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Western ghats: In search of the primeval

Will it survive cultural change and modernism?

M.D. Subash Chandran and T.V. Ramachandra trace the history of

the Western Ghats to a time when they were in their pristine glory,
and make the case for a community-based conservation network.
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A trove of biodiversity is present around these stately Syzygium travancoricum trees in the Western Ghats.
PHOTO: SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

bout four millennia ago everything about
the Western Ghats, one of the 34 global
biodiversity hotspots along with Sri Lan-
ka, would have been in pristine glory. Clad in a
range of forests from the tropical evergreen to dry
deciduous, and its colder heights of rolling grass-
lands and stunted evergreen shola woods often
enveloped by mists and clouds, the Western Ghats
stood untrammelled until agricultural beginnings.

This was just over three millennia ago, when
major civilizations of the world — in Egypt,
Mesopotamia and Indus — were in decadence.

Streams and rivers running perennially, waterfalls
in their unceasing grandeur till late, everything
about it was primary although human influence
on the Western Ghats began some 15-20 thou-
sand years ago with hunter—gatherer colonization,
in great contrast to hominid arrival in the South
Indian plains over 1.2 million years ago. Abun-
dant in edible fruits and seeds, tubers, palm juice
and starch, wild grains, etc., and landscapes teem-
ing with wildlife, the pre-agricultural humans
faced no difficulty in food gathering, fishing and
hunting. They, the ancestors of the Irulas, Kanis,
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“The forests are the property of the gods of the villages in which
they are situated, and the trees ought not to be cut without having
leave from the Gauda, or headman of the village... who here also is

priest (pujari) to the temple of the village god.”

Katunaikans, Kolis, Kurichias, Kurubas, Malai-
arayans, Malapandarams, Malaikudiyas, Muthu-
vans, Paniyas, Soligas, Todas and dozens of other
hill tribes lived in harmony with the pulsations of
the complex wilderness of a rugged terrain.

Closeted in endogamous groups they lived in
primeval forests amidst fear-stalking animals like
elephants, tigers, panthers, bears, and serpents.
They developed their own cultures, and biological
knowledge that enriched the south Indian ayur-
vedic tradition of later times. The Todas moved to
the shola forest-grassland complex of the Nilgiri
mountains and took to buffalo raising in later
times.

The early tribes were cosmocentric nature
worshippers, who prayed not just to forests or
trees, but a whole system where the mountain
peaks were prominent. The brooks that rushed
down the heights, the forests, many animals and
the spirits of departed ancestors, though wor-
shipped separately, were integral to the mountain

system. They did not separate the spirit from the

matter, but adored them in totality as a divine
being. The list of hills and mountains yenerated
from time immemorial is too long — Agastyama-
la, Sabarimala, Kotamala, Muthanmala, Thalaka-
veribetta, Biligirirangan and so on.

During the peak of Egyptian, Mesopotamian
and Indus Valley civilizations at 2000 B.C., Dec-
can plateau awakened to agriculture and pastoral-
ism. By 1000 B.C. these civilizations were on the
decline, due to reasons that might include climat-
ic changg, alien invasions, decline of soil fertility,
- shifting of river courses, etc. There was possibly a
southward migration of the Indus people as wor-
ship of mother goddess, Shiva, and serpent in-
tegral to the Western Ghat-west coast today had
their prototypes in the Indus Valley. Pollen stud-
ies reveal that around 1500 B.C. there was in-
crease in savanna plants and decrease in forest
trees pollen in the central Western Ghats, prob-
ably due to forest clearances for agriculture and
cattle keeping.

Shifting cultivation, by names kumri or pu-
nam, as against permanent cultivation, was the
early agricultural system in the humid lower alti-
tudes of the Western Ghats, that withstood pest

pressures, soil erosion and loss of fertility if fallow
period was long after two to four years of culti-
vation, permitting return of the forests. Along the
coast, where population density was higher, prob-
ably increased impact on the coastal hills, as in
Canara and Malabar, would have caused extensive

laterisation making the terrain bereft of soil and
unfit for further cultivation. The repeated harvests

of firewood and timber and burning of rank
growth for promoting grasses also caused
laterisation. |

