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This photo wouldn’t look out of place 
on the notice board of a posh prep 
school. Our primary school children 
are so beautifully turned out in their 
pristine white uniforms that it’s difficult 
to believe that they come from homes 
without the “luxury” of running water or 
an iron. The only iron I’ve ever seen 
in all the children’s homes I’ve visited 
belongs to the dhobi – the washerman 
– and that is filled with burning coals.
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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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Evening English lessons in the Janakiraman Community Hall

What’s so heart-warming about this picture is that, thanks to our incredible supporters, all these children can now set 
their sights on professional or vocational careers. They won’t be leaving school at 12, they won’t have to earn a pittance 
in a menial job. High school and further education beckon. And that means breaking the poverty mould which has 
blighted their families for generations.

We now have 55 young people in further education and 28 graduates who are enjoying stimulating careers. 
They’re anxious to put something back to the Trust and between them are now sponsoring children themselves.

But academic success is not enough. We need to build 
our children’s confidence to meet the demands of their 
working lives. We’re grateful for mentoring support from 
Bhumi, an Indian charity which teaches under-privileged 
children the skills needed to communicate and progress 
in our globalised society. We are also very pleased to 
have the help of Mr. Jayaraj, the retired headmaster of 
St Joseph’s 2500 pupil school, to give evening English 
lessons to our university students. Fluency in English 
is paramount if they are to succeed on the bigger stage.



2
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Walk down any Indian village at sunrise and the brooms 
are out in force. Like millions of other Indian women, my 
day starts at 6.30 when I sweep the house and then draw 
a fresh rangoli by the front door. Rangolis are a tradition for 
every Hindu family, using either white or coloured powder, 
to bring prosperity, health and happiness. It’s then time for 
the first of my twice daily Hindu prayers with my parents at 
our little shrine. I grab a quick breakfast – rice and coffee 
– and pack some rice for my lunch before I take a tuktuk 
to work. It’s about a ten minute ride to the Venkat Trust 
offices in Kovalam where I work with Mr JR, Mr Ali and 
Sabeena, the assistant administrator.

A tapestry demonstration by Aarthi

Aarthi with her parents at the shop they run in Kovalam, 
following her father’s retirement

I know Kovalam well as I was born there and went to 
school at St. Joseph’s. I just wish VMT had been around 
in my day as I could then have gone straight to Madras 
University from school. As my parents couldn’t afford the 
fees it wasn’t until a few later that I got an English degree 
through distance learning from Annamalai University 
in Chidambaram.

With more than 350 sponsored children under our wing 
and another 55 at university or other colleges, as well 
as the primary and high schools, we’re kept very busy. 
My typical day starts with replying to Sylvia Mam’s 
e-mails which have come in overnight, sending photos to 
sponsors, chivvying any children falling behind with their 
work, arranging extra tuition, discussing family problems 
or sometimes, sadly, helping a bereaved child.

We counsel students for their university courses and liaise with the various colleges. Saturday is spent preparing for 
Sunday when all the sponsored kids get together at the Janakiraman Community Hall. They’re divided into groups, each 
supervised by one of our uni students. Some write thank you letters to their sponsors, others are busy with arts and 
crafts or in an English conversation group. Monday I recuperate, it’s my day off. The highlight of the year is Sports Day 
for the kids and their parents. Everyone loves it. The busiest time is before, during and after Sylvia Mam’s twice yearly 
visits. She keeps us on our toes but we always miss her and the other trustees when they return to the UK. My last job 
of the day is supervising the students who come after college to use our laptops.

Then it’s time for home in the tuktuk. After some household chores, I might relax watching a TV soap or do some crafts. 
I particularly like jewellery making but I try out lots of different things so I can teach them to the children. After supper 
prepared by my mother – always a curry of course! – another busy day has come to an end. I’m so happy to be part of 
the Venkat Trust which is giving the children of Kovalam such wonderful opportunities for the future.
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Bravo the Venkat Trust Snooker Club. With some 
trepidation after only a year’s play under our belts, we 
entered a boys’ and girls’ team in the Tamil Nadu Billiards 
and Snooker Association Annual Tournament in Chennai. 
The competition was formidable – all the other contestants 
were from private schools or academies and clubs. But our 
team did us proud and one of our boys, Shanaulla, reached 
the semi final.

