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A mahua party!



The spirit of it!

Alcohol consumption is viewed by most 
mainstream cultures in India with disdain. 
Drinking, like smoking, tends to assume a 
moral tinge, with parents of prospective 
brides (and increasingly also grooms) want-
ing a non-drinking match for their child. Le-
gal drinking age varies from 18 to 25 across 
the country. There are dry states and dry days 
in otherwise wet states. There are licenses 
available for drinking with preference given 
to NRIs. Utter confusion and hypocrisy pre-
vails when it comes to alcohol and drinking, 
as in so many areas where economics and 
feigned morality come to a head. 
 
Various surveys give varying figures about 
the percentage of Indians consuming alco-
hol. The lowest of these is 14.6%, the high-
est is around 30%. But what seems certain 
is the increase in alcohol consumption over 
the last decades as well as the lower ages 
of both boys and girls when they first taste 
liquor. The five southern states consume al-
most 45 % of the alcohol produced in the 

country, fulfilling around 15% of the state 
revenues. Drinking is one of the essential 
pillars of our economic system. During the 
initial periods of lockdown when the liquor 
shops were shut down this was as much, or 
more, of a concern than the pandemic itself 
for these states. 

In much of non-tribal India, the dubious mo-
rality attached to drinking drives this prac-
tice out of homes. Drinking along roadsides 
en route to the hill stations is a typical Ta-
mil Nadu phenomenon – the state has the 
distinction of leading the country in alco-
hol consumption – though not restricted to 
it. The out-of-home drinking has made it a 
predominantly stag event, noisy, often row-
dy and aggressive, unconcerned with even 
the minimum of social norms and leaving 
behind a whole lot of garbage in its wake. In 
stark contrast, drinking in adivasi societies 
is governed by an etiquette that we could 
learn from. These are societies that have 
an intimate knowledge of the liquor they 
brew or distil, the processes and materials 
involved in making a drink that is suitable 
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to consume regularly. These practices have 
evolved over many, many generations, and 
the methods as well as the best way to en-
joy a drink has been perfected, without the 
confusion of morality hampering clarity of 
purpose. 

Despite a more than 2000 year history and 
experience with alcohol (from the Arabic 
al-kuhl, come to us via French or Medieval 
Latin) and a rich tradition of various drinks 
produced within India we have succumbed 
to foreign liquors. The several palm toddies, 
mahua, handia, chang, urrak, maad, raksi, 
suram and landa are a few that are com-
monly known. Almost without exception, 
these drinks are culturally embedded and 
come with specific ways of drinking and ex-
periencing them, unlike the IMFL brands we 
buy across the counter. The excise laws of 
our country prohibit alcohol production and 
sale, allowing only the IMFLs and a few li-
censed brands like feni and, more recent-
ly, a specific mahua. In effect, anyone who 
wants a drink is forced by law to buy from 
a ‘licensed’ shop selling IMFL liquor. This is 

motivated solely by the revenue that alcohol 
brings in to the state. Nothing else matters, 
not the quality of the liquor produced, not 
the health of the consumers, nor the impact 
of consuming bad-quality IMFL stuff on the 
rural families. By banning local liquors we 
throw out not only the many indigenous and 
healthier drinks but also the etiquettes and 
customs linked to our peoples. 

Why can’t we be truly atmanirbhar on this 
front too, and more than just economically, 
and allow people to make and drink what 
they want? And where is the pride in being 
truly Indian in this most important of mat-
ters that pertains to a state of mind? To be 
stranded in reality all the time is definitely 
not something to look forward to. But do we 
need to pay the state – or anyone else – for 
brief ventures to other worlds? 

Madhu Ramnath
December, 2020
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Mahua

Mangruram Kashyap and Arjun Nag 
Legal Environmental Action Foundation (LEAF)

(translated by Madhu Ramnath)

Bastar is one of the regions of the country with ad-
equate native forests and a large amount of forest 
produce (NTFPs) which contribute to the livelihoods 
of the indigenous and forest peoples there. One of 
the NTFPs is mahua, the flowers edible as well as 
distilled into a liquor known by the same name, ma-
hua. It is known as ‘mand’ in Bhatri and Halbi; ‘kal’ 
in some Koitoor languages, ‘darango’ in Abujmarh, 
and ‘mel’ in Durwa.

The mahua tree

The scientific name of the tree is Madhuca longifo-
lia and it is found abundantly in the plains of central 
India where it grows well, reaching up to 30 m in 
about 10 years. It is an evergreen tree. The flow-
ers are used as a scarcity or emergency food when 
not used to distil liquor. The mahua flowers provide 
a lot of energy when consumed as food; the seed 
(known locally as tora) yield an edible oil; the leaves 
are used to fashion leafcups.

The local taxonomy of mahua is based on the way 
the flowers drop from the tree: those that have their 
flower-fall at night (between 6-8 pm) and those that 
have it through the day (between 9 am- 4 pm). This 
is further divided into:

Donga mahua: trees that have flower-fall both dur-
ing the day and night; these flowers are bigger in 
size than the average as well as contains more juice
Madhya mahua: these trees have charateristics be-
tween the last one and the one below, with the flow-
ers falling both in the day and the night, but moder-
ately, and not as juicy as the last one. Sukli mahua 
or Semdi mahua: these trees haveflowers 

that bloom but remain attached to thebranches un-
til they dry. They ultimately fall only in strong winds 
or if they are dropped by knocking the branches 
with a stick.

Collection and tradition of mahua

Before the collection of flowers from trees in the 
fields the ground is swept clean of litter to make 
mahua collection easier. In the forest area too safe-
guards need to be followed as it is then the time of 
leaf-fall and the danger of fire spreading into the 
forest is high: the people are careful to protect their 
NTFPs as well as the wildlife in the area.

After the collection of the fresh mahua flowers they 
are not distilled into liquor before the offerings to 
the local gods. In some parts of Bastar there are 
two rituals performed. One, by the challan of the 
village, asking for a good season of mahua; and the 
second, by the matipujari, to allow the commence-
ment of distillation.

Storage and trade

As most adivasi people do not have sufficient fa-
cilities to store the mahua they collect they usu-
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ally sell it to cooperatives or to middlemen at low 
rates, keeping only as much as they can accommo-
date in their homes for their personal use. What is 
stored at home is stored in large bamboo baskets 
known as ‘paal dolangi’ in Bhatri and ‘vedri dikki’ 
in Durwa. The baskets are lined with kusum leaves 
(Schleichera oleosa) and the mahua flowers, after 
being dried in the sun, packed into these baskets.
Any household which owns 20-25 mahua trees 
would be guaranteed of a minimum of Rs 50,000 
annually. But this does not happen as the adivasi 
people have little storage space and pressing needs: 
this makes them sell the mahua to middlemen who 
buy the mahua from the collectors and store them 
in cold storage centres. When the season is done 
and the adivasi has consumed all his mahua they 
middlemen sell their stock at twice the price – they 
to the original collectors!

