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Botanical Note – November 2011 
Bob Stewart & Tanya Balcar 11.01.2012 

 
Eastern Ghats of Tamil Nadu & the Coromandel Coast 
 
We joined the new Dindigul – Salem highway on 15th November. This 202 km of 
road we had not experienced for well over a decade as we normally avoid highways. 
This was not an India we had ever seen before. Throughout the length of the highway 
concrete and glass structures thrust upwards through the coconut palms. A brave, 
surreal new world of factories and engineering colleges; all raised on and joined up by 
Peak Oil. 
 

 
Prior to sabre rattling in the Gulf of Hormuze 
 
If India ever needs to fully utilize the 20th Century style motorways it has built over 
the last decade, we’re either cooked or liquid ammonia produced by half price 
hydrogen (New Scientist, December 2011) comes sooner rather than later. From the 
same issue 2% warming is already inevitable. At 4% we lose the Amazon and the 
Asian monsoon. 
 
The first stop on our journey was Yercaud in the Shevaroy hills, where coffee and 
Silver Oak trees dominate the landscape. The ghat road from Salem to Yercaud was 
little changed. We checked the internet to see what development plans there might be. 
Sure enough there was crores for tourism infrastructure; mostly road widening. 
Nothing to improve the ecology or visitors experience except speed boats on its tiny 
lake. 
 
Leaving the hill station the following day we passed through some tribal lands before 
entering the vast deciduous forest on its eastern flanks. 
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We didn’t expect to find anything of interest here but at 650m. we encountered a tree 
Euphorbia we didn’t know. At first we thought we had come across an unlikely new 
record. We did eventually nail it to a photo in the Carnatic Flora (1983) as E nivulia. 
The photo was of an old plant looking quite different to ours. This plant ranges from 
the Punjab and all over Peninsular India. In Tamil it is called appropriately “Leaf 
Cactus” though Euphorbias are nowhere near closely related to the Cactus family. 
This new discovery has reinforced our interest in India’s tree Euphorbias. If you want 
to get involved in our research and or cultivation of these fine plants go to 
Euphorbias 1 & 2 
 
Eventually we hit the plains, passing through some of our favourite rural landscapes 
in Tamil Nadu, heading towards Thiruvanamalai. Twenty years ago all the buildings 
were beautifully thatched with grass. Most now have been replaced by neat, not so 
ugly, little, concrete boxes, but fortunately sometimes the new has simply been added 
to the old. 
 
After lunch Bob’s right eye began to smart – was it chilli in my eye? It was in fact 
Euphorbia latex, transferred to eye via uncleaned pen knife used to open post lunch 
beer. There followed 10 hours of razor blades slashing away at my eye. Loads of pain 
killers, anti-histamine and sleep eventually brought relief. It was our first bad 
encounter with a toxic Euphorbia.  
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Govinda and Leelas beautiful house 
 
We were staying at the temple city with people who founded and work for a Trust 
called “The Forest Way”. Re-establishing native forest on the holy mountain of 
Arunachala has been at the centre of their work for the last 10 years, taking over from 
John Button who started in the 1990’s. We visited two years ago and even in that time 
we could see the mountain tree cover had improved. At their rural base they run a 
primary school for local children and children of foreign devotees of the local guru. 
 
On the 17th, Govinda, Leela, his mother Suma and kids Priya and Nirmal – all 
foreigners aged between seventy something and five, piled into the back of the jeep 
and headed towards the Javadi Hills. We must have looked like hippies making a 
comeback.  
 
Fr Matthew did not botanise these hills, rising to 1000m., during the Carnatic survey, 
probably because the late 19th century rest house was not renovated until 1994 and 
there was no road to the plateau. Now the 15km ghat has brand new tarmac all the 
way to the top. There is a lot of forest in these hills, much of it evergreen at higher 
levels, mingling with indigenous farmlands. This spectacular specimen of Terminalia 
arjuna lies at the entrance to the village of Melpet. It took 12 adults to link arms 
around it.  
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A tree that might interest Yo who visited two years ago. His project “?Remarkable 
Trees of India” led him to Elaeocarpus blascoi, the rarest tree and possibly organism  
in the World.  
 
