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The Weight of Firewood

Kuldeep and Hasini
Grade 11

In the quiet village of Kodai, where fog dangles off the trees like lost thoughts,
Rani takes the familiar road into the forest. She’s been walking this way for more
than three decades, her scarred feet sinking into the wet earth, her shoulders
bracing for the burden of firewood she’ll bring back home. She doesn’t count
the years anymore—just the bundles of wood, the aching steps, and the quiet
conversations with the trees that have watched her grow older.

At 45, or as she says she is, Rani is a woman shaped by hard work and the
daily struggle to survive. She married young, like most girls in the village, to a
laborer whose income was never steady or enough. When she gave birth to her
first daughter, she was determined to provide more for her children. Her two
daughters are now married, one with kids of her own. Her youngest, her son, is
away at college—a boy from a family of wood-gatherers dreaming big, daring



to aim for something other than the destiny that expected him. Each rupee
earned by Rani goes towards his education, his textbooks, and his opportunity
to have a better life. But cash is in short supply.

Rani entered the forest for the first time at the age of twelve, the year she
dropped out of school. She still recalls the day her mother gave her a basket and
she left with friends - “a huge mistake” as she calls it. Her father, a sanitation
worker, had always collected fallen twigs for their woodfire, but now it’s her
turn. She recalls the way her arms ached beneath the load of her first load
of firewood, the way the parched bark rubbed against her skin, the way her
skin pricked with splinters. But she recalls the laughter—the sound of the girls
moving as one, their talk blending with the sound of the leaves, their bare feet
moving fast over the forest floor. They told stories, sang old songs, and played
games on the way home. This lessened the burden from time to time.

But with time, the forest was their existence. The forest provided them with all—
firewood for heat, roots for remedies, silence for grief. Yet it was treacherous
too. Snakes curled under dropped leaves, bison might charge suddenly, and
occasionally, out of the corner of an eye, a tiger’s shadow vanished into the
underbrush. Rani learned to walk quietly, to pay attention to the noises that
didn’t fit. Wounds were suffered in silence—complaints were dangerous. If the
wrong ones heard, they might be expelled from the forest, and then what?
Hunger.

Now, decades on, she still follows the same route. The forests have altered,
and so has she. She no longer travels alone. Six women—some older, some
younger—travel together. They ride a bus halfway, then walk, their senses
alert, their voices hushed. Their relationship is wordless, built in years of
mutual labor. They look out for each other, warn one another of threats, and
share what little they possess.

But the world is not merely snakes and bison anymore. Three years ago, one
of them didn’t return. A woman just like Rani—someone’s wife, someone’s
mother—was discovered in the underbrush, her body shattered, her dignity
stolen — it wasn’t an animal. The forest guards have patrolled more frequently
since then.

They are not enemies. They tread the same roads, not only to enforce the law
but to guard the women from worse—the men who hide where they shouldn’t



be. The women don’t say much about it, but there is always that fear. The
forest is never as silent as it appears. The wind has whispers, and sometimes,
unbelonging footsteps.

The guards instruct Rani and the others to seek alternative employment, but
where would they go? The temples still require firewood for their ritual fires.
The roadside kitchens still have logs to burn to prepare food. The old village
dwellings still use wood to boil water in the mornings. Demand exists, and
so does necessity. It’s a fragile equilibrium—the forest requires respect, the
guards provide security, and the women make a life in between.

Rani never harvests living trees. She only gathers what has already fallen. “The
forest gives us water, life,” she says. “l don’t destroy it—I survive because of it.”
Survival isn’t free, however. The bribes paid to the guards, once 10 rupees, now
50—not extortion, but an unspoken agreement. A toll for leave, for safety. The
money passes quickly, silently. No haggling.

Age is catching up. Her hands are tough, gnarled, hurting. Her back never
goes fully straight at the end of a long day. The heaviness of the wood is more
palpable now, but she still handles the same weight as always. She can feel the
years in her bones, the way her bones creak when she sits up. But she doesn’t
grumble. Who would listen?

She used to dream of being a teacher, of marking on a blackboard rather
than collecting wood. But dreams are wistful things, and life is cruel. Now she
dreams only of another life for her son. He doesn’t want to go without her, but
she insists he must. “Go,” she says. “Study. Work. Build a life where you never
have to measure the weight of firewood on your back.”

Rani does not want sympathy. She has watched foreigners with cameras,
freezing her struggle into pictures, making her life something to be witnessed,
not comprehended. She does not want strangers to gaze at her with pity.
She wants respect. She wants people to look and see that her labor—though
waning—has warmed families, kept food on their plates, and kept life in
motion. Firewood is not wood. It is warm. It is survival.



Barbet Shola

M. Amresh Madhan 6th CSI Middle School
M. Thaman Rakesh 8th R.C. Town Higher Sec School

Vanakkam, my name is M. Amresh Madhan. | study in grade 6 at CSI Middle
School, Packiapuram. At the beginning of this academic year, a visitor came to
our school and announced that they would teach students about the wildlife
and environment of Kodaikanal. Interested students were asked to register
their names with their class teacher. | informed my parents and with their




approval, joined this class.

Now, as the course nears completion after around 21 lessons, | have gained
a wealth of knowledge about Kodaikanal’s natural history, shola forests,
grasslands, wetlands, water management, waste management, climate
change, agriculture, indigenous communities, birds, bats, and food resources.
Among these subjects, | found shola forests and their trees the most fascinating.
Our instructor took us to a shola forest and taught us how to identify the
different trees and understand their ecological benefits. | discovered that these
trees provide shelter, food, and safety for birds and other wildlife. | was amazed
to learn that the shola forest hosts endemic species of mammals, reptiles, and
insects that cannot be found anywhere else in the world. Additionally, | realized
how these trees contribute to the soil quality, water resources, and clean air
in Kodaikanal.

