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…to the latest branch of our mighty oak, the fabulous 
Janakiraman Community Hall which had its grand opening 
on 18th September. Filled to the rafters with 1500 children, 
parents and villagers from all Kovalam communities, 
the Hall is named in recognition of JR’s tireless work 
for the Trust and is a fitting testament to his dedication 
to improving education in his village. This massive hall 
(27m x 12m or 90’ x 40’) will now be the new centre of 
learning and leisure for our sponsored children and 
will also be used for other VMT and village community 
events. In time we plan to add a second storey and it can 
then be let out for weddings and other events. The Venkat 
Tuition Centre, previously used by the children, is still a 
hive of activity. It’s the Trust’s HQ and has an IT room with 
20 laptops for the use of the university students. 
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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 schoolchildren and young people 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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It was a very special and emotional day though tinged 
with sadness as it marked the imminent end of JR’s highly 
successful 10-year reign as President of the village. 
He had intended to stand again until the very sudden 
and unexpected Government announcement that only 
women of the SC caste (Dalits) were eligible to compete. 
A strange decision indeed. The village will be losing 
the best President it ever had. Happily though, VMT 
will continue to thrive through JR’s excellent leadership 
in Kovalam. 

How well our acorn has grown over the past twelve years, 
only made possible by our supporters’ generosity. What a 
difference that generosity is making to Kovalam’s young 
people, now able and eager to grasp the opportunities 
denied to all previous generations.
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We can put up a hundred buildings - our tally is actually five including the 1000-pupil high school - but they aren’t 
worth a string of beads unless they’re doing their job: giving the children of Kovalam an excellent education within their 
walls. The fact that we now have 49 of our sponsored children at university or other colleges - and another 22 already 
graduated - speaks for itself. But it needs more than the children’s dedication to pursuing further education, it needs 
the parents’ blessing too. The kids come from the poorest of homes and it would be understandable if parents sought 
pay packets from them as soon as possible. To their credit, most recognise the importance of further education and are 
hugely grateful for the opportunities VMT is giving to their children.

Much of this newsletter is dedicated to our university students. For them, the poverty mould will be broken and a bright 
future awaits them and future generations. 

I spoke to several students and their mothers when I was in Kovalam last month. Their stories show just what 
a difference the Venkat Trust is making to their lives.

Clockwise from top left: the front and 
back of the Hall, cutting the ribbon with 
JR, one of the brilliant displays of classical 
Indian dancing by a university student, 
honouring JR with a shawl, a proud 
moment for the parents of JR and of 
his brother Venkat, in whose memory 
the Trust was founded.

Here are the children on their first 
Sunday in their spacious new 
surroundings. We now have some 
500 sponsored as Team Kovalam has 
launched a scheme in India whereby 
companies sponsor a number of 
children, albeit on a slightly different 
basis from the UK set up. As well as 
letter writing and arts projects, Sunday 
activities now include spoken English 
lessons with the ex-headmaster of 
St Joseph’s, the fee paying school in 
the village, and talks on confidence 
building and motivation for the older 
children by Bhumi, India’s largest 
volunteer-run NGO.
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And the graduates…
Among our 22 graduates now thriving in their careers 
and able to contribute to their families’ income is Abdul, 
a VMT university scholarship winner, whose fees for his 
four year engineering degree would have been impossible 
for his shopkeeper father. Now with a BE after his name, 
Abdul’s future career is secure and he is enjoying his job 
as the maths teacher at a primary school. Our two post 
grads with Masters degrees have excellent jobs: Roobini 
is an executive at the international IT company, HCL, 
and Sumithra an accounts executive at a large leisure 
complex. Other graduates’ jobs range from engineering 
to publishing, management to nursing. 

V
EN

KAT RAMAN

M
E

M

O R I A L   T R U
S

T

Perhaps the most poignant of them all is the family of Moideen Basha, now in 
his second year of a three year BCom degree. While still a toddler, his father 
left home with him and his baby sister and placed them in an orphanage. It 
took his frantic mother a year to trace them and bring them home. As her 
income is miniscule from whatever work she can find, she is extremely grateful 
for the sponsorship money for the welfare of Moideen Basha and his 17 year 
old sister, Rajeya Banu. Most parents in her situation would have insisted that 
both of them left school to start earning but she realises that it is worth making 
the sacrifice now so that their future is secure and poverty free.

