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“This is one of the most exciting days of my life,” said 
Sylvia Holder. The Venkat Trust’s founder was speaking 
at the inauguration of Kovalam’s Government High 
School on 23 January 2013. And many among the 
colourful throng assembled in front of the brand new 
building must have shared her sentiments. For this 
was a dream come true, a major educational scheme 
brought to fruition after much toil and many difficulties, 
ranging from bureaucratic delays to boulders in 
the salty, sandy soil which had to be dynamited 
before deep foundations could be laid.  No wonder 
the occasion was celebrated with flags, garlands, 
prayers, speeches, ceremonial, songs, dancing and 
firecrackers.

Four British supporters of the Venkat Trust were 
lucky enough to witness the whole event:  Robert and 
Shaune Shearer and me and my wife Vyvyen. 
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Update from Sylvia Holder, Founder Trustee

The Venkatraman Memorial Trust, known as the Venkat Trust, was set up in 2004 in memory of Venkat, a 
boy whose education was sponsored by trustee Sylvia Holder, and who sadly was killed in a road accident 
at the age of 27. It provides and improves educational facilities for school children in the poor fishing village 

of Kovalam in Tamil Nadu, South India. 

Every penny donated goes to the Venkat Trust. All UK costs are met by the trustees.

Piers is welcomed to the inauguration ceremony with a bindi

In this special VMT newsletter to celebrate the inauguration of the long-awaited High School, I’ve handed 
over much of it to my friend and VMT supporter, Piers Brendon, the historian, biographer, TV contributor and 
Fellow of Churchill College, Cambridge. He very kindly agreed to write his account of this happy occasion.

MC Jude presiding over the ceremony



2

We were a little embarrassed to be wreathed in bright 
shawls and fragrant flowers, and seated on the platform 
behind Sylvia and her fellow trustee, Lindsay Swan.   
But soon the stage became crowded with prominent 
local figures.  And all of them, as we were afterwards 
told by JR (Janakiraman), VMT trustee and President 
of Kovalam, had to be similarly honoured with shawls 
and garlands.  Drinks and snacks were also proffered.  
Rosettes and souvenirs were pressed upon us. 

Everywhere was bustle and enthusiasm. The audience, 
which included all the children of the Panchayat (local 
primary) School wearing smart uniforms and sitting 
cross-legged under a huge, multi-coloured awning, 
buzzed with anticipation.  Intermittently the air was rent 
by electronic squawks and snatches of music emitted 
by the temperamental loudspeaker system.

At last, amid noisy pyrotechnics, the remaining official 
guests arrived. The proceedings commenced with 
an anthem and the hoisting of the national flag. Then 
JR bade everyone welcome. He spoke movingly 
about the importance of the new school to the life 
of Kovalam.  Education was the first, vital step in 
providing a means of development for the village and 
a better future for its children.  Next Father Clement 
Balaswamy, Director of the Madras Youth Commission 
for the Mylapore diocese, dilated on the essential role 
that schooling played in communal life.  Nothing was of 
greater value to society, he said.  “Opening one school 
was equivalent to shutting a hundred prisons.” The 
Commissioner for the Education Department of Tamil 
Nadu then praised the Venkat Trust for its brilliant feat 
of turning a sterile plot of ground into a site that would 
produce a well educated younger generation.   

UK Trustee Lindsay receives a shawl and souvenir
from Kovalam Trustee JR

School children, parents and villagers under the huge awning

JR gives the welcome speech
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At the top of the school steps Sylvia and the Chairman 
of Tiruporum, Mr Kumaravel, cut the inauguration 
ribbon. To the clicking of cameras, the six completed 
classrooms were opened individually. In one of them 
a small shrine had been set up to Venkat and various 
people, including his father, lit candles.

VMT trustee Jude Sax spoke next, stressing that 
devoted work was needed to get results and reporting 
that Sylvia had won the 2012 Times Sternberg Active 
Life Award “for her dedication to improving the 
education of the children of Kovalam”. 

All the addresses were given in Tamil but Sylvia spoke 
in English, with Jude translating. “What a wonderful 
school this is going to be,” she said. It would start 
operating in June when a second storey had been 
added and it would eventually house 1,000 pupils.  