Origin

According to Lacchuram from Awnrabhata, a long 
time ago there was a large mahua tree with a hol-
low. In this hollow a lot of flowers had fallen and, 
as the sun shone down on it, began to ferment and 
turn the mixture into ‘pas’ (which is later distilled 
into the proper mahua drink as is known now. The 
birds which drank their water from the hollow were 
noticeably noisier and unusually active than the rest 
of the birds in the vicinity. A passer-by noticed this 
new behaviour in the birds and went up to the hol-
low in the tree from which the birds were drinking. 
He made himself a small leafcup and had a drink 
from the hollow and felt the intoxicating effect and 
he realized that a mixture of mahua flower and wa-
ter produces this effect. With this new knowledge 
he returned to his village and told the people about 
his experience. The people then gathered mahua 
and began to try the process of mahua making in 
their homes.

The people of Bastar consider the mahua tree one 
of the most important trees in their lives. The birth 
rituals as well as the rituals of death are accom-
panied by mahua. All occasions of mahua drinking 
are preceded by the offering of a few drops of ma-
hua to the earth in the name of the ancestors.  

Marriages

Though there are many ative and useful trees in 
Bastar’s forest the mahua tree is considered to be 
the most important and holy by the people of Bas-
tar. A reason for this is that both the fruit as well 
as the flowers are used by the people. In fact the 
mahua tree is known by two names, as the mahua 
tree and also as the tora tree, the latter being the 
fruit that can be pressed into oil. The mahua flower 
is the bride and the fruit is the groom.  During mar-
riages a branch of the mahua tree is brought and 
planted as a ‘mandap’ under which the priest and 
the elders perform all the rituals of the wedding. 
And mahua liquor is offered to the gods.

Preparation of mahua

Material required: An earthen pot to hold the mahua 
according to the amount of liquor to be distilled (5 
kg of mahua flower will yield approximately 7 beer 
bottles of the drink, of fairly potent quality), a 20-
25 litre earthen pot, an smaller earthen pot with an 
outlet for the condensed mahua to pass through, a 
10 litre capacity metal vessel, a thick piece of cloth 

or gamcha that can go around the pot with the ma-
hua to be distilled, 2 drums of 40 litre capacity each 
(one filled with water and one empty), a fireplace 
and sufficient firewood.   
 
Method:

1. The mahua flowers are filled in the earthen pot 
and sufficient water filled along with it; the quanti-
ties are dependent on the requirement, according 
to the equivalents given above. This is called ‘pas 
bharna’.
2. After the ‘pas’ step it takes 3-5 days, depending 
on the weather, for the bubbling action in the pot 
to quieten down. In summer this may happen in 3 
days, in winter this may take 4 or 5 days. This is 
why in winter the pot with the pas is kept close to a 
chula that is used as it is warm in that area.
3. Once this ‘khamir’ which is the thickened ‘pas’ is 
formed it is poured into a metal container of 20-25 
litre capacity.
4. A fire is lit in the chula and the container with the 
khamir is set on it to cook.
5. On top of this is placed the earthen pot with an 
outlet.
6. On top of this is placed a metal container with 
cold water.
7. A wet cloth is then placed carefully around the 
mahua pot where the pot with the outlet is placed. 
This is to prevent any vapour from escaping from 
the mahua pot.
8. The fire should be kept low and steady; the water 
in the topmost container felt to know how warm it 
is.
9. As the water on the topmost container gets warm 
the mahua begins to form and pour from the mid-
dle pot with the outlet; this is collected in a vessel 
using a bamboo length or a cycle tube.
10. The warm water is removed bit by bit and re-
placed with cold water.
11. The entire water is replaced 3 times through 
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the mahua-making process.
12. The collected mahua is very pure and an equal 
amount of water is added to it.
13. As mentioned, 5 kg mahua flowers yield 3.5-5 
litres of mahua.
Mahua is traditionally sipped out of sal leafcups 
and in company; however in many places steel tum-
blers as well as plastic disposable cups are used. 

The most preferred side-dish for mahua is red-ants 
with their eggs (‘chapda’ in Bhatri and Halbi, ‘kenil’ 
in Durwa). Other dishes include chicken and mut-
ton, crab and fish, chickpeas, beans, and various 
cooked grams and pulses.

Colour, taste, fragrance, effect

Mahua has no colour and can pass off as water. It’s 
taste is difficult to describe but some mahua-lovers 
talk of pure mahua (known as ‘phuli’) as ‘rusrusa’; 
when too much water is added to mahua it is called 
‘pochka’ or ‘puchpucha’. When the mahua is dis-
tilled after the due date it usually tastes sour, de-
spite maintaining its potency.

Pure mahua has a strong smell; diluting it may 
bring the smell down but most people can figure 
out a person who has consumed mahua.

The effect mahua has on a person is general  in-
toxication, a high feeling, and then a feeling of 
strength, as if one is twice as strong as usual. For a 
while mahua has the ability to stall hunger. And of 
course, one begins to speak as if one is extremely 
intelligent!

Welcoming a guest

A traditional welcome to any guest is with a lota 
of water for the guest to wash his or her feet. And 
after that the guest is asked to sit down and enter-
tained with some mahua. Mahua is served just like 
tea is served among non-adivasi people. Whatever 
the meal that is cooked a full welcome and honour 
is not complete if mahua is not served.

Visiting relatives and kinsmen with mahua

At least once in a year people visit their relatives 
and close kinsmen, usually on the occasion of ‘Nua 

khani’, the festival when the new grain is harvest-
ed and eaten. One either visits a relative or visits 
them (on the pretence of dropping them home) and 
it is usual for both sides to bring along a bottle of 
mahua. Apart from these occasions, the elders of 
the family offer prayers to the village deities for the 
well-being of the village and the people, and offer-
ings are also made to the clan gods and ancestors, 
as well as to the village goddess (mati mata). In all 
these events every one drinks mahua and listens 
and talks about the old days, about traditions, and 
good and bad times, unhurriedly, and in detail.
Reasons mentioned for drinking mahua:

 	 To overcome fatigue
 	 To pick up a fight
 	 To turn enmity into friendship
 	 To honour somebody
 	 As a medicine (in small quantities)
 	 As a habit
 	 As a lover of mahua
 	 For entertainment
 	 To overcome lonliness

The good and bad qualities of mahua

It is believed that regulated quantities of mahua 
does not harm the body physically; beyond cer-
tain amounts and over-drinking causes the body to 
weaken and even hasten death. 

