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Introduction

Where does myth end and reality begin in the living tapestry that is Kerala? To the
casual observer, Kerala exists as a verdant postcard: endless backwaters glinting
beneath coconut trees, graceful women in gold-edged sarees moving through temple
courtyards, elephants adorned for festivals, and fishermen pushing dugout canoes into
the Arabian Sea. These images—at once enchanting and enduring—certainly belong to
Kerala. Yet, beneath the shade of the banyan, beneath layers of history and modern
ambition, Kerala unveils a far more complex and compelling story.

This book was born out of a lifelong engagement with Kerala—a place | have
inhabited, questioned, cherished, and occasionally found perplexing. As someone
fortunate enough to live as both insider and observer, | invite you to travel with me
beyond clichés and gloss: past the perfumed promise of spice plantations and the
gloss of tourist brochures, deep into the rhythms, contradictions, and wonders of daily
life in "God’s Own Country." Here, ancient customs and futuristic dreams mingle,
yielding new cultural forms and unexpected alliances. It is this living, breathing
mosaic—restless, resilient, and always evolving—that calls out for a closer look.

Much of what is written about India, even in the era of social media, skims the
surface—returning to well-worn stereotypes about spirituality, poverty, and exoticism.
Kerala’s own international reputation is full of paradoxes. To outsiders, it appears
idyllic but ineffably foreign; to Indians elsewhere, it is an outlier—exceptional in
literacy, longevity, and social indices, mysterious in its matrilineal heritage, and often
held up as a model of progressive governance. But behind statistics and slogans,
Kerala is above all a place of people—each with their hopes, doubts, and irrepressible
stubbornness in the face of change.

Beneath the Banyan is a journey through these layers. We will begin with the
physical—a land shaped by the monsoons and the sea, by mountains and mangroves
that crisscross its heart. We will move through its public spaces and private rituals,
peering into kitchens fragrant with curry leaves, listening-in on spirited arguments in
crowded tea stalls, and attending houseboat weddings and street protests alike. We
will encounter families who still tell stories of matriarchs who once ruled with a firm
but loving hand, and we will meet youth imagining futures forged in code and digital
commerce.

Over the course of these chapters, you will meet a Kerala which is global yet fiercely
local, modern but anchored in tradition, progressive and yet conservative in its own
ways. You will see how the old and the new—be it in dance, medicine, food, or
family—are not adversaries, but partners in a daily negotiation. From religious
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coexistence to gender dynamics, from the enduring power of art to the growing pains
of migration and environmental threats, Kerala’s story is at once rooted in history and
impatient for tomorrow.

My hope is that by the end of our journey together, some of Kerala’s magic, defiance,
humor, and wisdom will linger with you—whether you intend to visit, return, or simply
imagine from afar. Step in, and let us begin: stately, sprawling, full of secrets, life
beneath the banyan waits to be unveiled.
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CHAPTER ONE: Land of Lush Contrasts: Kerala’s
Geography and Monsoons

To understand Kerala, one must first grasp the land itself. Not merely its political
boundaries or its population density, but its very physical being: the way the Western
Ghats tumble down to the Arabian Sea, the intricate lacework of its backwaters, and
the relentless, life-giving pulse of its monsoons. This isn't just scenery; it's the crucible
in which Kerala's unique culture and way of life have been forged.

Imagine standing at the edge of the Arabian Sea, feeling the warm, salty air on your
face. To your east, a thin strip of land, rarely more than 120 kilometers wide, stretches
north to south for nearly 580 kilometers. This is Kerala. Turn inland, and within a
relatively short distance, the terrain begins to climb, transitioning from flat coastal
plains, through undulating midlands, to the dramatic peaks of the Western Ghats, an
ancient mountain range that acts as Kerala's spine and its natural boundary with
neighboring states.

This geographical compression creates an astonishing biodiversity and a varied
climate within a small area. One can wake up to the sound of waves on a palm-fringed
beach, drive a couple of hours inland to find themselves amidst sprawling tea
plantations clinging to mist-shrouded hills, and then descend into dense rainforests
teeming with life. This vertical ascent from sea level to over 2,695 meters at Anamudi,
the highest peak in South India, means that Kerala experiences microclimates that
range from humid tropical along the coast to cooler, more temperate conditions in the
highlands.

The coastal belt is a study in contrasts: bustling fishing villages where the day begins
with the rhythmic pull of nets, sleepy hamlets where life revolves around the coconut
palm, and burgeoning cities like Kochi, sprawling and ambitious, with their modern
infrastructure and constant hum of traffic. Here, the land is flat, fertile, and deeply
interconnected by a network of rivers and estuaries.