This tree was only identified in 1977 from a single individual in Bear Shola, 
Kodaikanal. Subsequently the tree was cut for firewood and in 1999 (Palni Flora) was 
said to be probably extinct. We had though, unknowing of its identity, planted a 
sapling in 1997 on Vattakanal’s roadside. It dawned on us during 2000, while doing a 
census that we had raised and planted E. blascoi and had discovered the one surviving 
mother tree. We currently have 20 seedlings from seeds from the first tree we planted. 
 

 
 
This second one we planted only two years ago in Pambarpuram after liberating it 
from eight years living in a plastic pot and a third this year in a garden close to 
Bombay Shola. Attempts by various institutions at air layering, tissue culturing and 
cuttings don’t seem to have come up with anything. Some doctoral students of botany 
gave the tree a horticultural value of zero which should remind us that holding a 
Doctorate does not give license to publish any old rubbish. 
 
While we’re on trees the replacement tree at Spencers supermarket is Litsea oleiodes 
and the only one we have grown and the only one in Kodaikanal. Matthew says its 
common on the Talaiyar river at 1200m. We have only ever jeeped through these 
parts of the hills. We collected the one seed while Divya and Sridhar collected dozens 
on our first visit to Valparai. We’re surprised to see the tree doing so well above 
2000m. Bodes well as things get warmer. 
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After 13 years still no name for this tree above. We think it is a Litsea, notable for its 
bright red new foliage during December and January. Can’t miss it here on the 12 
mile round. 
 
Back to the Eastern Ghats 
 

 
 
We soon began to find plants we were unfamiliar with. Phyllanthus wightianus, 
fabulously ornamental and common everywhere. Apparently at 900m. in the Palnis.  
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Just outside Melpet this temple in its forest glade setting without any rubbish or 
corporate advertising plastered over it set the tone of the whole area. India at its most 
magical.  
 
The temple led us to a stream and an amazing clump of river bed plants today exposed 
to monsoon sunshine. A good population of Monochoria vaginalis was there, and two 
erect, what people might call “water weeds” unfamiliar to us, and a tiny Murdannia 
species in Commelinaceae – a bewildering family with immense variations along 
continuums. At home we have at least 5 varieties of plant all going under the name of 
Cyanotis villosa.  
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What’s this in the river? 
 

     
 
Nearby a smallish tree with solitary flowers producing from its pistil (stalked) 
bunches of berries. We had never seen anything like it before. Incidentally the 
Bangalore based FRLHT, the herbal/health/conservation outfit have botanised the 
area and have one of their familiar arches across the road. It would be interesting to 
see what they may have added to the Carnatic survey of the 1980’s. 
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Another magical temple surrounded by huge forest trees in the shape of a sacred 
grove. More on sacred groves later. 
 
At the rest house there’s an attractive Mexican plant called Thevetia behaving in a 
potentially invasive manner – firewood? Below another tree filling in the gaps, 
African Tulip Tree? 
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Here also a huge pod – Mahogany? 
 
 
 

 
A Habenaria orchid on the rest house road. We can’t find which . 
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An interesting pair of follicles and edible fruits of the liana Gnetum edule noted for its 
“naked” (no epidermis) seeds. 
 
 

        
 
On our return to Thiruvanamalai we visited The Forest Way’s amazing garden and 
playground. We hope to emulate on a smaller scale at the Vattakanal crèche as a way 
of stimulating community activity that was the hallmark of the village in years past.  
 
Alex of Madras with a new home in Pambarpuram is keen along with his friends in 
his city to support eco-community projects. As a start we have organised a 40 strong 
kids outing with 5 adults to the Mannavanur Lake.  Tackling the rubbish in Vattakanal 
is also high on our agenda as well as bringing the Cultural and Environment 
Education Centre back into full use with a functioning internet café etc. Organising 
the now middle aged members of Vattakanal’s VOYCE is proving difficult due to 
disparate working hours and family priorities. Hope endures with their children. 