Good qualities:

•	 A few drops of mahua brings relief to an ailing 
stomach

•	 It can convert enemies into friends
•	 It can stall hunger for brief periods
•	 It prevents loneliness
•	 Increases one strength to perform hard work

Bad qualities:

•	 The influence of mahua makes one pick up a 
fight unnecessarily 

•	 It makes one squander one’s money and brings 
the family economy down

•	 Falling prey to mahua makes one susceptible to 
illnesses

•	  Hardened mahua drinkers begin to talk to 
themselves

A couple of mahua riddles

Ki-ki-ki karato, karato upre ki-ki nato
Jag-jag-jagar pani, dongri upre jharan pani
(Answer: Describes the material arrangement of 
mahua-making and the atmosphere around it)

Agan nagar timas dandi, chima luar paar
Kenda ke piche guda ochaisi, bhuiye deisi gaar
(Answer: Describes the mahua flowers falling to the 
ground)
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What’s brewing in the Nilgiris!

Anita Varghese
Keystone Foundation

(These notes are based on a conversation that took 
place with a Kurumba elder). 

Her earliest memory of alcohol was of her in-laws 
drinking, and preparing their own brew. About 30 
years ago nobody bought alcohol: everyone just dis-
tilled their own brews and shared it with family and 
friends. Some people also sold it to neighbours and 
local people outside of the village.

“Several tree barks were an important part of the 
recipe. These were soaked for a couple of days and 
mixed with jaggery, and when ready distilled to pro-
duce ‘sarae’ as it was known among the people. 
Trees of the Naaval (Syzygium), Vela (Hardwickia), 
Kottai (Zizyphus), Selai vinji, Gonjai (Bridelia) were 
commonly used. All these trees are found in the dry 
and moist deciduous forests in the Nilgiris. The liq-
uors of fruits like Naaval (Jamun), Nellikai (Amla), 
Vazhapazham (Banana) and Pela (Jackfruit) are 
highly preferred and considered a delicacy almost. 
The fruit is soaked and then used to brew the al-
cohol.  One of the people also known to Keystone 
Foundation – who died in an encounter with an el-
ephant – was a famous brewer. He could distil al-
cohol from many materials, and one of his famous 
brews was made from coconut coir! 

When asked about why no one tapped toddy from 
Caryota palms, despite there being so many in their 
homesteads, she said that people wanted ‘quick 
money’. And since the inflorescence from these 
palms, used to decorate wedding pandals, fetches 
a good price, nobody thought of tapping it anymore 
for its sap. Not many knew the technique of tapping 
toddy either.

Then drinking was a part of life, though not all the 
time. Most people, including women, drank only in 
the evenings after a hard day’s work. A glass of the 
brew made from Vela bark was given to mothers’ 
post-delivery and believed to relieve pain and aid 
in the repair of internal muscles. During religious 
festivals it was important to abstain from drinking 
till the ceremonies were over. However, the musi-
cians would not play until they received their share 
of the brew. The priests conducting the rituals were 
expected to refrain from alcohol. Much of this has 
changed and most people just buy alcohol from the 
government run shops (TASMAC) as it is now illegal 
to brew at home. 

It was impossible to brew at home because that was 
an open invitation to elephants and bears to come 
and raid the mud pots in which the fruit or bark was 
soaked for fermentation. The master brewers from 
the village always did the distilling in the forest, on 
top of rocks and hills where the elephants could not 
reach. It was not always possible to find such places 

and many times the elephants ransacked the whole 
distillation set up if they found it. 
Drinking and being happy was the way of the past. 
Today everybody drinks and cause a lot of fights 
inside the village. In the past there was plenty of 
healthy food to eat and the alcohol didn’t make us 
so unhealthy, but today it is different. People are 
dying from drinking too much.”

Towards the end of the interview, when asked what 
her favourite drink was, she said she didn’t drink, 
and that she doesn’t want her name mentioned in 
this article. When I asked if it was alright to men-
tion the name of the community in the article she 
had no hesitation. Finally, with a smile and a twin-
kle in her eye, she asked me if I had ever tasted 
the brew they make from honey combs filled with 
pollen. When I asked her if it was her favourite drink 
she was quick to remind me that she didn’t drink, 
almost as if to tell me she could not be caught off-
guard! 

I have an invitation to her village and a promise that 
my daughter and I will be served their best brew. 
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Palm toddy, the common man’s 
elixir

Hemalatha Nalla
Kovel Foundation

The sugary sap called toddy can be obtained from 
the young inflorescence of the Borassus flabellifer, 
either male or female. Obtaining the sap involves 
tapping the top shoots and collecting the dripping 
juice in hanging earthen pots; in some regions plas-
tic or bamboo containers are used. The juice is col-
lected three times a day and, after some fermenta-
tion, becomes sour and gains in alcoholic content. 
It is a famous beverage called “Thaati Kallu” in Telu-
gu.  The sap is also used in preparing jiggery and 
known as “Thaati Bellam”.

Season/s

Male Tree: Nov-Feb 
Female Tree: Mar-May

After commencement of tapping the sap is not con-
sumed for the first 3 to 5 days due to its bitterness 
and thickness. This is called “Tholi Odupu Kallu” in 
Telugu. Once regular tapping begins, the sap is col-
lected thrice a day. For the first month the sap yield 
is about is 2 to 3 litres daily; then it increases to 5 
to 8 litres (male trees) and 8 to 10 litres (female 

trees), depending on the number of Inflorescences. 
The given quantities are calculated assuming 4 pro-
ducing inflorescences. 
 
Tapping involves slicing the inflorescence (stalk) 
and keeping it clean to allow the sap to flow unhin-
dered. The the knife is sharpened using “hing” (Fer-
ula asafoetida) which is believed to help increase 
the sap flow. Tribal people believe that this drink 
cools the body, reduces body-ache and prevents in-
somnia. 

Rituals associated with toddy

The tribal people who collect palm toddy celebrate 
“Chettu Pandaga” which is festival specific to the 
male tree. This is celebrated annually after tapping 
season is over. As part of this ritual, a group of 8 
to 10 men go and climb the tree in turn and come 
down. Then they offer prayers and sacrifice a pig 
or goat or a rooster, and feast with the meat. The 
tribal people also offer palm toddy along with other 
special dishes while worshipping the deities on the 
occasion of the Telugu New Year (Ugadi). An extract 
of toddy concentrate is prepared by boiling the mix 
of week long fermented and fresh toddy, in 3 and 2 
measures respectively. This extract is called “Chig-
uru” and much relished by the people; it is also is 
used to light lamps while worshipping Lord Shiva.
During marriages in the toddy season the bride’s 
family is expected to offer 2 to 3 pots of toddy to the 
groom’s family, which then offers it to the guests. 
Toddy is also offered and consumed at home as 
well as in the burial ground in case of death. It is 
offered to the dead along with their favourite dishes 
to satisfy the spirit. 
 
