CULTIVATED FOODS OF THE NILGIRIS (Designed Panel Print)
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The Nilgiris district, part of the Nilgiris Biosphere Reserve, is an ecologically diverse zone. The hill
slopes of the Nilgiris consist of difficult terrains for agriculture, with thin lateritic soil and low biomass
content. Parts of the Nilgiris also fall in the rain shadow zone. While the Nilgiris’ natural vegetation
comprises many forest types, the commercially viable agricultural produce has mostly been tea,
coffee and vegetables. Traditionally, shifting agriculture was practiced on mountain slopes till late
1950s, which then changed towards fixed fields of mixed cropping methods. The mixed cropping
systems, known as ‘thenai kadu’ in some local cultures, was a widespread practice in the Nilgiris
earlier and used to be the basis for a variety of nutritious foods for a family’s diet on small farmlands.
Three to twelve different crops are usually cultivated in a single field for greater agro-diversity. This
diversified intercropping system is a carefully evolved system with ecological considerations for
pollinators (supporting a wide variety of insects and other small animals crucial to forest health), pest
management and one that also factors in labour availability and efficiency through staggered
harvesting practices. The most common types of food crops grown in these regions include: Millets
(siruthaniyam), lentils (paruppu), grains, beans (avarai), vegetables, roots and tubers.
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MILLETS
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Millets are cereal crops and small seed grasses that are suited to varied agricultural settings. The type
of millet grown depends on the elevation and landscape of their residing terrain. In the Nilgiri hills,
millet cultivation is highly adapted to low soil depth and can grow in between rocky land surface.
There are several stages in the cultivation of millets - beginning with pre land-ploughing ceremonies,



the ploughing, seed sowing, crop growing, pre-harvest care, harvesting, manual and mechanized
methods of threshing, de-husking, winnowing the grains as well as the community sharing of the first
yield. Millets are important in the cultural landscape of the Nilgiris, holding significance in the
socio-cultural aspects of the many communities inhabiting the region.
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VEGETABLES
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Crop diversity in farms enriches soil nutrients as well. Vegetables such as pumpkins and avarai beans
can be grown in the ragi or thenai fields. Other vegetables and their various varieties also grow in
bounty — like squash (chow chow), chillies, tomatoes, onions, potatoes and gourds. In recent times,
many exotic vegetables have been favoured over the traditional vegetable produce, although a large
part of the local communities still prefers and depend on produce from their kitchen gardens or
native vegetables for their daily consumption.
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The hill slopes to Nilgiris are home to a diverse set of pulses, cereals and grains such as barley
(ganje), maize (macca cholam), sorghum (cholam), cowpea, amongst others. Oftentimes, a
combination of crops is grown together. Some grains like macca cholam require deep soils, while



others require large quantities of irrigated water. Majority of the grains and pulses cultivated
traditionally in the Nilgiris do not use chemical inputs.
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AVARAI
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Usually known as Dolichos bean, Hyacinth bean, lablab or field bean, avarai is one of the most
ancient crops among cultivated plants. It is a nutritious multipurpose crop grown for human
consumption as pulses (dry seeds), vegetables (green pods and green seeds), as well as forage for
farm animals. Avarai is mainly cultivated either as a monocrop or mixed with finger millet,
groundnut, castor, corn, bajra or sorghum, especially in the rocky areas in the Nilgiris. There are
many varieties of avarai which are highly adaptable to various environmental conditions. It improves
the soil condition and is relatively drought tolerant. The various vernacular names for it include:
Thattampayaru, Avarai, Amara, Avara, Kattavara, Kattuavarai, Mochakatta
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Wild edible plants play a major role in meeting the nutritional requirements of people that reside
close to forested areas. Several communities gather, maintain and eat useful wild species.
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The Nilgiris is situated at the confluence of the Western and Eastern Ghats, falling under the Nilgiri
Biosphere Reserve. The communities of the Nilgiris has a very long tradition of using uncultivated
edible forest plants. Knowhow about an estimated 70+ species of edible fruits and plants is
attributed to some Nilgiris communities viz., Todar, Kotar, Kurumbar, Irular, Paniyar, Kattunayakar,
Sholigar, Badagar etc. Seasonal availability and access to forest areas govern the collection of these
uncultivated plants.
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Uncultivated plants are consumed as seasonals. The dietary forms of these wild edibles are mostly
the leafage, vegetables, fruits and tubers. Plants used frequently, such as keerai (Amaranthus,),
vallarai (Centella asiatica), tubers (Colocasia esculenta, Dioscorea bulbifera) can be easily propagated
and maintained in the backyards of houses. The wild plants of chilli mango, black tomato
(manatakkali), tamaraind, jujube (elanda), Indian cranberry are some examples of edible forest fruits.
Some fruits are used as ingredients for local brews, while others could be collected and preserved for
consumption during food scarcity. Many forest plants are also used for medicinal purposes or have
been domesticated for cultivation.
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While these uncultivated and wild foods would not be a complete supplement for food, it contributes
to the necessary nutrient requirements of communities. The nutritional value of traditional leafy
vegetables is higher than several common vegetables. They also contain antioxidants which offer
protection against many chronic diseases. Regular consumption of fruit is associated with reduced
risks of cancer, cardiovascular disease (especially coronary heart disease), stroke, Alzheimer disease,
cataracts, and some of the functional declines associated with aging. Tubers contain carbohydrates in
the form of starch, but they are easily digestible when compared to those of grains, cereals and
pulses. They are also rich in minerals, vitamins and fibres etc.
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Wild fruits are always available both in drought and non- drought years. Useful wild plants in ethnic
ecosystems shows a trend of utilization of locally available resources, both in areas with high plant
diversity and marginal habitats. It was found that women are very familiar and often play a major
role in utilizing wild traditional food plants. Much of the knowledge related to uncultivated and wild
foods had been orally transmitted between generations or based on observation and traditional
practice.
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<<What are they called in your language?>>
3lemel 2_MhIG6T QIMAUIeL eTelalmm HeMPESHLILGITMSI?

<<Are there any other names for this we may have missed?>>
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<<Do you know of this; how do you cook it?>>
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<<Do you know names of other traditional varieties?>>
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