So impressed was the Chairman of the World Professional 
Billiards and Snooker Association that he has arranged 
sponsorship for him with the Paul Hunter Foundation, set 
up in memory of a leading snooker player. Not only will the 
Foundation see him through school and university but it will 
nurture his snooker talent which could lead to a professional 
snooker career.

We have since gone on to further success at a State Level 
Inter-Schools competition where, again, we were the only 
Government school. Five reached the semi finals in their 
groups and our star girl player, Fathima Bee, took third 
place overall.

The top prize should surely go to Mr Prabu, the snooker 
coach, who is turning a bunch of rookies into excellent and 
enthusiastic snooker players.

Other extra-curricular activities have been introduced 
at the High School to the delight of the students. Thanks 
to donations of chess boards and several still and video 
cameras, we now have thriving chess and camera clubs. 
Table tennis is also proving popular.

Eat your heart out private schools! Take us on if you dare.

Shanaulla on his way to the semi finals of the TNBSA 
Tournament in Chennai

The five semi finalists and Fathima Bee, third from right, with her 
third place trophy at the State Level Inter-Schools competition
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Yet again, the elements have not been kind to Kovalam. 
The village had barely recovered from the worst floods in 
living memory when it was struck by a cyclone. It brought 
houses down, uprooted trees and caused damage to 
the Venkat Tuition Centre, the Primary School and the 
Janakiraman Community Hall. Thankfully, as there was an 
early warning, no one was hurt and all villagers were safely 
evacuated. Once again, they have shown their enormous 
resilience to the disasters that befall them.

My thanks go to Georgina Dunn for designing all our print material and to Sandra Huggett for her administrative help.
Without them, my life would be a lot more difficult.
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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, Nick Goslett, John Whelan

Kovalam Trustees: Janakiraman (JR), M. Ali
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We have some very fit people among our supporters. 
Marathons and half marathons have been run for us in 
London, twice in Dublin, Newcastle and recently, for the 
second time, Brighton. Our runner this year was Patricia 

Whelan, cousin of VMT trustee John, who raised more than 
£1200 for VMT. This will pay for a university scholarship 
for a three year BSc or BCom degree, a life changer for 
a deserving young person.

The rowdy VMT support 
group cheering Patricia 
on the final stretch – just 
another couple of miles 
of the 26.2 mile course 
which she completed in 
4 hours and 32 minutes. 
Never again she says – 
until the next time!

We are also very grateful to Kunal Kohli who, with 13-year-old niece Anya, 
scaled Snowdon for VMT, and to Virginia, Lauren and Carl Almklev who very 
kindly nominated VMT to receive donations in memory of a beloved husband 
and father. Our thanks also to Bardy Thomas who donated the profits from 
another of her Shakespeare Out Loud parties, ten-year-old Jack who asked for 
VMT donations in lieu of birthday presents, Tessa Youell for her collection of 
video and still cameras and all those who passed on their winter fuel allowance. 
I’ve so far collected more than £120 in my silver change fish bowl (left).  
An idea for other supporters to adopt?

As you’ll have seen in this newsletter, there’s lots of good news which is how it should be. But there’s some 
bad news too. It’s called The Pound. It’s now lost 20% of its value against the rupee since Brexit which 
means of course that we need to increase our income by 20% just to stay still.

Please note that our telephone number is now 01273 719362
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With our ever growing number of university students, we 
particularly need donations for the University Fund. We’re 
also providing university scholarships for Kovalam school 
leavers without sponsors who meet our criteria: financial 
need, academic success and good character. Without our 
help, they would be denied further education.

We are offering, and would be hugely grateful for, 
scholarships in the name of the benefactor. The 
student will keep in touch by e-mail throughout the 
course. £1000 will pay for a three-year BSc or BCom 
degree, £5000 for a four-year engineering degree.

Any amount will help and be greatly appreciated – £10 will 
pay a week’s fees, £44 pays a month, £125 a semester. 
Donations between £1 and £10 can be made on your 
mobile phone by texting VENK17 £(insert the amount) 
to 70070. Thank you.

We’ve made a short film about how university changed 
our first sponsored child Sumithra’s life, which you can see 
on our website www.venkattrust.org.uk. We’d be grateful if 
those of you who are on Facebook would share it with your 
friends from our Facebook page.