Birds, bees, squirrels and rats are all known to drink 
the sap from the tree especially during hot days and 
water scarcity. Many bird species build their nests 
in the tree as they are well protected due to the 
height.

Other facts about the Borassus palm

Scientific Name: Borassus flabellifer
Family: Arecaceae
English Name: Palmyra palm
Vernacular Names
Telugu : Thaati/Thaadi Chettu 
Tamil: Panamaram 
Kannada: Taalegari

Borassus flabellifer is a robust tree and can reach a 
height of 30 metres (98 ft). The trunk is grey, strong 
and ringed with leaf scars; old leaves remain at-
tached to the trunk for several years before falling. 
The leaves are fan-shaped and 3 m (9.8 ft) long, 
with pointed black teeth on the petiole margins. 
Like all Borassus species, B. flabellifer is dioecious 
with male and female flowers on separate plants. 
The male flowers are less than 1 cm long and form 
semi-circular clusters, which are hidden beneath 
scale-like bracts within the catkin-like inflorescenc-
es. In contrast, the female flowers are the size of a 
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golf ball and solitary, sitting upon the surface of the 
inflorescence axis. After pollination, these blooms 
develop into globose fleshy fruits 15–25 cm wide, 
each containing 1-3 seeds. The first flowering hap-
pens after about 15 to 18 years. The fruits are black 
to brown with sweet, fibrous pulp and each seed is 
enclosed within a woody endocarp. The species is 
abundantly spread in all coastal districts of Andhra 
Pradesh. 

Uses 

Leaves: The leaves are used for thatching, to make 
mats, baskets, fans, hats, umbrellas, Diwali crack-
ers, toys, decorations and as writing material. 

Fibre: A fibre obtained from the petioles which is 
used to make string, strong ropes, as fences, etc. 
The fibre obtained from the base of the petioles, or 
the sheathing leafstalks, is stiff, harsh and wiry. It 
is used to make brushes and mats. 

Trunk: The black timber is hard, heavy, and durable 
and is highly valued for construction and for making 
of catamarans. The trunk is also used in making of 
bridges to cross streams.

Crown: When the crown of the tree is removed, the 
segment from which the leaves grow out is an edi-
ble cake, known as “Thati Adda”.

Sprouts: In Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, Tamil Nadu 
& Bihar, the seeds are planted and made to germi-
nate and the fleshy stems (below the surface) are 
boiled/ roasted and eaten. It is very fibrous and nu-
tritious. It is known as “Thegalu” in Telugu.

Fruits : The top portion of the fruit must be cut off to 

reveal the sweet jelly seed sockets, translucent pale-
white, similar to that of the lychee but with a milder 
flavor and no pit. The sweet jelly seed sockets occur 
in combinations of two, three or four seeds inside 
the fruit. The jelly part of the fruit is covered with 
a thin, yellowish-brown skin. These are known to 
contain a watery fluid inside the fleshy white body. 
The conventional way this fruit is eaten is when the 
outer casing is still unripe while the seeds are eaten 
as the fruit. But if the entire fruit is left to ripen, the 
fibrous layer of the palm fruits can also be eaten 
raw, boiled, or roasted. This is also used to prepare 
pan-cakes mixed with jaggery. The dried seed sock-
ets are pealed and used as one of the ingredients 
in preparing a pudding with sesame; this is offered 
during “Nagula Chavithi” (a festival of Snakes) and 
celebrated 4 days after Diwali.   
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Gift of the Gods: toddy from the 
Fish-tail Palm

Pravat Kumar Mishra with inputs from Sudarshan 
Sahu
Regional Centre for Development Cooperation 
(RCDC)

The Salapa tree is commonly known as the Fish-tail 
Palm, (Caryota urens), and is seen in much of cen-
tral India, including Odisha. The sap that is tapped 
from the inflorescence is known by the same name. 
Other names for it are tadi (Durwa) and gorga (Koi-
toor) among the adivasi people and suplhi in Hin-
di. In Bastar’s local parlance it is also referred to as 
Akaashvani! Like most toddy’s it too is allowed to 
ferment until it acquires a certain amount of bitter-
ness and alcohol content before being consumed. 
Most adivasi communities in Odisha try and culti-
vate some of these palms near their home, usually 
in their backyards. It could very well be an indicator 
of the power of the household near which the palms 
are located. 

The Salapa palm is linked to the way of life of the 
people, their cultures and tradition. Often outsiders 
look down upon the people who consume toddy. 
Some households also sell the salapa they tap for 
an income; but this is difficult in Odisha as the lo-
cal liquor vendor informs the police to harass them, 
and to prevent them from hampering their liquor 
business. 

A Salapa tree starts flowering after 10 to 12 years.  
Once this happens, a bamboo ladder is prepared 
and fastened to the tree; a pot is hung at the tip of 
the stalk that is tapped in which the sap collects.. 
The tapper climbs up the ladder regularly twice a 
day to tap the flowering stalk; a special knife is used 
for the purpose. If necessary the pot is covered with 
a cloth or a bamboo mat specially woven for this 

purpose.

According to Aranchu Sabar, a young Salapa tree-
can yield between 10 to 15 litres of toddy daily; an 
older mature tree could yield up to 20 litres. The first 
harvest and drink is usually a communal affair, a 
kind of celebration, for which the toddy is allowed to 
collect for about 24 hours. Salapa drinking ensures 
community cohesiveness and love towards each 
other and cements the bonding of relationships. 
Early morning toddy is refreshing and often sweet; 
as the day wears on the drink becomes slightly bit-
ter and stronger.

The Kondh people of Raygada district treat the Sal-
apa tree as an asset and take pride to have some 
growing them around their homes. When a baby is 
about three weeks old they give it the first drink by 
applying a drop to its lips. The Kondh believe that 
Salapa provides energy to work hard and to climb 
hill slopes. Salapa is a drink of marriage ceremo-
nies, festive occasions, used during worship of gods, 
and at death rituals. 

Salapa palms are economically useful. A person 
with 10 trees could be assured of up to Rs 1 lakh 
annually through the sale of toddy. During marriag-
es an exchange of salapa between the families is 
an indication of agreement between the parties. 
During death too the bereaved family offers toddy 
to the clan which then pools in money and other re-
sources to help with the funeral ceremonies. 