One striking fact | learned was that Kodaikanal’s shola forests house five
types of Rudraksha trees (Rudraksha seeds are known as “Lord Shiva’s tear
drops”). | was surprised to know that the favorite fruit of the locals “Kottalam
palam” (Elaeocarpus Variabilis), is a sub-species of this Rudraksha tree. | also
discovered that the Elaeocarpus Blascoi, another species of Rudraksha exists
exclusively in Kodaikanal and nowhere else in the world.

Whenever people pass through the Bombay Shola, | heard that the locals
proudly talk about a 500-year-old tree, known as the Syzygium Densiflorum or
the Wild Jamun tree. | was fascinated to learn that over 60 native shola trees
thrive in Kodaikanal.

However, non-native trees such as eucalyptus, wattle, acacia, and pine are
given more importance than indigenous shola trees. Our instructor explained
that these foreign trees are threatening the survival of local species.
Determined to protect native trees, | decided to plant saplings in our garden.
My elder brother Thaman, who also attended the course, shared this vision.
Soon, it was my brother Thaman’s birthday. We shared our plan with our
father, who happily agreed to let us plant trees in our grandfather’s farmland.
On Thaman’s birthday, we informed our instructor, received 15 shola saplings
from him and marched to our grandfather’s land. Our teacher also joined us to
encourage our efforts in planting them.

Upon reaching our land in Perumpallam, we began digging pits to plant the



trees. Unexpectedly, our instructor excitedly ran toward us and pointed out
that our land already has a developing shola forest. He showed us how half
of the farmland was covered with dense native trees. What we thought was a
simple tree-planting effort but turned out to be discovering an emerging forest!
Exploring further, we saw hundreds of native trees thriving and birds singing all
around us. After planting the saplings, we asked our grandfather and father for
permission to protect the naturally growing trees. They happily agreed, telling
us that this has now become “our forest.”

Even after our teacher left, we couldn’t bring ourselves to leave the forest. As
we roamed around, we noticed many barbet birds, which seemed to be telling
us something. We recalled our lessons about naming forests after the wildlife
they host—such as Tiger Shola for tigers and Bear Shola for bears. We asked
our grandfather if this forest had a name, and he said no. So, we named it as
Kukkuruvan Solai or the Barbet Shola!

But our mission did not end with naming the forest. We are committed to
protecting it for life and aim to make Barbet Shola the finest private shola
forest in Kodaikanal.

This forest will also serve as a learning space for students like us who want to
study shola ecosystems.

We have resolved to safeguard these trees, ensuring no deforestation,
settlements, or tourist accommodations disturb the sanctuary.

Friends, please come to Barbet Shola, and experience the joy of connecting
with trees and nature!
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The Gentle Giant of Palani

Shalini
Grade 10

The smell of sweet porridge brewing on the mud stove in the morning always
comforted Gayatri. Her grandma would cook porridge every day before she
left for school. Gayatri’s mom handed her a filled water bottle dripping from
the sides and her school bag. Her grandfather, Vilas, rested on his rocking chair
reading the day’s newspaper. Gayatri kissed him goodbye and left on her cycle
for school. This was the daily routine of a young girl living in the Palani Hills.
The school that she attended was not too far away from her house, and she
took a path through the forest to save time. The path she took was beautiful.
Tall shola jamun trees swaying in the morning breeze, the scent of moist grass,
and the sound of the red-whiskered bulbul chirping—the ride to her school
was Gayatri’s favorite part of the day.

As she rode through the muddy tracks, the ride was bumpier than usual; there
were dents in the mud creating mini potholes. It was as if something large and
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heavy had walked across the path. As Gayatri rode further into the forest, she
saw what appeared to be a large cow grazing on grass. Stunned by the size
of this animal, Gayatri stopped. “That’s an awfully large cow,” she thought to
herself. She was stationed at a safe distance as she admired the “cow.” The
animal was facing the other direction, so its face wasn’t visible to Gayatri. A
monkey in the tree next to her dropped an avocado onto the ground, getting
the animal’s attention and causing it to turn around and face her. The large,
rugged horns and heavily muscular body frightened the young girl. At the sight
of this animal, she grabbed her cycle hurriedly. Gayatri turned around and
rushed out of the forest to go back home. This was the fastest she had ever
cycled. Gayatri threw her cycle against the stand and rushed inside her house.
Vilas was in the living room, attention glued to the newspaper. With his eyes
still on the paper, he asked, “School got canceled today?”

“Thatha! | saw a huge cow! It looked different and scary.” As she related the
events that had just occurred to her grandfather, she noticed a faint smile

appear on his face that grew imperceptibly wider...

“Why are you smiling?” asked Gayatri, agitated.



“What you encountered was no cow, it was a bison,” explained Thatha. “Bison
have been in our town for as long as we have, and they are not to be afraid of.”

“But where did they come from?” inquired Gayatri.

“No one knows exactly where they came from, but it is said that there was a
scarcity of resources in their natural habitat, causing them to migrate to the
Palani Hills.” Still frightened by what had just occurred, Gayatri gradually felt
her racing heart slow down. The story of the bison had started to intrigue the
young girl.

“But how did they migrate? They are so big,” asked Gayatri.

Vilas chortled in awe of his granddaughter’s simplicity. “They might be large
animals, but that does not stop them from traveling large distances. If a bison
wanted to, it could travel for miles. All it needs is food to graze on while it’s
traveling and a clear motive for its migration, which is usually the lack of
resources.”

“How old do you think the bison | saw was?” asked Gayatri.

“Hmm,” Thatha slurped at his teacup and then replied. “So from what you
have described, the bison was alone, eliminating the possibility of it being a
calf because calves are never alone, and females are rarely found away from
a herd. However, adult males isolate themselves after the age of five, so the
bison you saw was most likely an adult male above the age of five.”

“What if the next time | go to school he attacks me?” asked Gayatri.