Three of the classrooms would open up to provide an 
assembly hall and there would be a library, a science 
laboratory and a computer room, as well as staff 
rooms. The front area would be landscaped and a 
sports ground laid out.  The Government High School 
was the fulfilment  of her ambition to give the children 
of Kovalam the education and the opportunities they 
deserved, something that she herself had been able 
to give Venkat. None of this could have happened, 
she stressed, without the generosity of the Trust’s 
supporters in the UK and other countries, and the 
labour and commitment of her fellow trustees. She 
paid especially warm tributes to JR, Ali and Jude, who 
had not only played a crucial part in the creation of 
the Government High School but had pushed forward 
other Venkat projects in Kovalam with the utmost 
professionalism.

Finally Sylvia expressed her gratitude to all who had 
over the years made her welcome in Kovalam, which 
she now thought of as a second home.  She wished 
that she could speak Tamil but feared it was now too 
late to learn.  So she would just utter one of the few 
words she did know: a heartfelt “Nandri” (Thank you). 

Mr Kumaravel congratulated all involved with the 
creation of the school. He was particularly impressed 
by the high standard of the workmanship.  It looked like 
a private academy!  The children should show their 
appreciation by regular attendance and by taking full 
advantage of the opportunities provided by education.  
Mr Chandrasekaran, the headmaster, moved a vote 
of thanks.  Some of the older girls gave an energetic 
display of dancing.  And the Indian national anthem 
brought the proceedings to a close. Both Kovalam 
village and the Venkat Trust had had a great day.  
 Piers Brendon

A display of dancing by some of the girls who will be among
the first pupils at the school.
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The Venkatraman Memorial Trust is a registered charity, No. 1104363
PO Box 5039, Hove BN3 5XL 

e-mail: info@venkattrust.org.uk    website: www.venkattrust.org.uk    tel: 01273 719363
UK Trustees: Sylvia Holder, Lindsay Swan, Sarah Da Silva

Kovalam Trustees:  Janakiraman (JR), M. Ali, Jude Sax
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When fellow trustee Lindsay phoned me and said “Am I speaking to the 
winner of the Times Sternberg Award?” I nearly fell off my chair. I knew she 
had nominated me but not in my wildest dreams did I think I would even be a 
runner up, let alone the winner. My 15 minutes of fame! The publicity in The 
Times on 28 December – a half page and another couple of columns (see 
http://www.thetimes.co.uk/tto/public/activelifeaward/article3641646.ece) 
produced a lot of interest and has spread the VMT word further.  

There is more to come at the awards ceremony at 11 Downing Street in 
May. Meanwhile, my prize money of £5,000 has been put to good use – I have “bought” a classroom at the high 
school and named it The Times Sternberg Room. I was sternly reminded by one of my young relatives, just in 
case I got too big for my boots, “Well, you do have to be ancient to win it”. And indeed you do.

Octogenarian to run London MarathonV
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Over the years, supporters have kindly raised funds for us through a variety of events but 
none has been quite so awe inspiring as the one to take place on 21 April when 80 year 
old Richard Pitcairn-Knowles will celebrate his octogenarian status by running the London 
Marathon, a mere 26 miles! Richard will be raising funds for VMT and two of his other 
favourite charities. He has set a target of £6,000 and at the time of going to press has 
already raised £4000. If you would like to sponsor Richard to run for VMT, please either 
send us a cheque to The Venkat Trust, PO Box 5039, BN3 5XL or donate online at:  
http://uk.virginmoneygiving.com/RichardPitcairnKnowles     

In both cases please include a note that you are sponsoring our London Marathon star for 
VMT. Good luck Richard, we certainly won’t be with you in body but in spirit every inch of 
the way.

Note: For those not receiving this newsletter by e-mail, it may be easier to access the two links on this page 
by going on to the Venkat Trust website where both are a click away. If in future you would like to receive the 
newsletter by e-mail, please drop me a line at info@venkattrust.org.uk.

OUR ACHIEVEMENTS SINCE 2004: Venkat Tuition Centre  --  Ganesh Building  --  Dining Hall  --  Sports 
Ground  --  300 sets of uniforms and text books twice a year  --  200 school fees each year  --  4 university 
scholarships each year  --  3 post grad students’ fees  --  4 teachers  --  computers  --  desks  --  sewing 
machines  --  190 sponsored children AND THE FIRST PHASE OF OUR 1000 PUPIL HIGH SCHOOL

Our thanks to Georgina Dunn for designing the newsletter, Sandra Huggett for administrative help, Haines & Co for preparing 
our accounts, sitewriters.co.uk for hosting our website, Nick Goslett for his computer wizardry and, last but not least, Dr 
Piers Brendon for his contribution to this newsletter.