Sakana was our fourth sponsored child. She was just eight at the time, now 
she is 18 and in her first year at university, doing well in her studies for a 
BCom after which she plans to do a post grad degree. QED? Thanks to VMT, 
yes, but her mother told me that without our help she would have had to leave 
school at 12 when free education stopped (the high school had yet to be 
built). Sakana is one of six children. The family lives in a one room house 
and her father ekes out a living getting labouring jobs as and when he can. 
Now the parents can look forward with pride to their daughter’s future career. 
She has definite plans for it: to be a bank manager.

There’s an exception to every rule and while children for sponsorship are 
usually selected by trustee Ali, Parveen took it upon herself to get sponsored. 
Taking her courage in her hands, this very appealing 12 year old came up to 
fellow trustee Lindsay and me on the beach to plead her case. And won! She 
met all the criteria and now this clever girl is in her second year of a nursing 
diploma which will be followed by a degree course. Her single parent mother 
who has two other children said that Parveen, like Sakana, would have had to 
leave school at 12 and work as a shop assistant.

Uthaya Kumar is a delightful young man in his third year of a four year 
mechanical engineering degree. He helps out with the younger ones at the 
sponsored children’s gatherings every Sunday and is always willing to lend a 
hand. His father died before he was born and his mother, a tailor, has been the 
sole bread winner. Without VMT’s help, he would have been a fisherman, now 
unfortunately a rather precarious occupation which pays very poorly. With an 
engineering degree to his name, Uthaya Kumar is assured of an excellent 
career and salary. 



4

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, Nick Goslett, John Whelan

Kovalam Trustees: Janakiraman (JR), M. Ali
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Thank you for all our supporters’ 
help. Our runners and walkers 
have again done us proud – we 
were grateful beneficiaries of Andy 
Craggs’ Great North Run and Kevin 
Ross’s sponsored walk. Thank you 
too for donations in lieu of birthday 
and anniversary presents, standing 
orders, sponsorships and general 
donations. A huge thank you for 
all you have helped us achieve.

With the pound/rupee exchange rate having dropped 15% 
since Brexit (although luckily old clever clogs here sent 
some money to Kovalam the day before the Referendum), 
we need more help than usual to keep abreast of our 
commitments. Donations will be gratefully received for 
all our day to day costs – teachers’ salaries, uniforms, 
books, maintenance etc. – but our main request this year 
is help to swell the coffers of our University Fund. While 
sponsors give as much support as they can, we have a 
big financial responsibility with 49 fees having to be paid. 
Another 17 students are scheduled to go to university 
in June but only ten will be graduating. We also award 
university scholarships to particularly bright students who 
are not sponsored but whose parents cannot afford the 
fees. A three year BSc degree costs £1000, a four year 
engineering course £4000. 

Any amount that you can give to top up our University Fund 
would be most gratefully received. As you will have seen 
from some of our students’ stories on page 3, your help 
will make a life changing difference to one of our young 
people. Thank you.

Here is our acorn to oak list of achievements 
in the last 12 years:
• Government High School to accommodate 
  1000 pupils

• The Ganesh Building of classrooms and the 
  Dining Hall at the Government Primary School

• The Venkat Tuition Centre and playground

• The Janakiraman Community Hall

• 500 sponsored children 

• 320 fees paid each year for St Joseph’s pupils 

• 80 subsidised students at Panchayat Primary School

• 2 sports grounds and equipment

• 2 English teachers

• 2 Tamil teachers

• 2 PE teachers 

• 1 Snooker coach

• 1 IT teacher

• 13 desktop computers and 25 laptops 

• 1 LCD projector at High School

• 49 university undergraduates 

• 22 graduates

• 2 elecricity generators

• 3 children’s excursions a year

• 850 sets of uniform twice a year

• 300 pairs of sandals once a year

• 300 school bags once a year

• 5000 books at High School library

• 70 books at St Joseph’s library 

• 2200 sets of text books and stationery twice a year

• Lots of wells, walls, water pumps, desks and 		
  benches, tables, lockers, fans…
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The Chettinad Hospital in the 
nearby town of Kelambakkam 
is providing free weekly 
health check-ups for all our 
sponsored children. 

Andy Craggs raised 
more than £1000 for 
VMT in the Great 
North Run.