“Bison never attack unless they are troubled first. When they are angry, they
snotand thump their legs. The next time you do see a bison, keep a safe distance
from it. Bison are not going to leave our town anytime soon, and this bison that
you saw is not going to be the only one you encounter. As a community, we
must learn to live with these animals and treat them with respect.”

Gayatri took all this in, silently. After a moment, she finally responded, “Wow,
this has really changed my perspective on the bison. Thank you, Thatha!”
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The next day she woke up early and rushed to get ready for school. Gayatri’s
mother was startled by her daughter’s newfound interest in education, but did
not have any complaints about it. Gayatri snatched the dripping water bottle
and school bag from her mother’s hand and excitedly rushed outside to get
to her cycle. Her mother stood at the door watching her as she cycled away
to school, still missing the pretext regarding the excitement on a Wednesday
morning. Gayatri cycled as fast as she could to the forest to ensure that she
did not miss the bison sighting. As she entered the forest, the strong breeze
aided the speed of her cycle. Gayatri halted at the spot where she had seen
the bison yesterday. She waited, and waited, but the bison was nowhere to be
found. Disheartened by this, Gayatri proceeded to cycle to school. The breeze
slowed down, and so did her cycle. She blamed herself; she regretted running
away the day before. Gayatri was so excited to see the bison again because
of the fresh perspective her grandfather had instilled in her. As she caught a
glimpse of the cemented road ahead, a sound like something heavy falling to
the ground met her ears. Out of curiosity, she halted and turned around to see
what it was. And to her surprise, she saw a herd of bison passing by. It was one
of the most beautiful and wholesome things Gayatri had ever witnessed. There
were three bison—a mother and her two calves—looking for something to eat.

A young male stopped to look at her—a knowing look, almost as if he had
heard the conversation between Gayatri and her grandfather. Despite all her
excitement to see the animal, Gayatri took in this moment for only a few
minutes and continued her journey to school...



T. Anbuselvan
8th Grade, Brindhavan School

Let me introduce you to the five unique bird species that have made their
home in the shola forests, grasslands, and marshlands, of the southern part of
the Western Ghats, within the Palani Hills range particularly in at an elevation
of over 1,500 meters. These birds are a pride of Kodaikanal, yet today, they are

losing their habitats and wandering in search of refuge.

Tamil name: Palani Sholai Kili (White-bellied Blue Robin)

As the Tamil name indicates this bird is found exclusively in the Palani Hills.
It feeds on worms and insects from the ground and sings beautifully in long
sequences. It lives in the dense shrubs of wet marshlands near streams, feeding
on insects from the mud. Unfortunately, pollution from sewage mixing into
freshwater bodies has reduced the number of insects/wormes, leading to food
scarcity for these birds. Additionally, pesticides and chemical fertilizers from
farmlands are washed into these wet areas by rain, killing off insects.




16

This is considered as a main reason for the decline of this bird in Kodaikanal.

Tamil name: Karuppu- Aaranju Ee Pidippaan (Black-and-orange Flycatcher)
This is a tiny, vividly colored black-and-orange bird. This resides in the bushes
at the edges of dense shola forests. Seeing this bird in its natural habitat is
a magical experience. However, with the increase in tourist traffic the roads
have to be widened. This has led to the clearing of roadside bushes, either
mechanically or using herbicides which destroys its habitat. If you live in
Kodaikanal, planting small bushes near your home could provide refuge for
this endangered bird.

Tamil name: Palani Silamban (Palani Laughingthrush)

This special bird, is native to the Palani Hills alone. It has close relatives in
different parts of the Western Ghats under names like Banasura Laughingthrush,
Wayanad Laughingthrush, and Nilgiri Laughingthrush. With the destruction of
shola forests, these birds, which primarily feed on forest fruits and insects, are
declining in Kodaikanal. Planting native shola trees around homes could help
preserve this bird and its habitat.

Tamil name: Neelagiri Nettukkaali (Nilgiri Pipit)

Once thriving in grasslands near marshes on mountain slopes, this bird has
suffered greatly. In the last 40 years, nearly 70% of Kodaikanal’s grasslands
have disappeared, making Nilgiri Pipits a rare sight. Restoring native grasslands
and protecting the remaining ones can save this species from extinction.

Tamil name: Neelagiri Ee Pidippaan (Nilgiri Flycatcher)

Though this bird looks similar to the Palani Sholai Kili, it can be distinguished by
its deep-blue color and black beak. It perches on low branches in shola forests,
catching insects in mid-air. Reducing or eliminating pesticide use in gardens
and farmlands could help this bird thrive again in Kodaikanal.

Many unique species od flora and fauna similar to the birds mentioned here
call Kodaikanal home. However, deforestation for human needs is destroying
shola forests, grasslands, and wetlands, endangering these species. My mission
is to identify and restore the habitats of these vanishing beings. If you believe
Kodaikanal belongs to all life forms, join me! Let’s create a sanctuary for every
species that seek refuge here.
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Forest Foraging

Devarakkshitaa and Preity
Grade 10

| enjoyed the cold water flowing over my feet and the sun warming my oily
forehead. We were searching for crabs at the bed of the stream, as the water
effortlessly glided over the rocks, splashing water against my orchid-patterned
skirt. | watched eagerly, hoping that Kaleshwari would catch crabs soon with
her unique Adivasi technique. Driven by curiosity, | couldn’t help but ask
Kaleshwari more—not just about her techniques, but the life behind them.
Kaleshwari opened up, as she looked up at the sky and took a break from
catching crabs.

She is an elder of the Paliyar tribe, a hunter-gatherer community that has been
living in the Palani Hills for more than five generations. Her settlement near
Elephant Valley used to be closely connected to other hamlets because of
frequent visits from relatives. But these communities have undergone a lot of
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changes—ijust like Indigenous communities all over the world—altering their
traditional way of life.

