
 

 

A conversation with author Lena Sclove: Amherst teen describes her stay in 

an ashram in India 
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Amherst teen describes her stay in an ashram in India. Sclove says she is still trying to readjust to 

life back home. 

 

Photo captions: 

Lena Sclove, 17, of Amherst, left, signs a copy of her book for Susan Shellenberger, who was 

her eighth grade middle school advisor at Amherst Regional Middle School, during a book 

signing and reading Sunday, May 31, at Amherst Books. Her mother, Marcie Sclove, is in the 

background. 

Lena Sclove, 17, of Amherst, with her parents, Marcie and Richard Sclove, at Amherst Books, 

May 31. 

Lena Sclove, 17, of Amherst, left, signs a copy of her book for Cyd Champoux, a secretary at 

Wildwood School which Sclove attended, during a book signing and reading Sunday, May 31, at 

Amherst Books. 

Lena Sclove, 17, of Amherst, with her parents, Marcie and Richard Sclove, at Amherst Books, 

May 31. 

 

On a Sunday afternoon several weeks ago, Lena Sclove of Amherst stood up in front of a crowd 

gathered at Amherst Books and read from "The Year of a Thousand Colors," her new - and first - 

book. 

"I was a little bit nervous," she said afterward, which is probably not unusual for a first-time 

author. But Sclove is only 17 and has just finished her junior year at Amherst Regional High 

School. 

Her self-published book is the story of her stay in Varanasi - a sprawling city, also known as 

Benares, in northern India - from September 2006 to June 2007. Sclove traveled there with her 

parents, Richard and Marcie Sclove, and lived in an ashram, a Hindu community founded by a 

teacher her parents had come to know. 



Richard Sclove, a nuclear engineer and political scientist by training, founded a nonprofit, 

Amherst-based research and advocacy organization that studied the impact of science and 

technology on communities; he currently works on climate change issues. Marcie Sclove is a 

former restaurant owner in Amherst who also ran a soup kitchen at the town's survival center. 

The couple practice Hinduism and have long-standing interests in spirituality, yoga and 

meditation. The ashram they stayed at also housed an orphanage of 17 boys; most were very 

young, a few were teenagers. An orphanage for girls was located nearby, but not on the ashram 

grounds. 

The family's decision to temporarily relocate to India had its roots in a three-week trip to the 

ashram in February 2006. At that time, Lena Sclove, who describes herself then as "all absorbed 

in middle school, drama, life and growing up," had initially balked at going. "I couldn't get past 

the fact that we had to get all these shots for all these horrible diseases," she said. 

But after watching a video showing the ashram and the little boys at the orphanage, she decided 

to approach the trip with "a new and open mind. I thought this might be really cool." 

She came home, she says, fascinated by India, captivated by the orphans she had helped care for, 

and eager to return. "I didn't want to let it slip away." An only child, Sclove says the trip had 

brought her even closer to her parents, who also wanted to go back. After many talks about how 

much they missed India and wanted to return for a longer stay, the Scloves decided to explore a 

return trip. They researched day schools located near the ashram that Lena could attend and met 

with teachers and administrators at Amherst Regional to discuss plans for studying the ninth 

grade math and science classes that she would miss; she would take other classes at the Indian 

school and also supplemented her classroom education with trips to museums, temples and other 

points of cultural and historical significance. 

In September 2006, the family rented out their home and boarded a flight back to Delhi. Back at 

the ashram, Lena's daily routine revolved around school, which was a short walk away from the 

grounds. Her mother spent part of her time giving one-on-one English lessons to some of the 

adults at the ashram, while her father helped set up computers and email accounts for the boys to 

use. 

Sclove's book, illustrated with numerous photographs, chronicles an intense, sometimes turbulent 

stay, in which she learned about the culture and customs of a foreign land, began to speak Hindi, 

attended a school where she was the only foreigner, explored her own spiritual leanings, took 

side trips to Thailand and the Himalayas and adjusted to a climate where the temperature often 

soared above 100 degrees. She also fell in love with one of the older boys at the orphanage, a 

relationship that was strongly discouraged by her parents and her spiritual teacher. 

Though she has settled back into life in Amherst, Sclove says she believes India will always be 

part of her life. Someday, she says, one of her dream jobs would be to go back and work against 

domestic violence, an emerging issue in that country. 

At the end of her book, Sclove writes that her time in India had been "a full, complex, and 

beautiful year." But it wasn't easy. 

What follows are edited, condensed excerpts from a recent interview with Sclove at her Amherst 

home. 



Q: What were your first impressions of India? 

A: All of your senses are bombarded. The second you get off the plane it's extremely 

overwhelming. There's this moment when you get out of the airport at Delhi, and there are just a 

gazillion people, and the clothes are so colorful, and you're outside, and it's humid, and sticky, 

and it's night, but the car horns are buzzing, there are rickshas everywhere, and people yelling, 

and you're exhausted because you've been on this 14-hour flight. There's so much going on you 

don't even know where to look. I wasn't so much freaked out as I was just fascinated by it. I think 

I was aware, even at the beginning, that I was really lucky to be able to see this. 

Q: What was Varanasi like? 

A: It's an ancient, holy city for Hindus and it's right along the Ganges, where there are these big 

long steps, called ghats, that go down to the river. It's considered to be the holiest city and so 

people come from all over to bathe in the Ganges. It's also considered very auspicious to die 

there. People will bring the ashes of cremated people to the river and let them go. 

