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FOREWORD

Sacred Groves represent an ancient Indian conservation tradition, 

protected by local people out of reverence and respect, fear and 

sentiment. They are the home of the local fl ora and fauna, a 

veritable gene pool and a mini biosphere reserve. Within these 

groves are locked ancient secrets of herbs and traditional medicine, 

primitive practices of sorcery and magic.

The Sacred Groves were the home of the Mother Goddess and 

her warriors, a spirit world to which people offered terracotta 

fi gures, particularly horses on which Ayyanar rode around the 

village at night.

Conservation, both at the macro or the micro levels, is essential 

for our survival. The take over of forests by the various State 

Governments has not been very successful, as it has alienated the 

people who have conserved them for years. On the other hand, 

when local communities have preserved their natural resources by 

setting a system of rules and taboos, it has very effectively preserved 

the same resources. The sacred groves are one such example.

India has a great tradition of conservation of natural resources. 

Reverence for rivers and lakes kept them clean, the sanctity attached 

to hills and mountains kept intact, the belief in the divinity of 

living organisms - people, animals and plants - preserved the 

forests and maintained the intricate web of life. Unfortunately, 

this reverence has been insulted and overshadowed by a system of 

development which is alien to Indian culture. If one single strand 

of the web is broken, the web collapses. As we pump sewage into 

the Ganga, deforest the hills for tea estates and destroy forests 

for paper industries, we are left with the problem of diminishing 

natural resources.
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There has been a certain amount of debate as to whether the 

sacred groves should be brought under the Forest Department. 

This would be disastrous as it would alienate local people and 

present community conservation efforts would vanish. What is 

necessary is a National Policy which would recognise sacred groves 

as a mark of traditional Indian culture, respecting social and 

religious sentiments and as the repository of rural biodiversity, 

and ensure that their present status as community property will 

be inalienable for all time.

Mr.M. Amirthalingam has done yeoman’s service in surveying 

the sacred groves of Tamilnadu. He personally visited all the groves 

which he has listed and took detailed fl oristic surveys of some of 

them. While there are undoubtedly many more, the present survey 

gives us a very good picture of the nature and characteristics of 

the kovilkaadugal of Tamilnadu. It requires the dedication and 

efforts of young people like Mr. Amirthalingam to study and 

record the wealth of the groves for future generations.
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