As the sun shone above my head, the heat began to tire me out, and my legs
became exhausted after standing for a long time. So my friend and | stepped
out of the water and sat on smooth-surfaced rocks at the side of the stream.
Everything was quiet for once, except for the sound of the running water
splashing everywhere. The silence gave us the perfect space to learn more.

My friend turned toward Kaleshwari and asked softly, “How is your family?”

Kaleshwari’s face was filled with a mix of emotions—somewhere between
sadness and contentment. After a long pause, she said, “I lost my mom when
| was young, and one of my brothers too,” staring at the water. “But | grew up
with many siblings—three sisters and four brothers—because my dad has two
wives.” Then a faint smile lifted her face as she spoke about her children. “I
have two daughters, Murugaeshwari and Sadayama. Both of them are married

”

now.

She spoke about her daughters happily. Her voice softened, reflecting on those
days. “I raised them all on my own. It was difficult... but nobody was there to
help me, nobody cared,” she said. “Back then, hospitals were very far away,
and my mom was long gone. | delivered my babies by myself, without a single
soul helping me.” Her tone wasn’t bitter, as if it was simply the way things were.
But hearing it gave me chills, and the thought of delivering a baby all by herself
felt overwhelming. Yet, there she was sitting beside me, calm and composed.

A soft smile returned to her face as she continued. “My daughter,
Murugaeshwari, is an author who writes about our community. However, she
does other work like we do too—she can even identify more than 40 edible
mushrooms from the forest.”

| looked at her, my eyes widened. “More than forty?” | exclaimed. “I didn’t
even know that there were that many edible mushrooms in the forest!”
Kaleshwari smiled and said, “Oh, yes. That’s not just what the forest gives us.”
| leaned forward and asked, “What else?”—genuinely eager to know more.



She began listing all the products that they get from the forest. They harvest
mushrooms during the rainy season and a fair quantity of honey, which they
keep for personal use. They also gather other products including various types
of keerai (leafy vegetables) like Theeni Keerai (Black Nightshade), Moongil
Kuruthu (bamboo shoots), Kadukka (Inkut), Amala (Gooseberry), Magali
Kezhangu (Indian Sarsaparilla), Valli Kezhangu (Cassava), chillies, black pepper,
and stone flower (lichen).

| asked her if she sells these products. She replied, saying, “Some are for our
own use, like herbs, but we do sell them too, depending on the season.” She
then told us about their main source of income, which is harvesting grass and
making broomsticks to sell in markets. The season for this comes twice a year.
They dry a specific type of long grass, tie them into bundles, and sell one for
about 40-50 rupees. Sometimes the end products are either directly sold to
the customers or through a middleman. “However, the middleman makes a lot
of profits by doubling the price,” she said casually.

To tackle the problem of middlemen, her community formed a cooperative-
type group which consists of five members, led by Kaleshwari’s daughter,
Murugaeshwari. Their goal is to handle sales directly so that they get the full
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profit for their products and work collaboratively as opposed to against each
other.

As we talked, the conversation slowly drifted from livelihood to personal stories
and the slow changes the community is seeing over the years—the tradition.
“Earlier, we didn’t ask for anything as a dowry for marriage,” said Kaleshwari.
“But now, people ask for clothes and vessels—basically the things needed to
set up a house. It’s nice that they don’t ask for jewellery, but still... it’s all from
the outside world though. These days, everyone desires more. It’s because of
the access to mobile phones; that makes us exposed to the outer world and
makes it hard to preserve our culture.”

As the blue sky turned orange and the sun began to settle behind the hills, | sat
there, taking a sip of cold water from my water bottle and quietly taking it all in.
The sound of the water, the whispers of the forest, the strength of the woman
beside me—all stayed with me.

Kaleshwari’s story became deeply embedded in my heart, leaving a powerful
message. Her resilience, hardships, and courage stayed with me after our
conversation ended. The water was still gliding over the rocks just like before,
but everything felt different now. My friend and | came here in search of
crabs, but we both left with glimpses of a strong woman in a deeply rooted
community.

That day by the stream, we learnt not only about catching crabs—we heard an
untold story about silent sacrifices, evolution, resilience, and strength. Through
every word Kaleshwari spoke from her heart, we heard the untold story of a
strong woman—Kaleshwari—who endured countless challenges: from self-
delivered births to running a cooperative, from harvesting mushrooms and
making broomsticks to fighting against dowry demands. Her words are engraved
in our minds as a reminder that behind every community is a fairytale—and
the fairytale includes a fairy like Kaleshwari, carrying her community forward
with love, strength, and unwavering spirit.



My Journey in Search of Birds...

J. Antony Raj 7th
CSI Middle School Packiapuram.

My name is Antony Raj. | am a seventh-grade student at CSI Middle School
in Packiapuram, Kodaikanal. My parents are from Madurai. They moved to
Kodaikanal 15 years ago. | was born and raised here. | love this town deeply and
whenever someone asks me where | am from, | immediately say “Kodaikanal.”
However, despite my love for this place, | never really knew why it meant so
much to me.

For the past two years, | have been part of the “Junior Naturalist Action
Network.” Through this, | have learned about the mountains, forests, grasslands,
wetlands, and wildlife in Kodaikanal. This experience has helped me discover
what makes this place unique. Now, just as | admire Kodaikanal’s mist-covered
landscapes, | have also grown to appreciate its birds, insects, trees, shrubs, and
vines.

So, if someone asks me why | love Kodaikanal so much, here is my answer...

The Day | Saw the Palani Sholai Kili

| am fascinated by the Palani Sholai Kili, a bird found only in the Palani Hills—
and nowhere else in the world. | will never forget the moment when | first
saw it. During our JNAN class, my teacher showed us a photograph of this rare
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bird and asked if anyone had seen it before. Among the 60 students in the
classroom, everyone answered, “No, sir.” The teacher then announced that
whoever spotted the bird first would receive a special reward.

