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‘This forest is our guru’ 
“Wolfgang said ‘this forest is our guru’,” Seshan

explained. Three generations of “rainforest gardeners” -
women from local villages in the hot and humid Kerala
state - have worked with botanists to build up the sanctu-
ary. Dressed in big boots - to protect against cobras and
the pitiless insects - and brightly colored tunics, their hair
tied under scarves, the women put in long days in the
forests, the sanctuary’s greenhouses and its nursery.

They replant the suffering flora, sift compost and seeds
and make a malodorous natural pesticide from cow urine.
“We have between 30 and 40 percent of the Western
Ghats flora under conservation here,” added Seshan. The
work is becoming increasingly crucial. The region won its
UNESCO listing in 2012 in part because it is one of the
world’s biodiversity hotspots, but in its 2020 World Heritage

Outlook report, the IUCN warned of the threat of encroach-
ing human activity and habitat loss.

It said: “50 million people are estimated to live in the
Western Ghats region, resulting in pressures that are
orders of magnitude greater than many protected areas
around the world.” Seshan, who has worked at the sanctu-
ary for 28 years, has seen things deteriorate first hand. She
recalled: “When I came here plastic was still not a part of
our culture. I remember when Wolfgang found the first
plastic bag in the river, he said: ‘civilization has arrived’.”

Transplant success 
Fighting off bloodsucking leeches that thrive in the

humidity, the rainforest gardeners tend to a multitude of
endangered ferns, flowers and herbs that grow around the
rocks and in the shade of tropical trees. The small plants of

Replanted grass grows on a hillock at Gurukula Botanical Sanctuary (GBS) situated in the Western Ghat mountains in Kerala’s
Wayanad District.

Laly Joseph points to an epiphytic plant growing on a tree at the GBS in Kerala’s Wayanad District. Laly Joseph replants an epiphytic plant on a tree at the GBS, in
Kerala’s Wayanad District.