The city is very chaotic. The roads are horrible. It's polluted, loud and dirty. You go there once 

and you either love it or hate it. I loved it. The ashram itself is an oasis of green, a haven, there 

are trees and green grass, and I think that really helped. 

Q: You mentioned that you stood out as a foreigner. What was that like? 

A: I was quite an object of interest. People stared. I think in general they hadn't seen young, 

white people. It's usually older people who are tourists, or hippie college students with 

dreadlocks. 

Q: What were some of the cultural differences? 

A: There were definitely things we had to become accustomed to. My mom and I learned to walk 

with our heads down and not to make eye contact with men. There are these gender rules that are 

not said but are so entrenched in the culture. Even married men and women are respectful and 

modest in public. My parents tried to pick up on that too, and would never hold hands in public 

or embrace in public. When women would walk by, I would always smile and say "Namaste" 

(which translates roughly as "I bow to the divine within you") and to them and that was totally 

fine. 

Q: You said you helped take care of the children at the ashram. 

A: When they were done with their homework, they could color or draw and I did that with 

them. They all called me Lena Didi - older sister. I read them stories before nap time and helped 

them get ready for bed. 

What drew me in was the children. There were religious ceremonies every day at the ashram, but 

there were also all these little kids running around everywhere. 

Q: What were you able to learn about their backgrounds? 

A: Some might have a parent who came to the ashram and said, we're living on the streets and I 

can't afford to take care of this kid anymore. Sometimes as a last resort parents will abandon a 



child - you realize how much desperation they must feel. There's an agency that goes to train 

stations and finds kids and brings them to the ashram. They're extremely well-loved and they 

form a family in themselves. They really are like brothers, and the older ones take care of the 

younger ones. It's a beautiful thing to see - but there are hard histories. 

Q: Do some of them get adopted? 

A: No, the idea is that they'll live there until they're 18. There's no adoption involved. Then (the 

ashram) will try to arrange for college if they want that, or help them start a business.  

Q: What was going to school there like? 

A: I went to a school called South Point and that turned out to be one of the hardest things about 

the trip. It was a relatively new school and there were only three other kids in the ninth grade, all 

boys, and they weren't supposed to talk to me so I had classes alone. I was the only foreigner 

there. Most of the classes were me and a teacher and I had wanted to meet girls my own age. It 

wasn't that people were mean - it was more that I was just too different to be one of the crowd. It 

wasn't that way in the ashram where people are used to having Westerners visit. The kids in 

school didn't know what to make of me. 

Q: That must have hurt. 

A: It was really hard. My mom was my best friend, but I didn't have girlfriends to call up. I never 

felt I was part of the school in the way I was hoping to be. 

Q: Did you get the chance to practice yoga while you were there? 

A: I did - it's very respected and revered there. The boys [at the orphanage] could make 

themselves look like pretzels because they'd been doing it since they were so little. Sometimes 

everyone would go up on the roof and do it as the sun was coming up over the Ganges - it's the 

perfect, exquisite time to do yoga. But I have to say I often missed that because I was sleeping! 

Q: How did the book come about? 

A: I wrote it while I was there. I did have a teacher named Irfana who had spent some of her high 

school in the U.S. and so she knew Western culture. She was the one who said, 'You should just 

start writing. You should be writing about this.' I had always loved writing - I have shelves and 

shelves of journals from first grade on - so I started writing something every day. 

Q: Did you try to find a publisher? 

A: The first summer back, I taught myself about the publishing world, how to get an agent, how 

to write query letters, how to write a book proposal. Some agents did want to see a proposal, but 

in the end, it never really happened for me. They weren't eager to take on someone who's not 

known. They also said there's not an obvious market for it because it's part spiritual memoir, part 

travel, part young adult. 

Then last summer, I worked on it a lot more because I felt there wasn't enough truth in it. I'd 

glossed over the parts that were really hard and upsetting. I had a whole romantic drama that had 



happened that I'd left out. So I went back and added a lot of new sections. As scary as it was to 

release all my secrets to the world, it felt like the ethical thing to do. 

Q: Let's talk about the romance. 

A: It was with a boy in the orphanage, which was a totally forbidden thing. It was a big decision 

to write about that, the cultural lines I didn't know I was crossing until it was too late. I got 

involved with a guy who'd had a pretty hard life. 

A big overarching theme of the book is that I went there hoping I would find some spiritual 

connection and that kept being threatened by this whole romantic drama. My intention was to 

find myself and along the way I had this experience I didn't expect and that added to the 

complexity of the whole experience. It shows that even if you're living in the holiest city in the 

world, that doesn't fix everything, you still have to work really hard to stay connected to 

whatever higher power you worship. 

Q: Was it forbidden because Gopal was a boy in the orphanage or that you were living in an 

ashram or because boys and girls in India just don't have romances the way they do here? 

A: It was not OK on so many levels. Part of it was about being at the ashram and the message it 

would send to the other boys. It was also that Varanasi is a traditional city where arranged 

marriages are prevalent. It was very complex, but the bottom line is that a romance like that can't 

happen before marriage. 

Q: But even if, as you write, Gopal turned out to be a bad match for you, doesn't the relationship 

also seem like a natural part of growing up - boy meets girl and they fall in love? Was that so 

terrible? 

A: That's looking at it from the American standpoint. The difference is, in India that can't 

happen. I had to learn the other side of it. 

Q: It must have been an amazing adjustment to come back to the social life at Amherst High. 

A: It's honestly still an adjustment. Even now, I do feel caught between these two worlds. It's 

definitely a balancing act. 
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