After class, | spent days searching for the bird in its natural habitat—near
streams, in the dense marshy shrubs. Since | did not own binoculars, | felt
frustrated, thinking | might never get to see it. But one day, while exploring
Bombay Shola, the Palani Sholai Kili suddenly perched very close to me.
For at least two minutes, it sang its beautiful song, filling my ears with joy.
| was completely mesmerized, forgetting the world around me, admiring its
appearance, its voice, and its movements.

The Five Types of Parakeets

Our JNAN class teacher mentioned that five types of parakeets could be found
in the villages of Pallangi and Kombai, near Kodaikanal. With my father’s help,
| traveled there to see them. There | was thrilled to spot:

- Tamil name: Kuttai Kili or The Vernal Hanging Parrot

- Senthalai Kili or The Plum-headed Parakeet

- Periya Pachchai Kili or The Alexandrine Parakeet

- Neela Irakkai Kili or The Malabar Parakeet

- Pachchai Kili or The Rose-ringed Parakeet

The Nilgiri Pipit (Neelagiri Nettaikaali) Near the Berijam Lake

Just like the Neelakurinji flower, which blooms only once every twelve years,
the Nilgiri Pipit is a rare bird of Kodaikanal’s grasslands. | went with my father
to Berijam Lake, hoping to see it. On the way to Berijam despite walking long
distances near Madhikettan Shola, where this bird is known to inhabit, | was
disappointed to find nothing. However, as | was heading home after a long day
of searching, a Nilgiri Pipit suddenly flew right across my path! That moment
made all the effort worthwhile—it is a memory | will never forget.

Spotting the Black-and-Orange Flycatcher in Pambar Shola

Ever since my teacher showed me a photograph of this bird, | believed no bird
could be more beautiful than the Black-and-Orange Flycatcher. One day, while
exploring Pambar Shola, | heard a sharp “chee-chee” call from within the dense
bushes. When | looked closer, | saw a tiny, vividly colored bird jumping through
the leaves. As soon as | realized it was the Black-and-Orange Flycatcher, |
couldn’t contain my excitement!

|



Over the last two years, my search for birds has taken me to places like
Pannaikaadu, Oothu, Perumalmalai, Anju Veedu, Shenbaganur, Poombarai,
Mannavanur, Poondi, and Puliyoor. As a result, | can now identify over a
hundred different bird species in Kodaikanal.

My birdwatching journeys also exposed me to the local communities, their
livelihoods, and their traditions. | even learned about the different crops
cultivated in Kodaikanal according to its changing seasons.

Since | live and study in Packiapuram, my world might have remained limited
to this neighborhood - if not for my adventures in birdwatching. Every trip |
took in search of birds helped me understand the diverse beauty of Kodaikanal
and made me realize why | love this place so much. Everything here fascinates
me—the birds, their colors, their shapes, and their mesmerizing calls.

My teacher told me that about 230 species of birds live in Kodaikanal. My goal
is to see every single one of them before | enter tenth grade! That is why |
spend every school vacation traveling to different parts of Kodaikanal.

| also learned that India has 1,400 bird species, and the world has over 11,000!
Now, my lifelong dream is to see them all.

From now on, if someone asks me where | am from, | will say, “Every place
where birds live is my home.”

H
B
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The Last Farmer — Giving Up On Agriculture

Hariharan Grade 11
Panigrahi Grade 10

This is the story of Ganeshan, a local farmer who has lived in Kodaikanal for his
entire life. Ganeshan’s way of life from 10-15 years ago is no longer possible.
He is a man who took great joy in being able to care for his family and earn a
living through feeding his community. His journey is a step away from the way
of life that his forefathers lived for as long as their history can be remembered.
This is a story of a farmer giving up on the craft and the life that once brought
him joy.

As we sat in front of Ganeshan, in the wide empty room of the CEH, his hands,
calloused and worn from years of hard work, were restless in his lap. His eyes
wandered upon us with kindness and curiosity, concealing his story behind
them.

Ganeshan’s livelihood transformed completely alongside Kodikanal’s



development. Local farmers, who were once the backbone of Kodaikanal’s
economy, began finding great difficulty in sustaining their livelihoods. With a
compounding of adversity and challenges they were made to face, Ganeshan
and many others have been forced to adapt and change to better support
themselves and their families.

Looking at us and Dr. Uma, Ganeshan’s face contorted to a soft yet disheartened
smile. As he continued, we saw his authenticity in the story he was sharing with
us.

He went on to tell us that one of the reasons for this is the surge in land taxes
for farm owners; preventing them from making a comfortable living. The
price of maintaining ownership of land has begun to outweigh the returns
from farming, compelling several farmers to either sell their land or take up
alternate occupations.

Ganeshan found that the efficient production of commercial food crops could
only be managed by sizeable labour hire and effective transport. However,
this prospect financially burdened his family with labour shortages and
rising wages. The movement of rural workers to urban areas in search of
stable job opportunities leaves fewer workers who demand higher wages,
making it challenging for local farmers to profit from agricultural endeavours.
Additionally, transportation costs acted as a major barrier to profitability as a
result of rising fuel prices and middlemen collecting large cuts of the profit.
He spoke with a short, almost-bitter laugh now, yet still smiling and kindly
explaining to us the ways he saw his old life as unsustainable now. His eyes
wandered only between the three of us and his wife, his heart determined to
share his truth. Seated at his right hand, his wife showered us with a sweet
smile, her wise expressions much like that of her husband’s.