Moving into the midlands, the landscape becomes a gentle undulation of rubber
plantations, spice gardens, and paddy fields. This is the heartland of Kerala’s
agriculture, where the air is thick with the scent of pepper, cardamom, and ginger.
Small towns and villages dot the landscape, each with its own character, often
centered around a temple, church, or mosque, reflecting the state’s multi-religious
fabric. The houses here are often nestled amongst lush greenery, providing a respite
from the tropical sun.
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And then, the Western Ghats. These ancient mountains are not just a geological
feature; they are the guardians of Kerala’s ecological wealth. Their slopes are draped
in dense evergreen forests, home to elephants, tigers, and a staggering array of plant
and bird species. This region is also the source of Kerala’s numerous rivers, which
snake their way down to the plains, irrigating the land and sustaining livelihoods. The
air here is noticeably cooler, often misty, and the silence is broken only by the chirping
of crickets or the distant call of a bird.

But perhaps the most defining geographical feature of Kerala is its intricate network of
backwaters. This labyrinthine system of interconnected canals, lakes, and estuaries
runs almost parallel to the Arabian Sea, creating a unique aquatic highway. These
aren't just scenic waterways; they are living arteries, providing livelihoods for fishing
communities, serving as transportation routes, and sustaining a fragile ecosystem of
unique flora and fauna. Life on the backwaters moves at a different pace, dictated by
the ebb and flow of the tides, and the rhythm of the oar.

This geographical diversity, however, is unified by one overarching force: the
monsoon. It is impossible to speak of Kerala’s geography without acknowledging the
monsoon, for it is the very breath of the land. The southwest monsoon, locally known
as Edavappathi because it arrives in mid-May or early June, transforms Kerala. Before
its arrival, the land can feel parched, the air heavy and still. But when the first drops
fall, a collective sigh seems to rise from the earth.

The monsoon isn’t just rain; it's a dramatic performance. The sky darkens with an
intensity that can be almost alarming, the wind picks up, and then, a deluge. It rains
not in gentle showers, but in sheets, sometimes for hours, sometimes for days on end.
The world outside becomes a blur of grey and green, the sound of water drumming on
rooftops a constant companion. Rivers swell, paddy fields become shimmering lakes,
and the air becomes thick with the scent of wet earth and growing things.

While the monsoon brings relief and replenishment, it also brings challenges. Roads
can become waterlogged, transportation can be disrupted, and occasionally, the rains
are so relentless that they lead to flooding, a recurring issue that Kerala has learned to
live with, and increasingly, adapt to. The floods of 2018 and 2019, for instance, were a
stark reminder of the delicate balance between the life-giving and destructive power
of the monsoon.

Yet, despite the occasional hardships, the monsoon is universally welcomed. It is the
lifeblood of Kerala's agriculture, crucial for the cultivation of rice, spices, and rubber. It
rejuvenates the land, washes away the dust of the dry season, and fills the rivers and
reservoirs. It transforms the landscape into an even more vibrant shade of green, and
the air, once heavy, becomes crisp and clean. The sound of rain on a tin roof, the sight
of children splashing in puddles, the vibrant green of new growth - these are the
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indelible images of the Kerala monsoon.

Beyond the southwest monsoon, Kerala also experiences the northeast monsoon, or
Thulavarsham, in October and November. While less intense, it brings its own share of
showers, often accompanied by thunder and lightning, adding another layer to the
state’s annual hydrological cycle. This ensures that Kerala remains a largely evergreen
land, perpetually refreshed by the skies.

The interplay of these geographical features and the monsoons has profoundly shaped
Kerala's way of life. The abundance of water and fertile land has historically supported
a largely agrarian society. The proximity to the sea has fostered a maritime culture
and facilitated trade routes that connected Kerala to distant lands for centuries,
bringing in new ideas, religions, and goods. The mountains have provided both
protection and a unique ecosystem, influencing everything from traditional medicine
to local folklore.

Even the architecture reflects this climatic and geographical reality. Traditional
nalukettu and tharavadu homes, with their open courtyards and intricate woodwork,
were designed to embrace the monsoon, channeling rainwater and allowing for natural
ventilation. Today, even modern homes in Kerala often incorporate elements that
acknowledge the heat and humidity, with large windows, verandas, and often, lush
gardens that bring the outdoors in.

The rhythm of life in Kerala is intrinsically tied to these natural cycles. Festivals often
coincide with harvest seasons or the arrival of the monsoon. Daily routines are
influenced by the sun and the rain. Even the language, Malayalam, has a rich
vocabulary to describe the nuances of rain, wind, and the various shades of green. To
live in Kerala is to live in constant dialogue with its land and its weather.

It is this profound connection to the natural world that gives Kerala much of its
character. The lushness isn't just aesthetic; it's a lived experience. The humidity can
be stifling, the sun intense, the rain relentless, but without these elements, Kerala
would not be Kerala. It is a land that demands respect for its power and rewards
patience with its bounty. As we delve deeper into the everyday wonders of this state,
remember this fundamental truth: beneath the banyan, the very earth and sky dictate
the terms of existence, shaping everything from the food on the plate to the stories
whispered at dusk.
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