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Introduction
Kerala, nestled on India’s southwest coast and affectionately known as “God’s Own
Country,” is a land where lush backwaters, emerald paddy fields, and swaying coconut
palms create a vibrant tapestry of rural life. While travelers may be captivated by the
scenery and festivals, the heart of Kerala truly beats in its villages—places where
ancient traditions and everyday routines intertwine seamlessly. Here, beneath the
spreading shade of banyan trees, stories are shared, food is savored, and wisdom is
passed down through generations in ways both profound and everyday.

This book, Beneath the Banyan Tree: Everyday Life, Traditions, and Food in the
Villages of Kerala, India, offers an intimate exploration of these resilient rural
communities. Rather than focusing on fleeting tourist impressions, the pages ahead
invite you to slow down and experience Kerala at ground level. You’ll find yourself
walking the red earth paths between paddy fields at dawn, watching artisans spin coir
from coconut husk, and gathering on cool evenings as neighbors recount tales and
songs that shape identities. Alongside these moments, you’ll come to understand how
village life is sustained through ages—by adaptability, interwoven traditions, and
displays of warmth and hospitality that welcome every guest as family.

Within Kerala’s villages, life is not lived in isolation from nature but in harmony with it.
The cycles of the monsoon, the ebb and flow of rivers, and the annual rhythms of
planting and harvest govern daily activity. Homes are built to breathe in the humid air,
and food is seasoned by the climate and rich biodiversity of the land. Each village
reveals a microcosm of Kerala’s diverse heritage—where Hindus, Christians, and
Muslims pray and celebrate side by side, rituals are practiced beneath sacred trees,
and every meal is an act of connection: with ancestors, the landscape, and one
another.

Adapting to changing times, villagers have found creative ways to blend tradition with
progress. Education and migration have broadened horizons, while a respect for
sustainability and local knowledge ensures that ancient skills aren’t lost to modernity.
Whether you are curious about the stories traced in rice paddies and weaving sheds,
the influence of Ayurveda and spiritual practices, or the secret behind a perfect sadya,
this book offers both vivid storytelling and practical insights. Recipes, conversations,
and first-hand accounts provide entry points into a world both familiar in its humanity
and extraordinary in its particulars.

Above all, Beneath the Banyan Tree celebrates the harmony, resilience, and
generosity at the core of Kerala’s village life. It is an invitation to savor the everyday:
to notice the rhythm of a pestle against a stone, the laughter rising from a porch at
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dusk, and the way food—prepared with care and shared without reservation—holds a
community together. Through these pages, may you discover not only how the people
of Kerala have sustained their culture against the currents of change, but also fresh
inspiration for building stronger ties and more mindful lives wherever you may call
home.

Let us begin this journey together, walking into the shade of the banyan tree, where
the past and present meet in stories and flavors, and where the simple beauty of
village life shines most brightly.
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CHAPTER ONE: The Living Landscape: Geography
and Ecology of Kerala’s Villages
To truly appreciate life in Kerala’s villages, one must first understand the stage upon
which it unfolds: a remarkable landscape shaped by the Arabian Sea to the west and
the formidable Western Ghats to the east. This slender strip of land, roughly 590
kilometers long and varying from 35 to 120 kilometers in width, is a geographical
marvel, often affectionately called “God’s Own Country” for good reason. Its unique
topography has sculpted the daily routines, livelihoods, and even the very architecture
of its rural communities.

Imagine a journey from the coastal plains, relatively flat and teeming with life,
eastward towards the towering mountains. The coastal belt is a verdant carpet of
paddy fields and dense coconut groves, crisscrossed by an intricate network of
interconnected brackish canals, lakes, estuaries, and rivers. This watery world, known
as the Kerala Backwaters, is a defining feature of the region. Here, life revolves around
the rhythms of the tides and the gentle sway of the houseboats that glide silently
across the water. Further inland, the landscape subtly transforms into the midland
plains—a gentler terrain of rolling hills and shallow valleys. This region, with its slightly
higher elevation, still enjoys abundant water, contributing to the lushness that
blankets the state.

As you continue your journey eastward, the hills gradually give way to the majestic
Western Ghats, a continuous mountain wall that forms Kerala's eastern border. These
mountains average about 1,500 meters above sea level, with some peaks soaring to
around 2,500 meters. Anamudi, located in the Idukki district, stands as the highest
peak in South India, reaching an elevation of 2,695 meters. This dramatic elevation
change influences everything from climate patterns to agricultural practices, creating
distinct ecological zones within the state.

