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A JCB wouldn’t normally be my choice for 
a front page picture but this one was pretty 
special - the evidence that at long last work 
had started on the building of the high school.

However, it almost goes without saying that after 
all the dramas, there were more glitches to come  
before we finally got the green light to go ahead.

A ceremony was held to mark the long-awaited 
start of the building, attended by all the Panchayat 
school pupils, teachers, government dignitaries, 
fellow trustee Lindsay and myself. Or rather, it 
would have been held had not JR’s defeated rival 
in the presidential election had other ideas.  He 
and his cohorts decided to sabotage the event 
and managed  to disrupt what should have been a 
very special day. They engineered further delaying 
tactics until finally the JCB was able to roll in.

That set us back a bit but work is progressing 
apace now. The perimeter wall and gate are up, 

the foundations are almost completed and we’re 
about to embark on the bricks and mortar stage.  
The school should then go up very quickly, judging 
from our previous projects. At this stage we’re 
building one storey only so the three high school 
years, at present crammed into the Panchayat 
school, can transfer as soon as possible.
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High School underway at last

The Venkatraman Memorial Trust

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.
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There have been lots of fund raising activities 
on behalf of VMT during the past few months.  
We were delighted when supporter Stuart 
nominated the Venkat Trust as the beneficiary 
of his charity run in the Brighton Marathon.
He completed the gruelling 26 mile course in 
just over four hours, coming in at 3,333rd out of 
8,901 finishers.  And he raised £2,000.  Brilliant!

A primary school choir and a nursery, both in 
London, raised funds for us and a supporter sent us 
the proceeds of the sale of a washing machine, an 
unwanted raffle prize. We were also the beneficiary of 
some Christmas fuel allowances, rent from a seaside 
cottage, the sale of some gold and silver and money 
in lieu of Christmas presents. Many thanks to all of 
you who passed on the proceeds to us.

Fund Raising Activities

On the home straight...cheered on by VMT supporters

Cow Corner

Please keep up the good work, fund raising activities help us enormously.

The glorious sound of leather on willow with the odd 
moo thrown in for good measure. This was an away 
game for Team VMT, which has some excellent players 
even if we did lose on this occasion. In exchange for 
help given with their cricket kit and equipment,the 
boys coach the younger lads and we hope the next 
Tendulkar will soon emerge.

More than 180 sponsored children and their parents 
gathered at the VMT Sports Ground for a day of great 
fun with egg and spoon, sack and three-legged races 
and a tug of war between the boys and the girls and 
the mothers and the fathers.

Sports Day
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That is what we are all about. Until VMT’s 
involvement in Kovalam began in 2004, many of 
the Panchayat children left school at the age of 
12 and the village’s literacy rate was only 60%. 
Today it is 95% and with the building of the new 
high school, every child will be assured of a 
secondary education. Inevitably, some will slip 
through the net, usually because of parental 
pressure  to find work or  get married, but we can 
be proud of the improved standard of education 
and the number of university students who are 
funded either through our scholarship scheme or 

sponsorship. Several of our undergrads helped 
us with our sponsored children’s sports day.  
They are delightful young people, working hard 
for their degrees and happily looking forward to 
a much better future than they ever envisaged. 

Candidates from St Joseph’s for the next four 
university scholarships are now going through 
the selection process. This year we have 
an extra one-off scholarship for a science 
degree course, kindly donated by one of our 
supporters in memory of his late brother. 

Education, education, education

As long as your ear drums can stand it - 
incessant  music blaring from Tannoys - Pongal  
is the greatest fun. The four day celebration  is 
Tamil Nadu’s harvest festival and the biggest 
event in the calendar. On Day One fires are lit 
to burn all unwanted possessions, Day Two 
is dedicated to the Sun God for the cultivation 

of crops and Day Three is for the cattle. The 
bullocks have their horns painted and garlands 
put around their necks. Day Four is something 
else. See the photo!  I’ve never seen the beach 
like this before - friends and family swarming 
in and having the time of their lives.  They may 
be poor in pocket but certainly not in spirit.

Tamil Nadu’s Harvest Festival

One of the regular visitors- with 
his family- to the Venkat Tuition 
Centre. 

Some of the kindergarten children 
enjoying the playground at the 

Tuition Centre.
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 Bitten by the travel bug at an early age, Sylvia Holder 
lived and worked in many parts of the world before 
setting up Holder Swan Public Relations in London with 
fellow trustee Lindsay. It was while visiting India for a 
travel client that she met Venkat on Kovalam’s beach, a 
life changing moment as it transpired. She retired, or so 
she thought, in 2000 and moved to Hove, not envisaging 
that she would soon become as busy as ever running 
the Venkat Trust. Sylvia is a widow with two step children 
and four step grandchildren.

 Sarah Da Silva is the trustee 
who knows Kovalam best 
after Sylvia, having been there 
four times now. As well as her 
involvement with the Venkat 
Trust, she is a volunteer for the 
WRVS and Brighton and Hove’s 
Martlets Hospice. A widow, with 
a son and two grandchildren, 
Sarah lives in Brighton. 

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

Thank You!

Our thanks go to Georgina Dunn for designing the newsletter, Sandra Huggett for administrative help, John Sargent of 
sitewriters.co.uk for hosting our website, and Haines & Co for preparing our accounts.

Lindsay Swan is a London 
based PR consultant and 
editor. She and Sylvia met 
in South Africa when they 
worked for a Johannesburg 
consultancy and went on 
to run Holder Swan Public 
Relations in London for more 
than 20 years. She is married 
with two grown up children.  

The back page - the Begging Bowl. But this time I 
want it to be a Thank You page. A thank you to all 
our supporters who in less than eight years have 
made a quite unbelievable difference to the welfare 
and prospects of the children of Kovalam.

The Panchayat School was rundown, ill equipped, 
short of teachers and with a poor record of 
attendance. Today it is a thriving school with several 
more buildings, more pupils, good teachers and 
facilities and a much improved academic record.  
The children enjoy sports as part of their curriculum 
at our Sports Ground. They proudly go to school in 
their Trust-provided uniforms with their VMT bags 
and books.  And now they can look forward to the 

new high school which we intend to be a state-
of-the-art learning institute enabling students to 
progress confidently to further education and good 
careers.

A now flourishing primary school for 300 pupils, a 
1000 pupil high school in the making, more than 180 
of the most needy children sponsored, 200 school 
and 14 university fees paid each year …. not a bad 
record for a small charity!  Without your help, none 
of this would have been possible. We are particularly 
grateful for your continued support during these 
difficult times which means so much to me and my 
fellow trustees – and enables us to maintain and 
progress our various projects. Many, many thanks.

UK Trustees
Due to family commitments, Anna Dickie has 
regretfully decided she can no longer continue as 
a Trustee although she will still support us and take 

a lively interest in all our activities. We are very 
grateful for her involvement over several years. Here 
are brief profiles of the rest of us.