Legal aspects

In Scheduled Areas, the Gram Sabha has the au-
thority to enforce prohibition or to regulate or re-
strict the sale and consumption of any intoxicant. A 
village/hamlet has the right to decide on its affairs 
according to its traditions. In the case of Salapa, the 
collection, storing, consumption and sale, they are 
legally allowed to do as they please. However, this is 
not widely known. Hence the police and the local liq-
uor vendor (who has a licence to sell liquor) harass 
or frighten the tribal communities and extort mon-
ey. In many adivasi areas spurious liquors, available 
in plastic pouches, are sold freely and one may find 
it difficult to get some local toddy.  
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In the above context, Sumani Jhodia from Rayagada 
district, was appointed as the adviser by Biju Pat-
naik in the 1990s. She enjoyed the powers of a Su-
perintendent of Police (SP), and had helped tribal 
women wage a fight against liquor traders. Though 
she was reluctant to shoulder the responsibility Pat-
naik had instilled a sense of confidence in the group, 
by promising that the entire administration would 
support her and the colleagues in their endeavour 
to stop the trade of illicit liquor. The government 
should ban foreign liquor in tribal areas. Instead, 
they should promote Salapa to allow the people to 
derive the maximum pleasure out of it. Any form of 
legal intervention in tribal culture that controls and 
curtails their freedom goes against their customary 
and intellectual property rights and traditions. 	
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Goan elixirs: Urrack, Feni and 
Maad

Pandurang Hegde
PRAKRUTI

Both domestic and international tourists visiting 
Goa yearn for two things. The excellent beaches 
and the local liquor ‘feni’, made from the abundant 
cashew trees grown in the state.

The Portuguese introduced cashew in Goa and they 
distilled the fruit juice from the cashew apple to 
make the Feni. With 42-45 % alcohol it is a strong 
drink, with an intense odour and aftertaste; many 
outsiders do not like this strong taste. It’s one of 
the love-it-or-hate-it kind of drink. And after a Feni 
evening the odour lingers on in the toilet for at least 
24 hours! Despite this minor drawback, the beau-
ty of this drink is that it does not leave a hangover 
the next day, regardless of the amount of Feni con-
sumed the previous night.

The art of making Feni has been passed across suc-
cessive generations – and it is a venerated cultural 

tradition. For ordinary Goans it is normal to have a 
shot or two of Feni during evenings, or with the fish 
curry. The culture and food habits are interwoven 
into this locally made liquor.  Cashew planters, big 
and small, employ local labourers with the requisite 
skills for cashew harvesting and the distillation pro-
cess, and sell the liquor themselves.

Feni makers collect fallen cashew apples and crush 
them underfoot, akin to the traditional process of 
making wine. The pulp is then pressed between 

heavy boulders, and the collected juice stored in an 
earthen pot underground. After fermentation, the 
liquid goes through three rounds of distillations until 
it becomes strong, smooth, and attains an aromatic 
flavour with 45 % alcohol by volume. A misconcep-
tion prevails that the word ‘feni’ is introduced by the 
Portuguese. In fact it is a word with Sanskrit roots, 
pheni meaning “fourth”.

The distillation of Feni involves three distinct pro-
cesses. After fermentation, the first distillation is 
called Urrack, which is neither pungent nor aromat-
ic. This is further distilled into what is known as Ca-
zulo that has intoxicating qualities. The third and the 
final distillation produces the refined ‘feni’, the final 
product. Traditionally it is kept in glass bottles in the 
bottom of the well, and as ageing takes place, it is 
prized for its medicinal properties, believed to con-
trol cold, cough, and relieve respiratory ailments.

Though Urrack has only 15 % alcohol, the ‘high’ is 
achieved in a relatively short time. This is usually 
available when the distillation process is happen-
ing, only during March and April. The taste of fresh 
Urrack and lemon in the hot days of summer is re-
ally refreshing.

Urrack, a milder version after the first distillation is 
consumed in large quantities during the summer 
months when the cashew trees are full of fresh 
fruits, though it cannot be kept for long. Fresh Ur-
rack is a craze among Goans.

Fortunately, despite the Covid restrictions this year, 
our well-wisher from Goa was able to send us a 
five-litre can of fresh Urrack to keep up our spirits in 
midst of gloomy pandemic. 
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Even before the Portuguese arrived on the coast in 
Goa, the abundance of coconut palms on the coast 
motivated the locals to distil the sap form coconut 
trees. It was called Maad. Unlike cashew fruits, 
which do not require climbing the trees to collect 
the fruits, only the toddy tapers are able to shin up 
coconut trees and collect the sap every day. Maad 
is much smoother than Feni, and has the added ad-
vantage of not having the strong odour of the lat-
ter. This allows the production of different flavours 
of Maad, like the Jeera Maad, famous for its taste 
and smoothness. Maad is more popular in south-
ern Goa. Traditionally, Maad was the drink of lower 
classes, the agricultural labourers, as it was cheap-
er than ‘feni’. However, the future is bleak for Maad 
as in recent times lack of skilled toddy tappers has 
led to decrease in Maad production, but despite this 
there is strong local market for good quality Maad 
in Goa. Many outsiders have not heard of this as it 
is not as popular as Feni, which is a blessing in dis-
guise! You are bound to get good quality Maad in 
the local market. 

Historically, drinking was not a taboo among 
Christain families whereas among Hindus, it was a 
taboo. However, lower caste Hindus did drink Maad. 
Times have changed as Hindus are drinking more 
than Christians, and it is the tourists who are drink-
ing too much in this tiny state. They come here to 
get drunk, rather than to enjoy the taste of this eth-
nic product.

Though Feni is a popular Goan drink, its tag of ‘coun-
try liquor’ has negative implications to make a dent 
in the the IMFL (Indian Made Foreign Liquor) mar-
ket. Though it is a favourite of tourists, overall the 
IMFL market is steadily increasing in Goa leading to 
drop in the production of Feni in recent years. Lack 
of standardisation in distilling Feni is one of the rea-
sons that have impacted the lower production and 
sales paving way for the expensive IMFL brands, 
where the big liquor barons make huge profits, as 
local brands like Feni languish in the backyard. 

In 2009, Feni received protected “Geographical In-
dication” status, meaning that true Feni must come 
from Goa. Probably this is the only alcohol in the 
country with GI status! The designation has sparked 
efforts to standardize hygiene and quality, but many 
argue that mass-production yields a harsher, less 
authentic product. Large-scale Feni might be more 
hygienic, but it lacks the unique variations that 
make the drink truly local.

In addition to GI tag Feni has also got the status of 
‘Heritage Drink’ in Goa to boast its status as a local, 
ethnic drink. Despite all these governmental inter-
ventions, the modern day Goans, instead of serving 
this traditional drink during the festivals and mar-
riage ceremonies, now serve IMFL, considered high-
er in prestige than Feni.

Through organising ‘Feni Festivals’ some individuals 
and the tourism industry is trying to regain the sta-
tus of this ethnic drink. They have a long way to go.