Next, our conversation drifted to another battle faced by the local farming
community. Throughout his early farming days, he experienced consistent
weather conditions favourable to farming, with steady rainfall and a moderate
temperature allowing him to predict patterns to incorporate suitable cultivation
practices. However, Kodaikanal is now home to unseasonal rains, unpredicted
frost, and extreme heat due to climate change, which prevent Ganeshan from
employing traditional farming methods that have guaranteed stable harvests
in the past.
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Another knock to his way of life came from the seed companies of which
Ganehsan and other local farmers now found themselves at the mercy of.
Large multinational seed and chemical companies such as Monsanto (now
acquired by Bayer) or Corteva have created a monopoly on the seeds available
in local markets worldwide. The hybrid seeds could only produce sterile plants.
This meant that Ganeshan was forced to purchase new seeds from these
companies every single year, putting a final dent in the sustainability of his
business. Not only this, but these new seeds would require dozens of kilos of
artificial fertilizers designed by the very same companies, without which the
hybrid seeds would be unable to produce a strong crop.

Here, his voice trembled, as if this part stung the most, eyes almost teary and
his wife’s expression now more stoic than before.

The final straw was the bison and the wild boar. With the rise of human
development in Kodaikanal, land that was once covered in lush grassland
slowly transformed into hotels, resorts, and places of business for locals and
tourists alike. With their traditional grazing habitat gone, the large mammals
of the area turned to the cultivated crops. As bison invasion became a frequent
occurrence, the extensive loss of crop for local farms became an impossible
issue.

Ganeshan carries his past into his attitudes and thoughts toward the present



and future of agriculture. He dreams of living happily and preserving his way
of life, but with the threats to his traditions, he thinks agriculture in Kodi is
effectively dying. With fewer and fewer people able to pursue small-scale
agriculture and compete with larger producers, agriculture, he deemes, is not
a sustainable career for future generations. In Ganeshan’s eyes and within
those of many other local farmers, the erratic climate combined with fragile
crops and harassment from the wild bison will result in Kodi and other nearby
areas becoming dependent on the plains for access to fresh food. This has
the potential to deplete the local economy as well as force the townspeople
to become dependent on food that is less nutritious (grown with artificial
fertilizers outside the crops’ ideal environment) coming from beyond their
familiar hillsides.

As he finished telling his story, Ganeshan and his wife shared a faint glint in
their eyes—all of the years of effort and dedication that they have put into
their life of farming—all jeopardized for the greed and power of governments,
companies, and nature itself.

Ganeshan’s story is one among countless stories of local farmers all over
Kodi and the larger farming community within south India. Cases like his
can be shown to be the breakdown of not only Ganeshan’s dreams but also
the traditions and livelihood of a whole community. For those now unable
to compete with massive seed companies and others who cannot afford the
extra costs, agriculture becomes an impossible way of life for the common
man, driving more and more people away. There is hope to be spared in new
organic methods and NGOs that work with local farmers to provide them with
alternative methods. With these advancements and fresh perspectives only
beginning to contest the monopolies of large conglomerates, one can only
wonder where the future of agriculture in Kodi will lead.
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I have changed!

V. Dikeshwar Sarathi
8th Grade Zion International School.

After joining the “Junior Naturalist Action Network” | began to notice a lot of
changes within myself. Recently, | wrote a story based on an experience | had.
This is the story of a “tetra pack” juice. My real story.

On a Thursday evening, | was waiting at the school gate for my father after
school ended.

As soon as | saw him approaching from a distance, | eagerly walked toward him.
Seeing me, my father asked, “Well, Sarathi ... are you ready? Shall we head
home?”

As | was about to hop onto my father’s two-wheeler, he asked me to go and
buy a packet of milk.

| agreed and went to a shop near my school, where we always buy milk.

| asked the akka at the shop, “Can | have a half-liter packet of milk?”

The shopkeeper handed me the milk packet and then asked, “Do you need



anything else, thambi?”

Immediately, my eyes scanned the snacks in the shop. That is when | spotted
the neatly stacked packets of “Mazza” juice.

The moment | saw the juice, my mouth started watering. | turned to my father
and asked if | could buy one.

He nodded, “Alright, go ahead.”

Unable to wait until reaching home, | started drinking the juice while sitting on
my father’s bike. Before we even arrived home, the juice was finished.

| carelessly tossed the empty juice carton onto the road and, feeling satisfied,
handed my mother the milk packet as soon as | entered the house.

The Next Day — it was Friday. As usual, my father picked me up and gave me
%50 to buy another milk packet.

| went to the same shop and bought the milk. With the remaining money, |
bought a tetra pack juice again.

This time, | didn’t ask my father’s permission, and he didn’t seem to mind.
Like before, | finished drinking the juice on the ride home and threw the empty
carton onto the roadside.

Once home, | rested a bit and then asked my mother, “Mom, can | use your
phone for a bit?”

She replied, “It’s on the charger. Take it.”

| eagerly picked up the phone and started reading the WhatsApp messages in
our “Junior Naturalist Action Network.”

| am a member of this group. In our weekend classes, we learn about the
forests, wildlife, agriculture, and indigenous communities of Kodaikanal,
followed by field visits.

Curious to see what we would learn tomorrow, | started reading the messages.
The group message mentioned that the next day’s lesson would be about solid
waste management.

Feeling excited about learning about birds, butterflies, and wildlife, 1 was
disappointed by this topic.

Nevertheless, on Saturday, | went to the class.

In the class, the teacher explained how Kodaikanal’s natural resources, wildlife,
and people are suffering due to the garbage accumulating on the streets.
Particularly, plastic waste - since it doesn’t decompose and was carried by water
streams into forests, where it remained trapped. Our teacher shared pictures
showing how cows raised at home and even the wild gaur in the forests had
died after ingesting plastic waste.
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As | thought about Kodaikanal’s blooming flowers, its green hills, and the misty
charm that had always enchanted me, | was disturbed by how trash was turning
this beautiful place into an uninhabitable space for both humans and wildlife.
At the end of the session, the teacher urged us to take a pledge to keep
Kodaikanal clean by avoiding single-use plastics that are discarded after one
use. “Avoiding or reducing non-recyclable waste is the best way to manage
solid waste!” the teacher said.

