle big orders
as yet.Some time is required to achieve the infrastructure necessary to handle orders from ration
shops. Once this is achieved, SHG group will move toward self sustainability. Here are some
pictures of the foods and cosmetics section of the self-help group. Recently, they have received
orders to supply Neem soap to state-wide ration shops. The SHG team members are earning
monthly remunerations from the Ashrama for their work, which is enabling them to contribute
financially toward the well-being of their families.

Ramakrishna Mission Ashrama Sargachi is performing impressively to uplift the poor rural people
of the Sargachi region. Among their multiple initiatives, skill training activities for underprivileged
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young men and women is making a difference in the region. More than 500 students and trainees
enroll in RKMA vocational training programs, annually. Most of these courses are conducted
throughout the year with financial support from Asha for Education. Due to the continued support
for the last few years, these programs have expanded largely and they are seriously giving effort
to expand it further. There are many successful trainees, who found employment after their
training. A few women formed a self-help group and are employed in the Ashrama itself, helping
in food processing and tailoring/bag making work. I have been told that Asha’s contribution has
significantly helped Sargachi Ashrama to rise above and provide quality service to the poor and
underprivileged people of the Sargachi region.
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