Pots displayed in a haat
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Tamil culture, alcohol and the 
decline of kundapanai (Caryota 
urens)

Madhu Ramnath 

In India there are 96 species of palms belonging to 
26 genera, one of them being Caryota. There are 
about 13 species of Caryota in the world and less 
than 5 species in India. Of these, Caryota urens, or 
kundapanai as it is known in Tamil, is found all over 

peninsular India. The kundapanai has a wide range, 
through India, Vietnam, Sri Lanka and Myanmar. 
It is also known as the Fish Tail Palm, or Kitul, or 
Tad, as it is the source of toddy, as well as the kitul 
fibre used in delicate work. In recent times it has 
become a common native ornamental tree, pop-
ular with landscape architects as it requires little 
maintenance. The palm is planted in many parks 
and gardens in India, such as the Lodhi Gardens in 
Delhi, and residential areas of cities like Bangalore.

In most of the central Indian states – Madhya 
Pradesh, Odisha, Chhattisgarh – the toddy from the 
palm is relished. Tapping a palm over several years 
– from one flowering stalk after another – does 
eventually cause the palm to ‘dry up’ and die. But 
the adivasi people who know the taste and flavour 
of this toddy also actively plant them, fence them 
and nurture them, and watch over them attentive-
ly for years to know exactly when to begin tapping. 
The toddy is also sold in villages and in local haats 
and can be fairly remunerative. So despite the ac-
tive tapping of the Caryota palm they are in abun-

dance in the region: use seems to go hand in hand 
with regeneration. 

Unfortunately, the Caryota palm is not tapped in Ta-
mil Nadu. The culturally proud state promotes only 
Indian Made Foreign Liquor (IMFL), sold through its 
Tamil Nadu State Marketing Corporation Ltd. (TAS-
MAC) outlets in order to completely eliminate the 
sale of contraband, spurious and non- duty paid liq-
uor1;  an additional concern for the state is that such 
unauthorized liquor can affect the public health of 
the liquor consuming public. This decision of the 
state has achieved a total elimination of local liq

uors from peoples’ lives: it would not be an exagger-
ation to say that the Caryota palm as a source of ex-
cellent toddy has quite disappeared from the Tamil 
peoples’ consciousness. In effect, the kundapanai 
flowers are seen as little more than decoration, and 
treated as something dispensable. Every public or 
private event worth it’s status, whether marriage, 
temple function, or the welcoming of a visiting pol-
itician, is bound to have a pandhal with the flower-
ing stalks of the palm at the entrance. The drooping 
stalks with the long array of seeds are lopped off; 
the seeds are seldom allowed to mature and there 
is little or no regeneration. Palms that come of age 
and send out flowering stalks are sought after by 
traders; the price is as high as Rs 3000 for a pair of 
stalks!  In the coffee estates of the Palani Hills and 
in other forest areas of the Western Ghats where 
the palm is found one also comes across the Com-
mon Palm Civet or Toddy Cat: palms are one of its 
favourite shelters. Elephants too are known to for-
age on the palm leaves; in fact the fodder for the 60 
elephants of the Guruvayur temple in Kerala goes 
from the palms in Tamil Nadu. Quite predictably, 

A solitary palm and what people do to it!
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marauding bands of people scout the forested hills 
in small ‘pick-up’ vehicles in search of the stalks 
and the fronds: as most of the remaining palms are 
in ‘no-man’s’ lands nobody prevents this destruc-
tion.

Though the kundapanai or Caryota urens is not list-
ed in any “critical” list of the IUCN – which gives its 
world-level status – in Tamil Nadu it has become 
highly threatened. Unlike in central India and Sri 
Lanka, where the toddy from the palm is consumed 
or made into jaggery or palm-sugar syrup, the palm 
in Tamil Nadu is exploited for a convoluted cultural 
practice that has lost its historic roots and ecologi-
cal sense.

A more general threat to the Fishtail Palm is loss 
of habitat that results from changing land use – 
meaning logging and forest clearance – to plant 
banana, chow-chow, beans and other cash crops. 
The natural regeneration of the palm is threatened, 
with mature individuals rarely seen. Fortunately, 
this palm is cultivated widely in other parts of its 
range, especially in tribal central India, on account 
of its usefulness, especially toddy-drinking. The 
seeds take anything between 45 days to 6 months 
to mature; the flowers hang down in about 10 years 
after which the toddy is available if tapped. There 
may be lessons to be learned.

There is no afforestation programme in Tamil Nadu 
that includes the Caryota palm despite the con-
cerned departments being aware of their decline 
in numbers all over the state. It would be helpful 
if the Forest Department and the local panchayats 
spread awareness about the value of this palm and 
prevent the lopping of the flowering stalks and the 
destruction of seeds. Palm nurseries could be en-
couraged to promote this plant that is fast disap-
pearing from the Tamil landscape. 

Footnote:
1.http://tasmac.tn.gov.in/TASMAC%20-%20Profile.htm

 

A marriage pandal with the flowering stalks on either 
side

A flowering stalk just before being tapped (left) and 
Palm flowers on the ground by an untapped tree (right)
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Handia: The popular adivasi food 
and drink.

Deepak Pani

In marriages, festivals and in the daily life of the 
adivasis of Mayurbhanj, Odisha, handia takes the 
centre stage, both as food and drink. In the adivasi 
heartland of eastern India women selling handia in 
weekly haats by roadsides is a very common sight. 
Rice is fermented with the aid of a yeast comprising 
a few plants, known as bakhar, to produce handia 
and rasi. Handia is the thicker gruel and rasi is the 
liquid top layer. Formerly,  bakhar (also known as 
ranu) was prepared with more than 20 plants but 
with the depletion of many species it is now limit-
ed to less than 10. These are roots of samarkani, 
ankanadi, chaulia,kanga alu, patal garuda, habin 
jhad and bark of sal bisal, kuluchi with the whole 
plant of kalibahu. Equal quantities of these ingredi-
ents are ground together and sun-dried for an hour; 
the mixture is then dried in shade for few days, af-
ter which small tablets are prepared. 

The first step in making handia is to cook rice in 
water in 1:2 ratio; the cooked rice is then sun-dried, 
then stored in an earthen pot. Then 2-3 bakhar 

tablets are added per kilogram of rice in the pot, 
the pot closed and left in semi-darkness. In a few 
days, depending on the weather, the content of the 

pot ferments, making a hissing sound, then settles 
down, signaling that the process is over. 

The liquid layer, the rasi is separated and consumed 
directly or diluted, depending on the preference. 
The semi-solid handia is filtered using a bamboo 
or metal filter and served, again adding water if re-
quired. Handia is best accompanied by a chutney of 

Cissampelos pareira

Rauwolfia serpentina

Aspargus racemosus



tamarind, chilli and salt. Bakhar is reputed to have 
several medicinal properties, especially against 
malaria, against liver ailments, blood pressure and 
dysentery. Both handia and rasi are health drinks 
and the adivasi people believe that it keeps them 
cool and protects them from jaundice. Incidentally, 
the production and consumption of handia creates 
employment for many and is quite remunerative 
and supports many adivasi families.