The kan forests

During his tour of Malabar and Canara in
1800-01, after Tipu Sultan’s defeat, Francis Bu-
chanan, Lord Wellington’s emissary, described
laterite from Angadipuram in Kerala, where
stands a silent memorial in laterite dedicated to
him. While coastal and interior hills of Canara
were under slash and burn cultivation, and much
of them were already desolate and rocky, Bucha-
nan also found stately evergreen forests spontane-
ously producing pepper, the menasu-kans. The
most priced export commodity from the west
coast since early Roman times, the kan forests
were important sources of spontaneous pepper
production in the central Western Ghats region,
just like forests that produced cardamom in Tra-
vancore. With no tree being normally cut, for fear
of offending gods, these sacred kans remained pri-
meval in nature, which almost every village had at
least one. Despite passage of time the remains of

some of these kans, dark green and high with:

towering trees, give the impression to the passerby
that there is some god resident in it. Apart from
pepper, cinnamon, fruits and seeds, and palm tod-
dy and other non-timber products were collected
under a decentralized system of regulated
harvests.

The sacred forests were sources of streams and
moderated local climateas well. To Buchanan the
locals near Karwar conferred: “The forests are the
property of the gods of the villages in which they
are situated, and the trees ought not to be cut
without having leave from the Gauda, or headman
of the village... who here also is priest (pujari) to

the temple of the village god.”
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Roots of Gymnacranthera canarica present a unique sight in these verdant forests. PHOTO: SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

‘Buchanan doubted the claim of sacredness as a
contrivance of the natives against State takeover of
forest resources. Except acknowledging sacredness
of the devarakadus of Coorg, the British consoli-
dated their hold over all common lands, which
included sacred forests, shifting cultivation fields
and fallows, secondary forests and even grasslands
and scrub, wherever people lacked ownership re-
cords. The ban on shifting cultivation in the late
1800s, for its alleged destruction of timber re-
sources reduced the role of fire as an ecological
factor favouring return of the evergreen forests in
the fallows and secondary forests. The rank
growth of vegetation all around swamped primary
forests making them practically indistinguishable
from the rest. As larger sacred groves in the forest

belt lost their special identities, only isolated tiny

groves, within hamlets and towns, along densely
settled coast, under private ownership, or in tem-
ple premises, remained as sacred.

The return of evergreens following reduced

fire factor shaded and stifled light demanders like

teak, rosewood, Terminalias, nandi, etc. Teak was

most coveted timber of the time and teak-built
warships strengthened the British armada. The
foresters saw with consternation lack of teak re-
generation under the darkening canopy of
evergreens.

Grappling with the complexities of rain forest
ecology the colonial regime erred by resorting to
indiscriminate raising of teak plantations by clear-
felling and burning forests, after extracting mar-
ketable timbers, causing colossal damage to biodi-
versity, ecosystems and watersheds. Monocultural
plantations continued in post-Independence peri-
od not sparing even primary forests with millions
of years of evolutionary history.

When recent decades saw rising interest in sa-
cred grove studies with exciting findings, most
groves from Kerala showcased as the cultural and
biological relics, are entangled fragments of vege-
tation from households and temples of prominent
caste groups of coastal districts, their areas often
in fractions of a hectare. Silence reigns over the
forgotten tribal groves, for instance of Travan-

core, of which T.F. Bourdillon expressed in 1893:
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“Many pieces of forests are seen on the hills left
untouched when: the surrounding land has been
cleared... because they are supposed to be each
inhabited by a spirit.” '

The much larger kan sacred groves of central
Western Ghats, of several hectares each, got
merged with State reserved forests losing their
special identities. They were once abodes of dei-
ties, centres of rare biodiversity, storehouse of
non-wood products and sources of perennial
streams.

Uttara Kannada study

- The backdrop of ecological history made us

prospect for primeval forests in Uttara Kannada
‘where many pre-colonial sacred groves got lost in
reserved forests. We discovered about 50 patches
of Myristica swamps of wild nutmeg trees, many
associated with deities. Classed among the most
primitive flowering plants, the Myristicas had
their origins in the swamps of Gondwanaland,
before the Indian sub-continent parted from it
over 100 million years ago. Before intensive agri-
cultural, developmental and forestry interventions
the swamps would have networked along the wa-
ter courses of Western Ghats. Syzygium travan-
coricum (wild jamun), reported from Travancore,
over a century ago by Bourdillon, and considered
extinct subsequently, though rediscovered in its
home range, has its surprising presence in some of
the relic primeval forests of central Western
Ghats, over 600 km north of its original range. It
occurs along with the endangered Dipterocarpus
indicus, also of Gondwanan lineage. Madhuca
bourdillonii, an evergreen counterpart of the Ma-
hua tree, originally from Travancore, and consid-
ered extinct later, sparingly occurs in some
primeval forest remains.