Among the items listed for avoidance were plastic carry bags, tea cups, plastic
plates, and straws—and there it was—Tetra pack! | loved drinking juice from
tetra pack cartons. But realizing how harmful it is to nature, | made up my mind
to never use it again.

The next day — Sunday, | went out to play with my friend. While playing, a
sudden downpour drenched me completely.

By the time | reached home, | was soaked and exhausted. Soon, | started feeling
feverish.

Noticing my condition, my mother rushed me to the hospital.

The doctor prescribed some medicine along with ORS. The ORS came in a tetra
pack carton.

“Oh no! Just yesterday, | vowed never to use anything that comes in a tetra
pack!”

“Is God testing me this soon about my resolve?” | thought to myself.
Determined, | firmly told my mother, “I don’t want the ORS.” Both the doctor
and my mother tried to convince me.

| then explained to the doctor in detail about the harm caused by tetra pack
waste. Impressed, the doctor said, “Thambi, | will give you ORS that does not
come in a tetra pack. Happy now?”

| thanked the doctor and returned home.

From that day till now, no matter the situation, | have never used a tetra
pack. Similarly, | am training myself to avoid other products that harm the
environment.
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Voices Beyond the Silence

Saw and Hannah
Grade 10

Day 1: Jayarani’s story

| step into the KIS Center for Environment and Humanity office, my face pale
yet light with the quiet thrill of what’s to come, my eyes shimmering with
unspoken hope. Doctor Rajamanickam offers me a faint smile, gesturing for
me to sit. | do, clutching on to the pleats of my saari, a habit | picked up from
uncertain conversations. The room is quiet, and they introduce themselves,
hoping to break the awkwardness.

For years, | have walked past this office, never having a chance to come inside.
Today, | have been called - not to clean, not to serve, but to speak. My voice
trembles, and | grip my saari tighter. | speak with a soft voice, and it fills the
air, easing the tension, but the hesitation in my eyes is clearly seen. | wonder if



my voice would matter. What follows isn’t just my story, but the voice of many
like me. A woman, a daughter, a mother working independently to support her
family.

| shift in my chair, trying to make myself feel comfortable, but my hands are still
in a tight fist, conscious of these surroundings. | begin ...

“My mother’s hands trembled with guilt when she asked me to help her with
work, she could not continue with the condition her leg was in. | was young,
still in school. | had a dream to become a teacher, a scholar, but how could I?
| needed to support my family”, | told the two students sitting in front of me.
| feel my hands tremble with the weight of my experience, | continue. “ My
salary was 700 rupees per month,” | say, keeping my voice soft. “ We needed
as much money as possible, and since then, | have worked for different people
in Kodi school.” | wonder how much | should share with these kids. “I started
by helping my mother, now I find myself working in five different houses.” The
irony grows on me. The temporary job has become permanent, taking my
dreams that can never come true. | have accepted that, | know it’s too late at
the age of 53.

“| wake up at 4 in the morning,” | continue talking, knowing that they are
expecting me to continue. “My day begins with a prayer, alone, accompanied
by the quiet snores of my family. By age 7, | finish scrubbing the dirty dishes,
cooking, and cleaning the house. | work for five houses. | must admit, it gets
tiring, but I am happy to see the joy on people’s faces when they come back to
a clean house. It motivates me to work harder.” | say, forcing a smile through
my pain.

“But were there any challenges you faced?” they ask. | feel unsure of what to
tell them. | have problems, many. | took out a loan for my son’s marriage, and
he refuses to pay it back. | am stuck, but how do I tell them that? I don’t, instead
my eyes well up, turning into a clear pool of water. They understood. | feel
guilty for not being able to share my experience, but | know they understood

| felt my eyes well up. It’s clear. | smile, getting ready to leave. They greet me,
they thank me for my time and patience.
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Day 2: Mary’s Story

The Center for Environment and Humanity office is quiet. Today was different,
the weather was colder, and | was going to make my voice count; my
experience needs to matter. The door handle twists, and | see a pair of eyes
staring back at me. Doctor Rajamanickam welcomes me, “Should | remove my
shoes?” | ask, hesitantly, and carry myself into the room. They gesture for me
to sit, | do, taking place at the far end of the sofa, clutching onto my thinly
wrapped sweater. | hold my Kattapai tight, conscious of myself, and they begin
introducing themselves, hoping to ease the awkwardness.

“I wake up at 4, and finish my prayer and household chores by 6,” | say, my voice
hoarse with tiredness. | look up at the students asking me questions. | wonder
if they notice how similar my routine is to the other maid they interviewed.
We share the same morning routine and the same silence of duty before the
world wakes.



The room is quiet, and they nod at me, urging me to continue. “ My prayer -
It’s very important for me. God gives me strength, stability. This is one of my
favourite parts of my day,” | went on nodding to myself. “ | work for a family,
where | cook and clean. Afterwards, | continued on my way to the dorms. |
don’t mind working at the dorms, but the wage is not enough.” For a moment,
the room is quiet. | worry if | have expressed too much.

The students offer me a smile. “Could you tell us any difficulties you face?”
they ask.

I smile, | don’t know what to say. | have difficulties; | cannot afford to take a bus
in the morning, so | walk thirty minutes to save twenty rupees. But how do |
tell them that? If | took the bus every morning, half the salary | earn working
in the dorm would be gone. Instead, | say, “ | feel happy with my work, but |
wish the students would leave the dorms cleaner. It would make my job less
tiring.” | smile at them. “Many may see this job as low or pity me, but | am
proud of myself. | worked hard to take care of my daughter. She has graduated
from college, a dream | always held on to. | am happy with my independence,
and | will continue to work to support my mother and husband,” | say, my face
darkening when | mention my husband. | feel my eyes well up, | wonder if they
know. “ My husband had a heart attack last week”, | breathe, trying to smile. “
We took him down the hill, but | can’t be with him. If | miss work, they could
cut my salary. On top of that, | can’t miss church. The priest at church doesn’t
like it if we miss church. My friend missed it for three weeks, and now the
priest will not help or talk with her.” | say, | can see the sympathy in their eyes. “
My mother is my joy, and | love talking to her when | get home. She is my sense
of relaxation.” | say with the love of my mother pounding in my chest.

| finish talking, looking down at the floor, wondering if my thoughts would
matter. They say it would, holding on to the information | shared with them.