A nagging worry is the unsustainable collection of 
the plant ingredients that go into making bakhar. 
No conscious effort has been made for the propa-
gation or conservation of these important plants. In 
the regions without forests the adivasi people now 
consume handia that has been prepared by using 
adulterated bakhar; in some places the plants used 
for bakhar are smuggled out. With the increasing 
amount of adivasis moving into town and cities 
the knowledge about bakhar and handia is further 
threatened. It is time that these serious threats, to
a cultural and health drink of the adivasi, are given 
immediate attention. 
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Nature notes

Satheesh Muthu Gopal

The remaining grasslands of Palani hills

Bangalore is a fast-growing city, also known as the 
Silicon Valley of India. The revolution in informa-
tion technology created more job opportunities for 
young people in India and the city keeps on growing 
in all directions. Skyscrapers have become a com-
mon part of the landscape of the city. Bangalore 
is very close to the Western Ghats which is home 
to myriad species: the wetlands and shrub forest in 
and around the city provides a suitable habitat for 
many bird species.

It was a monsoon day and I was about to start my 
lunch on the 5th storey in one of the modern archi-
tecture buildings in south Bangalore. I saw a bird 
which I couldn’t identify as it flew away between 
the building where I was and the 15 storey structure 
just opposite. This is a secured IT hub zone in the 
outskirts of Bangalore; there is no road between 
these two buildings, and it is quiet except for the 
techie’s chit chat in the coffee corners. I was not 
sure whether it’s a lifer for me. For any birder, a lifer 
is a stirring experience1.  But one thing was certain. 
It was definitely a raptor. 

The next day while having the lunch I ensured that I 
sat facing the window, just to catch the glimpse of 
the bird, if I’m lucky. My wish was granted. The bird 
flew in from a long distance but fortunately it land-
ed on an ideal perch on the building across. There 
were extended metal bars on each floor of the 
building. The bird landed on the 14th floor. I neither 
had a camera nor binoculars to look closely at the 
bird. But this time I observed the bird’s flight and 
concluded it must be a falcon. Until I finished my 
lunch the bird sat in the same place and, of course, 
I couldn’t concentrate on my lunch. Though I had 
more than 300 lifers in India, I had never seen a 
falcon before.

There are 4 different types of falcons in South India: 
the Red-necked Falcon (Falco chicquera), the Per-
egrine Falcon (Falco peregrinus), the Laggar Falcon 
(Falco jugger) and the Amur Falcon (Falco amuren-
sis). I know Amur is a migrant which travels all way 
from East Asia to Africa via India, though sighted 
only in winter. I rule out Amur Falcon from the list. 
I came back to the pantry for a coffee around 4 PM 
and I found the perch empty. It’s gone away already. 
Do I need to wait for the next day? Does the bird re-
ally come here on daily routine? Why? I had many 
questions in my mind and resolved to continue my 
vigil the next day. During lunch, I saw the bird was 
sitting in the same perch. Since it was a secured 
work environment I was allowed neither binoculars 
nor a camera. So I had to go about identifying the 
bird with plain sight only. It was difficult. I went to 
the pantry every hour that day and fortunately had 

a close look when the bird took off from the perch 
and flew across the two buildings, before flying off 
into the distance. I had observed the black barred 
rufous belly and the black mustachio stripe. I called 
my friend Ashwin Viswanathan, a well-known orni-
thologist and excellent in identifying the bird spe-
cies by their call or silhouette. When I explained my 
observation he ruled out Laggar Falcon from the 
list.

The other two options were Red-Necked Falcon and 
Peregrine Falcon. The Red-necked Falcon is a res-
ident bird but Vishwanathan said that it preferred 
a natural perch. The only other option is the Per-
egrine Falcon, which can be found in all the five 
continents. But this falcon migrates to India only 
during the winter. So what is this bird? I thought it 
may be difficult to identify it until I photograph it. I 
had a mobile phone but that hardly helped. I had 
to wait for a chance to get an even closer look at 
it. I start watching the bird every day and I found it 
came to the same building. 

This continued through the next week as well. I de-
cided to go to the building and seek permission to 
picture the bird. Based on the window position and 
perch location, I calculated the specific that place 
would give me the closest look at this bird. Even a 
mobile phone camera should be enough to take a 
good picture if I could reach that location. I went to 
the 13th floor and approached the security guard 
to allow me to take a photograph of a bird but he 
denied me access. The next day the bird was sitting 
one floor below, close to the washroom ventilation. 
I saw a rope hanging from the top of the building 
and a knot in it indicated that the bird’s perch was a 
few feet away. I wanted to ensure I reached the cor-
rect floor. I went to the 12th floor and entered the 
washroom and from within saw the knot of the rope 
between the slides of the ventilation. The bird was 
sitting very close to the wall of the washroom, just 
below the ventilation. I couldn’t see it. But I knew 
the bird was not more than 3 feet from the wash-
room. I came out of the building and saw both the 
knot and the bird. 

I keep watching the bird every day. One day, sur-
prisingly, the bird changed its perch to the adjacent 
side of the building. I rushed there immediately, to 
the pantry on the other side. Finally, I had a closer 
look of the bird. I took a picture with my mobile. It 
was a Shaheen Falcon (Falco peregrinus peregrina-
tor), a cousin of the Peregrine Falcon. The Shaheen 
Falcon is a subspecies of the Peregrine which is res-
ident in India. I shared the picture with my friend 
and came to know that the Shaheen falcons are 
attracted by Pigeons which the urban landscape 
supports. The Peregrine Falcon is the fastest flying 
bird in the world and can fly at 330 km/hr. They are 
especially skilled at hunting swoops and are able to 
survive in the alpine highlands as well as in lowland 
cliffs. It can be found in the desert, the tropics, in 
islands and in other habitats. Unfortunately, due to 
the introduction of DDT, they were on the brink of 
extinction. However, thanks to ornithologists, envi-
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ronmentalists and activists who all fought against 
DDT, these birds are enjoying a resurgence again. 
The Shaheen Falcon I saw every day stayed in 
that place between 1pm to 4pm, just sitting on its 
perch. It was there at least for a couple of months. 
On weekdays, I watched the bird at the lunchtime. 
The Falcon made my lunchtime precious and some-
thing I looked forward to.