Adopting a forest historical approach we chose
for detailed study a 2.5 sq km area of Kathalekan,
what apparently was a relic primeval forest in the
Siddapur:taluk of Uttara Kannada.

- Meaning ‘dark sacred grove’ in Kannada,
Kathalekan’s sanctity goes back to pre-colonial
days. Laced with sedate streams this forest har-
bours endangered Myristica swamps, the forest
floor covered characteristically in tangles of aerial
roots. Myristica magnifica (endangered) and
Gymnacranthera canarica (vulnerable) are exclu-
sive to the swamps, along with Syzygium travan-
coricum (critically endangered) and Semecarpus
kathalekanensis, a new tree species of mango fam-
ily described by Dasappa and Swaminath. Apart
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Ground view of Semecarpus kathalekanenesis in the
Western Ghats. PHOTO: SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

from Myristicaceae members, Kathalekan is dom-
inated by dipterocarps, rare palms, aroids and
ferns reminiscent of equatorial Asian rain forests.
The tree biomass and carbon sequestration of
streams and swamps were higher than that of hill
slopes and tops indicating that lakhs of Western
Ghats watercourses, if their ecology is well pro-
tected, can fulfil water demands of the Indian
peninsula and also mitigate climatic change. The
adoption of watershed-based forest management
system can rejuvenate our water bodies and con-
serve fragile rain forest ecosystems.

The primary forests of Kathalekan and neigh-
bourhood constitute the northernmost range in
the Western Ghats for the endangered primate
lion-tailed macaque. Recent field investigations
by our team recorded 35 species of amphibians in
just a 2.5 sq km area of Kathalekan, that equals
almost the entire amphibian diversity reported
from Maharashtra! Of these 26 species were West-
ern Ghat endemics. Philatus ponmudi, a tree frog
is critically enadangered and Minervarya sahya-
dris, Nyctibatrachus aliciae, Pedostibus tubercu-
losis, Phylatus wynaadensis and P. neelanetrus are
endangered.

The village communities of the Western Ghats
had significant roles in the conservation of prime-
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val forest patches as sacred groves. As cultural
changes and modernism are sweeping through the
region, these communities too are tempted to be
on par with others in the plains in belief system:s.
The gods of the groves are often seen as incarna-
tions or forms of Shiva and Parvati or Subramanya
and Ayyappa, or as their guardians, the bhutaga-
nas. The serpent cult and worship of tiger deity,
intricately linked to sacred groves are getting
merged with Shaivism. Such cultural syncretism is
often followed by construction of temples or
shrines and the groves conserved through ages
fade away, their tree growth often liquidated.

Mattigar sacred grove

Over two decades ago, on our visit to Mattigar,
a small, sedate village of Karivokkaligas, in south-
ern Uttara Kannada, largely cleared for agricul-
ture, we were drawn to a grove, a fragment of the
original rain forest, tall, cool and dark and over a

hectare in extent. As Prof. Donald Hughes, re-

nowned environmental historian in our team, was
curious as to the absence of shrine or an image of
god within the grove, an old Karivokkaliga peas-
ant, explained: “The gods there live among the
trees.” Mattigar sacred grove has a rare population
of the dhupa tree, Vateria indica, the only place in
Uttara Kannada where its natural population ex-
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Fruits of the forest: Seeds of Gymnacranthera canarica. PHOTO: SPECIAL ARRANGEMENT

ists, despite the district having 6,500 sqgkm under
forests. There also are few majestic individuals of
Syzygium travancoricum, which has saplings
springing from the humus-rich damp and shaded
floor. When the locals pleaded for safeguarding

their grove from cattle and trespassers we made a

barbed-wire fencing around it. As per a study, 20
years later, the Western Ghat endemic tree pop-
ulation within the grove had increased by nearly
20 per cent!

Fragments of primeval forests, which may of-
ten be sacred groves, wherever they remain, de-
spite rising human onslaughts on nature, should
be resurrected from the backyard of cultural histo-
ry and placed in the forefront of a decentralised,
community-based conservation network.
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