A majority of the housemaids work a minimum of 15 hours per day, and are
expected to be available 24/7. Housemaids play an important role in people’s
lives, as they work in the ‘background’ to ensure that our houses are clean.
This allows the house owners to continue their daily routine without worrying
about their household chores. Many housemaids walk miles to get to work, as
they try to avoid transportation costs. Their transportation cost may seem less
to our community, however, this becomes a huge issue for them since they
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walk 30 minutes to save 20 rupees.

They sustain our community, and they are important. We see housemaids
around us every day, so let’s start appreciating, greeting, and thanking them
for their work. This may seem like words for us, but it’s what motivates them to
continue; it makes them happy. This is the least we can do for those who make
sure we can continue with our routines ...



A Champion for Sustainable Farming

Viktoriia and Amy
Grade 11

In the heart of Kodaikanal, Mr. Manoharan stands not just as an ordinary
farmer, similar to most in his community, but as an advocate for sustainable
agriculture. His journey, from traditional farming methods to the adoption
of eco-friendly practices through collaboration with the CEH, is a story about
overcoming challenges towards a stronger, more sustainable future.

Mr. Manoharan’s path began like many others; a modest yet promising farm
passed down by the previous generation, his parents, who, as we learned,
were staunch advocates of sustainable farming practices in fruit farming and
always served as a source of inspiration and role models for Mr.Manoharan.
His commitment to organic farming continues to this day in his orchard, a
tradition rooted in his family’s legacy. Even his grandparents played a role in
shaping this ethos, raising cattle whose manure enriched the farm’s soil and
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nourished its crops. However, as the cost of organic materials and fertilizers
increased, and it became harder to use them across large vegetable plots, Mr.
Manoharan realized he couldn’t risk his land, his family’s well-being, and while
he could have sourced manure from the plains, the surrounding farmers, who
were all practicing chemical farming, discouraged him from continuing with
organic methods. This made the decision even more challenging. He decided
to return to conventional farming (such as through chemical fertilizers) with
the hope of returning to organic methods in the near future. Thankfully, this
became a reality when he met the Center of Environment and Humanity. After
sharing his heartfelt thoughts and desires to switch back to the sustainable
practices upheld by his ancestors, they offered him collaboration, subsidized
inputs, and professional assistance.

At first, Mr. Manoharan gave a small portion of his farm land to test organic
farming. Initially, Mr.Manoharan faced skepticism from other farmers.
However, his faith and determination were stronger than his doubts. Under the
guidance of agricultural experts from CEH, he implemented practices such as
crop rotation, organic composting, using biochar, “Panchagavya” (natural pest
repellents made from garlic and neem oil), as well as, and water conservation
techniques in his new harvest. Gradually, as he observed visual changes like
increased flowering, size, and color vibrancy of the plants. Mr.Manoharan
became convinced of his land’s potential to recover. He also mentioned that his
younger son is interested in taking up agriculture as a profession in the future
and is already actively participating in farm work during holidays.

We decided to compare the number of flowers on samples grown with
pesticides and chemicals versus those cultivated using sustainable farming.
We noticed that in the first group, the number of flowers varied from 4 to
7, while in the second group, it ranged from 8 to 12 - indicating a significant
improvement in the harvest. In fact, the organic plot of green peas produced
approximately 1.8 times or 82% more flowers compared to the conventional
plot.

Mr.Manoharan’s journey is more than just a shift to organic farming - it is a
story of bravery and the power of a single voice to inspire change. At a time
when many were hesitant to abandon chemical-intensive methods, he chose
a path that demanded patience, resilience, and faith in nature despite initial
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uncertainty and skepticism from others. This decision shows his remarkable
courage. He not only transformed his own land but also became a source
of hope and learning for his community. By involving his younger son and
strengthening the next generation’s interest in farming, he’s planting the
seeds for lasting impact. Mr. Manoharan stands as a true hero in this story - a
reminder that meaningful change often starts with one bold step, taken by one
conscious person!



Beginning at the End

J. Blessy 7th
Zion Matriculation School.

The sky - the mighty king - draped in robes of blue,
Rides his cloudy chariot, across the land unknown.
Below, the gentle earth - a maiden dressed in green
Blushing — she spins with grace, and content smile.
Sky — he shows strength in thunders, and pouring rain,
Earth - she smiles softly finding content in its chill.
Among the hills, through forest veins,

She tries to hold this flowing rain,

Yet where the valleys once lay wide,

Now concrete rises, side by side.

The ponds that once stored sky’s bounty

Now, stacked high with building, no room for streams to pass.

The generous sky pours it all,

Bestows his gifts like a water fall,

But earth, his child, can find no space,

To hold his gift, to store his grace.

Behold the land: a jungle of concrete towers,

Miles of roads and machines scream past,

Their breath unclean, obscuring sight, in toxic sheen.
Why did our very breath turn to a terrible poison?

The scorching sun, now sears the skin, and burns deep within.

The wounded ozone can no more shield, the burning sun.
O Man, who fells the tree for gold,

Will you not relent and your hand withhold?

This world is not yours alone to claim, will you not learn?
All life desires, to thrive, to breathe, to feel secure.

Yet why do we humans who charge toward ruin obscure,
Awaken now, O man — and if you do not

Before the dawn breaks, it will turn to eternal night.
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