The Western Ghats are the birthplace of most of Kerala's rivers. Of the 44 rivers that
flow through the state, 41 are west-flowing, eventually emptying into the Arabian Sea.
These rivers, largely fed by monsoon rains, are typically small, averaging about 64
kilometers in length. Their modest size and lack of deltas make them particularly
vulnerable to environmental challenges such as sand mining and pollution. The
abundance of water, however, is a blessing, nourishing the land and supporting
diverse ecosystems.

Kerala's climate is predominantly tropical, characterized by heavy monsoon rains. This
rainfall dictates the agricultural calendar and influences traditional building practices.
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The architectural style of traditional homes in Kerala is a testament to this adaptation.
You’ll often find houses with long, steep roofs, designed to efficiently shed the
immense volume of water during the monsoons. These sloping roofs, sometimes
covered with clay tiles or palm leaves, extend beyond the walls, providing crucial
protection for the mud or timber structures from rain and direct sunlight. This design
also helps keep the interiors cool, a vital feature in Kerala's humid climate.

Many traditional homes, particularly the larger ones, are built around a central open
courtyard known as a nadumuttam. This courtyard serves as the heart of the house,
allowing natural light and ventilation to permeate the living spaces. It’s not just an
architectural feature; it's a living space, often used for religious and social activities,
and sometimes even has a retractable shading system to control light and rain. The
design of these homes, adhering to ancient sciences of carpentry like Thatchu Shastra
and principles of Vastu, aims for harmony with nature.

The materials used in traditional Kerala architecture are almost entirely locally
sourced and eco-friendly, reflecting a deep respect for the environment. Granite, wood
(especially teak), clay, laterite stone, and palm leaf covers are commonly employed.
Laterite stone, a reddish, earthy material, is frequently used for walls, often bonded
with a mixture of mud and cow dung. The emphasis on sustainable practices is evident
in every aspect of construction, from the choice of materials to the design that
maximizes natural ventilation and lighting, reducing the need for artificial resources.
Even the flooring in some traditional homes, like the Athangudi tiles from a village in
Tamil Nadu, is known for its sustainability and beautiful aging process.

The layout of these homes often features detached buildings rather than the row
houses seen elsewhere, further emphasizing the connection to the surrounding land.
Verandahs, or open porches, are another common feature, providing a shaded outdoor
living space that offers protection from the sun and rain while promoting ventilation.
These spaces often include built-in seating, creating informal gathering areas for
families and visitors alike. It's a design philosophy that blurs the lines between indoors
and outdoors, making the home feel like an extension of the lush environment.

Life in Kerala's villages is intrinsically tied to the land and its resources. The vibrant
tapestry of swaying paddy fields, lush coconut palm groves, and serene backwaters
are not just scenic backdrops; they are the very arteries of rural existence. This
intimate connection fosters a lifestyle that emphasizes sustainable practices, such as
organic farming and rainwater harvesting, born out of generations of living in harmony
with nature. Villagers understand the delicate balance of their ecosystem and strive to
maintain it.

While the pace of life in these villages is often described as slower and more rustic, it's
far from isolated. Most villages have essential amenities, including post offices,
government-run kindergartens, schools, and community centers. Convenience stores
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cater to daily needs, and state highways often pass through these areas, providing bus
services to nearby towns and cities. Access to healthcare centers and quality doctors
is generally available, bridging the gap between traditional living and modern
necessities.

The resilience of Kerala's villages is particularly evident in their ability to adapt to
natural challenges. The state is prone to natural hazards like landslides, floods, and
droughts. The memory of the 2018 floods, the worst in nearly a century, and the 2004
Indian Ocean tsunami, which significantly affected the Kerala coast, serves as a
constant reminder of nature's power. Yet, the communities here demonstrate
remarkable fortitude, rebuilding and preserving their way of life with an unwavering
spirit.

This interwoven relationship with the environment shapes not only the physical
landscape but also the cultural and social fabric of Kerala's villages. The geography
dictates what can be cultivated, what crafts can be practiced, and how communities
are structured. It influences the very air that is breathed and the flavors that define
the local cuisine. Understanding this living landscape is the first step in truly
appreciating the rich tapestry of daily life, traditions, and food that unfolds beneath
the banyan tree.
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