 
Vattakanal’s disgusting rubbish heap in the heart of the village 
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Auroville 
 
Here we spent a morning with some of Auroville’s plant people with some plant 
exchange and plans for potential collaboration for eco-restoration in Bodi (Palni Hills) 
and the Nilgiris. On our tour we wandered through a 50 hectare forest plot, recently 
planted, which had been designated as a housing colony. The community bought the 
plot. Great stuff. Not so great was Walter’s news that the sacred groves he had 
explored with Fr Matthew were being bulldozed and he had recently witnessed such a 
bulldozing. 
 

 A beautiful Eucalyptus tree bark 
 
Considering this and the massacre of ancient trees in Karnataka we wrote about last 
year you begin to wonder about the soul of India. Crores of rupees have been spent on 
metal crash barriers in the W. Ghats and the Himalayas (Oct. 2011). Only people 
driving extremely recklessly or extremely drunk would need them. Why are the lives 
of these people more important than children without safe drinking water? 
 

 
Another development priority.  
Toxic coconut, fair swap for a slice of rainforest. 
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At one point on our tour we found ourselves outside Alans (empty) house. Almost 
exactly 25 years ago we had stood there, having waited for hours for an appointment, 
hoping he would give us some guidance on how to grow trees. He told us to come 
back the next day, he was practicing his guitar. 
 
We didn’t. A few months later Jean, David, Joss and Navroz of  Auroville turned up 
in Kodai. The Palni Hills Conservation Council had been founded. It took us another 
two years or so to start our first tree nursery in Vattakanal – March 1989. 
 
Everything takes time, patience and endless tolerance of the supercilious.  
 
Madras 
We proceeded to Madras or Chennai if you prefer that cryptically translates in Tamil 
as Revolutionary Dog. All important meeting with Principal Chief Conservator of 
Forests (PCCF). Our last botanical note (July2011 Ibex Cliff) focused on the 
imminent threat to the last stretch of Shola grassland on the Southern crest of the 
Palnis. Having outlined the problem we were told that action could only take place by 
2013 presumably because of budget allocation. We still think an emergency (and 
that’s what it is) strike at the invasion this year is essential as the woody mass to be 
disposed of grows exponentially. The PCCF suggested we acted locally with the DFO 
and Conservator together with WWF who have suggested Rs 25,000 funding might be 
available. All interested parties – and there are many who know and love this remote 
stretch of the Palni Hills should be able to raise a fund of one lakh. At today’s rates 
that is a paltry ₤1,235 to rescue a piece of one of the World’s most spectacular 
landscapes and rarest of eco-systems. 
 
Mahabalipuram 
Passing through the ancient shore temple town we spotted well equipped solid waste 
reclamation crews, as seen on BBC news World Challenge. We voted for the outfit 
and urged others to do likewise. They won 3rd prize, a stingy $10,000. With the prize 
money they will start a bottling plant for the methane gas they produce from their 
collected garbage. We could hardly believe this was happening in our own back yard 
– or anywhere in India. Much of their waste is collected from hotels please note 
citizens of Kodaikanal. 
 
Horticultural development 
We exchanged many plants with friends along our journey and visited several 
nurseries. From one nursery off the East Coast road who Alex introduced us to, we 
took away 31 species – all 5 star gems, including a mangrove palm from the 
Andamans. When you’ve been trawling through nurseries for 20 years you’re lucky to 
find a single plant of interest. In the Himalayas in October we took a whole day to 
visit a huge nursery some 100km from Almora and came away with just Rs 50 worth 
of plants.  
 
For the past 20 years or so we have been amassing a world class collection of rare 
exotic plants, mostly tropical that require some protection from cold monsoon rains 
and frost in our climate. We began stocking our third and largest greenhouse last May; 
“The best in India”. We wonder if our generalist collection might be the best in India, 
bearing in mind Gurukala/orchids and Kalimpong/cacti. Would love to join up with 
other contenders. 
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Some of our new jewels in the foreground 
 
A couple of years back, with the financial crash, we realised we had to start making 
some money for the Trust (VCT) if we were to keep going with our 
conservation/restoration efforts. To this end we have begun reproducing our private 
collection with a view to going commercial possibly by 2012 at the flower show in 
Kodaikanal.  
 

