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LOCATION 

GEOGRAPHY

· West Bengal is a state in Eastern India with Kolkata as its capital city. 

· Birbhum is a district in the East of Kolkata. It has a dual blend of the bushy plateau terrain from the West (Chhotanagpur) that gradually merges with the alluvial plainland terrain towards the East.     
· Important geographical features of Birbhum are the khoai (eroded undulated patches of barren area), the red laterite soil with Palmyra palm trees visible from a long distance and multiple protected forested areas. 

· The district is cyclically dried and supplied by rain-fed rivers like Ajay and Mayurakshi and a few others. The Ajay river flows on the southern side of Birbhum. The road from Kolkata crosses Ajay and enters the town of Ilambazar. 

· The town of Bolpur / Santiniketan is 18 kilometes from Ilambazar. The road enters the Choupahari Forest and travels 6 kilometes with the Sal trees standing as sentinels on either side. 

· Vanalakshmi Unmesh Samiti is located where the Forest ends. A Banyan tree, seven centuries old, stands guard at the entrance.   

ECOLOGY & WILDLIFE 
· Vanalakshmi is surrounded on 3 sides by 40 square kilometers of the Choupahari Forest.  
· In the 1960s, this forest was filled with wildlife. There were foxes, wild cats, wolf packs, rabbits, wild boars, hyenas and the odd leopard. Wild fowl and partridges freely roamed on the ground.

· The thick forest kept visibility down to 40 to 50 meters. 

· Today’s Choupahari Forest has a visibility of over a kilometer. There is only a sparse density of Sal trees and wildlife has vanished completely. 

· Vanalakshmi is visited by Crow Pheasants, Pigeons, Green pigeons, Indian Magpies, Kingfishers, Indian Robins, Drongos, Hawk Cuckoos, Common cuckoos, Sun Birds, Indian Rollers, Parrots, Babblers, Common Ioras, Baya Weavers, Shamas, Bee-eaters, Tailorbirds, Egrets, Herons, Golden Orioles, Blue Flycatchers, Paradise Flycatchers, 

      Long-tailed  Nightjar etc.  

· The far reaching scent of the Mahua flowers and fruits in bloom attract wild elephants dwelling in the Dalma range of the neighbouring state of Jharkhand. They come in search for food, sometimes trampling crops and threatening life and property on the way. Vanalakshmi has been visited by lone tuskers targeting its stacked granaries, quite a few times. 

TOPOGRAPHY & CLIMATE 

Soil, Rainfall & temperature 
· The area consists of porous and loose laterite soil. For cultivation, the top gritty layer has to be tilled well and manure added to make it suitable for produce.  

· In the whole of Birbhum district, usually there is an annual rainfall of around 1200-1400 mms but last year and this year it has been much lesser. The entire quantum is spread over just 3 months of the year. This creates severe water scarcity in the region, particularly in the summer months from April to June. Vanalakshmi is at a slightly higher elevation than the surrounding land. Therefore, rain water from here drains off over as well as under the ground to comparatively lower areas near to it.     

· Temperatures fluctuate from highs of 40 - 44 degrees Celsius in the summer months of April to June to lows of 6 – 8 degrees Celsius in winter months of December and January.   

DEMOGRAPHY & ANTHROPOLOGY

· There are 13 villages around Vanalakshmi. Some near and others at a little distance away. The nearby ones are Dwaranda, Bonovilla, Ramnagar, Kamarpara, Bhagardanga and Madarboni. 

· There are several ethnic and religious groups dwelling here which include partly migratory Santhali tribe and primarily farmer communities among Hindus and Muslims.  
· 60% of the populace consists of daily wage workers who engage themselves in various kinds of work as per availability. They assist in sowing and reaping, occasional digging of ponds, masonry, plumbing, fitting electricity connections, repairing water pumps etc. 20% are people employed in permanent services and the rest 20% are affluent landed gentry. 

· Men and women from the above mentioned villages are employed for Vanalakshmi’s agriculture, dairy, food processing unit; rice, wheat, maize, potato and mustard processing unit, and eatery.                
ARTS & CULTURE
· Birbhum is known for terracotta work over centuries. Local crafts around Vanalakshmi are  Textile - Cotton & locally harvested tussar silk, Jute works, Batik, Kantha stitch embroidery, Macrame (weaving by knotting threads), Leather products, Pottery making and Terracotta work, Solapith decorative pieces, Woodcarving, Bamboo and Cane craft, Metal works and various Tribal crafts.
· Birbhum gave the world the mystic, Sufi philosophy minded “Bauls”. These are wandering minstrels who sing on various themes, the predominant one being the connectivity of the body and the cosmos and man’s eternal quest to realize it.  

· The local Santhali Tribe attract audiences from far and wide for their rhythmic and mesmerizing Folk Dances and Songs. They are imaginative craftsmen and women, who make artifacts with terracotta, wood, stone, palm leaf, beads, seeds, reeds and bamboos.       
· Rabindranath Tagore, the Nobel laureate, chose Birbhum and created his global university, Visva-Bharati at Santiniketan.  Sriniketan

· Sriniketan – located next to Santiniketan is the Tagorean experiment in training rural population to improve their village economy with better utilization of traditional skills.    
