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Nilgiris: The hills are alive

Fascinating essays on the Blue Mountains

=—
Sandip Ghose

hen I shifted to
‘ )‘ ? Coonoorinthe pristine
Nilgiris post Covid,

many would ask me —why
Coonoor? Iwould reply —whynot
Coonoor, which would invariably
drawablank and movethe
conversation in another direction.

But, had I read this collection of
essays on the Nilgiri Hills,
compiled by Paul Hockings, before
droppinganchorinthe Blue
Mountains, I would have stumped
my interrogatorswith the answer
“where else but the Nilgiris?”. As
the editor writesinthe blurb, the
Nilgirisis one of the most heavily
researched areas of India. But, itis
stillawell kept secret for the rest
of the world. And, luckily so.

Thoughthe districtis spread
over barely 1,000 square miles —it
isamicrocosmof climatological,
ecological and cultural diversity.
Theeditor hasdone well to
capture itsvariousfacets in essays
byan eclecticsetof writersas
diverseasfilmmakersand
musicologists. Eacharticle givesa
fascinating view of theregion that
isboth esoteric and intimate
withoutbeing pedantic.

The book begins with Hockings’
ownaccount of the curious turn of
eventsafter the Fourth
Anglo-Mysore War and the death
of Tipu Sultaninthe Battle of
Seringapatam,in which the
creation of the Nilgiriswasa
minor footnote but of immense
socio-anthropological
significance, Fromthere emerged
the histories of the indigenous
tribes of the Nilgiris —the Todas,
Kotas, Badagas, Kurumbas and
Irulas.

Thebiodiversityand
conservation challenges ofthe
Nilgirisare muchtalked about.
Similarly, the history of thetribes
hasbeen chronicled with
academicrigour. But what makes
for truly mesmerising readingis
what Frank Heidemann calls “the
social construct of the cultural
landscape” built upon mythology
andlegends ofthe Badagas—a
socio-geographic matrix of
kinship and marital relationships,
asitwere.

AMBIVALENT MONEY
Obviouslythe advent of
commercial tea cultivation was
the pivot of socio-economic
transformation oftheregion. But
the Badagashave anambivalent
relationship withmoney— which
one canappreciate onlyafter living
in the Nilgiris. Whilemoneyis
important it was never the sole
pursuitin life. “Nomoney
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prosperswithoutrelations’and
“withoutrelationsthereisno
money’ —isthe otherside of the
coin that Badagas grapple with.
Thusthereisaveiled contempt
towards outsiders who cometo
thehillsfor commercial
exploitation, especiallyland and
real estate. Statements such as “in
earlier times we did notknowthe
value of moneyand (cunversel:,r}
todaywe arerunningonlyaft
money” may sound anachromstlc
butarevery much partofthe
Badaga psyche.

I'was often amused by my
botanist friend Nandu’s—a
Badaga Royal —faithin traditional
medicine. Butapeekinto the Irula
and Alu Kurumbaholistic health
narratives gives meanidea of
where heiscomingfrom. Whatis
surprising, however, isthat such
old heritage has still been
preserved however tenuously
eventill thisage. Thisis perhaps
explained by the symbiotic culture
thattriestomarry myth with
metaphor, idealism with
pragmatism — as Indu KMallah
putsitsopoeticallyinthe
concluding essay. She saysthe
Nilgiris people are attuned to their
environment and live by the credo
of areverentrelationship with
nature —the Devar Bettas (Divine
Hills) and Devar Sholas (Divine
Forests).

Callof dutyhasbroughtme
away, temporarily T hope, from the
Nilgiris. But this book hasaroused
my longing to return soon, as there
is so muchyet tolearnand explore.
Iam alreadyfeeling pangs of guilt
fornot using the three consecutive
years I spent theremore
productively,instead of relying
solelyontheauditory history of
the region from my“Badu”
buddies at the Coonoor Club Bar.

The reviewer is acorporate chieftain, writer and
current affairs commentator.