 
 
We perhaps have the best stock of large flowered cultivars of Cymbidium orchids in 
India and a spectacular collection of Rhododendron hybrids from Sikkim.  
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Since May we have been growing Cacti from seed, a painfully slow process unless 
we’re doing something wrong.  
 
Pambar Shola 
It is 6 or 7 years since we wrote up our column in “Shola” magazine, “Pambar Shola – 
a success story in conservation”. Last month a third landslide occurred as heavy rains 
again forced their way under the concrete surface that was laid in 2006. Not as much 
damage done as before. Otherwise the regeneration from our mass plantings of 1991-
92 and the last decade are doing well with canopy formation under way and leaf litter 
forming on the plantation floor. This year we censored a sample of trees here with 
German forestry student Veera (Tehri University, Delhi). A Prunus ceylanica for 
example, planted in 1991 had a girth of 84cm and a height of 11.7m. 
 
The fenceline of concrete posts and barbed wire that went up in 1987 is now 
crumbling and rusting away after years of diligent maintenance by us. It has done its 
job. When we first made contact with Fr. Matthew in 1996 he said of the fence that it 
had been put in the wrong place as there was only Wattle there. Actually there wasn’t 
even any Wattle there, only a vast expanse of weeds that had followed potato 
cultivation. We were happy to inform Fr. Matthew that we had planted thousands of 
Shola saplings behind the fence. (Full story Restoration of southern Indian Shola 
forests). 
 
It is hard to believe now that this huge basin below the fence was completely burnt 
out in 1987 as fires raged all round the hills.  
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Not all is well though, thousands of tourists still trample over the upper reaches of the 
Shola and tons of rubbish cascade into the Shola during heavy rains. The Shola is 
effectively being used as a rubbish dump by the authorities whose woefully 
inadequate facilities for waste collection is evident throughout the Pambar catchment. 
Three new tourist bazaars in Pambarpuram for example have not one waste bin 
between them. (See Litter survey of the Pambar Catchment area). 
 
Recently the Hindu newspaper reported that a telescope tower was to be constructed 
above Pambar Shola. This must refer to the reclaimed (encroachment) house that we 
and a previous DFO, Mr Venkatesh, proposed to be developed as a Shola/grassland 
exposure centre. The idea being to “contain” (FD word) as well as educate tourists 
and get them out of the Shola. For a model see the Nature Conservation Foundation 
centre at Valparai in the Annamalais. 
 

 
Our ageing crew planting by the Pambar. Extra new blood very much on our agenda 
 
17th December: Alchemilla indica 
Following the early withdrawal of the NE monsoon we decided to do a planting 
beside the Pambar; eleven tree ferns and an ancient Rhododendron. The star of the 
planting though was Alchemilla indica. 
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This mat forming herb (Ladies Mantle) is great for garden ground cover. Robert 
Wight illustrated the plant in his Icons in 1840 from materials located almost exactly 
where we have re-introduced it. 
 

 
 
On this stretch of river bank extending just some 50m. we collected 11 stuffed sacks 
of rubbish. We went on to the bridge where the tourist buses park and collected 
another 9 sacks.  
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A typically overfull Kodai bin 
 
This last figure is disconcerting as we only cleaned the area (about 100sq. m.) two 
months ago. Much of the cleaning involved dismantling a garbage dump that has 
sprung up next to the bin. The sweeper will be told that tips might be compromised if 
he tries to re-create it. Much of the waste is burnt. Unlike tobacco, smoking plastic 
does not come with a health warning. Everyone who lives, works, goes to school or 
owns a holiday home beside the Pambar stream is routinely poisoned. Of course this 
problem goes way beyond the catchment area of the Pambar. American author, 
Derrick Jensen writes in “Deep Green Resistance” 2011, that every mothers breast 
milk on the planet is contaminated with dioxins.  
 
We would like to clean up the whole stretch of the river (lots of work). We’ve been 
brewing an idea that Kodai should have two mornings of community clean-up a year. 
One after season time and one after Xmas. Mr Venkatesh organised a mass turn out 
for the 12 mile round a couple of years ago. After an expert came here from Delhi 
INTACH last year we were hoping there would be some action to clean up our 
perennial streams. 
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