Footnote:
1. a first-ever sighting of a bird species by an observer (Wiki-
pedia)

The remaining grasslands of Palani hills

Over millions of years the earth has evolved and 
created unique eco-systems, one of which is the 
Shola forest and montane grasslands of the West-
ern Ghats. Palani Hills are a part of ecosystem and 
located in Tamil Nadu, and where the Paliyar peo-
ple settled many centuries ago. The American mis-
sionaries visited the hills and grasslands in the mid-
1800s and found it a suitable spot for their summer 
retreat: Kodaikanal emerged from these interests. 

Once the undulating landscape of the upper Palani 
Hills was rich with grasslands and sholas and had the 
capability of storing the monsoon rains. While the 
northern slopes generate the tributaries of the river 
Cauvery, the Southern slopes generate the tributar-
ies of the Vaigai. However, the landscape changed 
due to the development of Kodaikanal town, along 
with increasing tourism, roads etc. A huge area of 
the grasslands and forests were converted to agri-
culture and plantations. The introduction of exotic 
tree species such as Eucalyptus, Wattle and Pine 
by the British into the grasslands invaded the hills 
and challenged the natural eco-system. The forest 
department, unaware of the mistakes made by 
its predecessor, continued on the same path. The 
grasslands were converted into plantations of ex-
otic species. The inhabitant species like the Nilgiri 
Tahr (Nilgiritragus hylocrius), the Indian Gaur (Bos 
gaurus), the Nilgiri Marten (Martes gwatkinsii), and 
many more, lost their habitats. 

According to a recent study by Robin from IISER (In-
dian Institute of Science Education and Research, 
Tirupati), only 15% of the grasslands are left in the 
Palani Hills. The change in eco-system now fails to 
capture the monsoon rains, leaving most of the trib-
utaries of the Vaigai and the Cauvery in plains dry, 
the river-beds with many stagnant waterholes and 
rocky outcrops.
 
Due to the forest fragmentation and loss of habi-
tats, the gaurs are now seen wandering about in 
Kodaikanal town. In 2016, while dining in a restau-
rant near the Kodaikanal bus stand, a busy part of 
town, I saw a herd of guars walking in the middle 
of the road. People moved to the pavement and 
made way for the guars. Such scenes are not so 
uncommon in this hill town nowadays. The hill town 
attracts more tourists each year and to gratify them 

new tourist spots are created. The “Pine Forest” is 
once such spot where people can be seen horse 
riding and where native birds and butterflies are 
absent. Neither the tourism board nor the forest de-
partment educates the tourist about the ecological 
changes in the landscape. 

Berijam is an artificial lake in the upper hills, sur-
rounded by the exotic trees. I have visited Berijam 
numerous times to look for birds in this region. I 
saw the Nilgiri Pipit (Anthus nilghiriensis) only once 
in 2013. The Nilgiri Pipit is endemic to Western 
Ghats which has lost most its natural habitat now.
 
The state animal of Tamil Nadu, the Nilgiri Tahr, 
especially skilled n navigating the mountain cliffs, 
is under serious threat. They are pushed to frag-
mented cliffs where grasslands are left. Most of 
the freshwater streams have lost the Small-clawed 
Otters (Aonyx cinereus), once common in the hills. 
Water pollution due to the development of Kodai-
kanal town and the pesticides used for agriculture 
has pushed this species to the brink of extinction. 
The population of Nilgiri Marten, another endemic 
species here and which has been observed by a few 
naturalists, is uncertain now.
 
The restoration of grasslands is important for many 
native flora and fauna but it is a difficult task. As 
there are only a few grasslands left, the forest de-
partment and the NGO’s need to identify the re-
maining patches and monitor them regularly to 
protect from the invasive species. The weeds need 
to be taken out from the grasslands annually and 
more attention required to push back the invasives. 
 
In 2017 I visited Berijam with my friend ornitholo-
gist friend Raveendran and stayed for a couple of 
days. En route, we stopped at the watchtower and 
watching the lake from the distance. The misty af-
ternoon made magical changes in the landscape. 
A Nilgiri Wood Pigeon (Columba elphinstonii) flew 
across the hilly landscape. We stayed in the forest 
guest house. There was neither a phone signal nor 
electricity and the evening was beautiful because 
of the silence around us. The night was pitch dark 
and freezing cold. The person who accompanied us 
prepared dinner. We were told that the gaurs came 
down to the lake every night for water and so we 
finished dinner and waited for them. A herd came 
down from the hills and a majestic bull, glistening 
in the dark, moved slowly towards the lake. Unfor-
tunate that they had to forage in a forest where 
there was scant food left for them. Later we found 
a Large Scale Pit Viper (Trimeresurus macrolepis) 
basking in the middle of the road; it is also endemic 
to Western Ghats.
  
The next morning the lake surface was covered 
with mist. We heard the call of the Sambar deer 
on the other side and waited long to get a glimpse 
of it. As the sun came up we saw the Pied Wagtail 
(Motacilla maderaspatensis), the Jungle Myna (Acri-
dotheres fuscus), the Red Whiskered bulbul (Pyc-
nonotus jocosus) near the lake. Then we went for 
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a forest walk to understand the ecological chang-
es that had happened. We went to the Mathiket-
tan shola and headed downwards with some for-
est department staffs. The entire range was filled 
with wattle trees and the ground was littered with 
wattle seeds ready to sprout. We climbed up and 
returned to the road. A few tourists were making 
noises, enjoying the sound echo in the hills. A Nilgi-
ri Langur (Semnopithecus johnii) was calling deep 
from the forest and the tourists were mimicking 
the call. We requested them to stop doing this but 
they misunderstood our intentions. It is a pity that 
our education system does not teach students how 
to behave in the forest. However, we moved away 
from the place and the forest department warned 
them. On our return we saw a few bird species such 
as the Long Tailed Shrike (Lanius schach), the Pied 
Bushchat (Saxicola caprata), and the Grey Headed 
Canary Flycatcher (Culicicapa ceylonensis) near the 
lake. Hill Swallows were active. While coming back 
to the forest guest house we found Indian scimi-
tar babbler, which was a lifer for me. I was happy I 
could get a lifer.
 
On another occasion in 2014, I trekked from Kookal 
Shola to Kuthirayar dam in the foothills. The two-day 
long trek helped me understand another problem 
which the forests are facing. It was April and the 
grasslands were destroyed by forest fire, the scars 
black and depressing. Forest fires are man-made 
in the Western Ghats. The cliffs in Kookal supports 
few Nilgiri Thar, though I did not spot any that day, 
and I wondered at their plight when the grasslands 
are fired. I had a long walk that first day and stayed 
in one of the estate guest houses which was in the 
middle elevation. The climate and terrain are differ-
ent here from the upper hills. 

As I set off the next day I saw the The Bonelli’s Eagle 
(Aquila fasciata), heading high to upper hills where 
the grasslands are already burnt.


