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tAlES
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Amongst Hyderabad’s oldest residents are three trees which are 
highly regarded by its former and present citizens. The species are a 

300-year old tamarind tree near Osmania hospital (Tamarindus indica; 
colloq. masiha, i.e. saviour), a 500-year old Baobab (Adansonia digitata; 
colloq. Hathiyan-ka-jhaad i.e. Elephants’ tree, at Naya Qila, Golconda)  
and a 800-year old Banyan (Ficus benghalensis; colloq. Pillalamarri, i.e. 
children’s banyan tree at Mahbubnagar). These trees lie on an imaginary 
transect traversing 100 km over a two billion-year old terrain and 
represent fragments of the city’s natural history over the last 
800 years. They also form a repository 
of facts and stories. Three of  
such are narrated along 
with their placement 
within a brief 
timeline related 
to the natural 
environs around 
Hyderabad.
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The little girl now climbed over the outstretched branch, held aloft on by her 
father as the mother, and grandmother watched.

Musi was special. Everybody wanted to be alongside her. The Qutb Shahi 
sultans had lined her edges with gardens on her southern bank. Musi re-
flected their respect for water. After them, the Mughals under Aurangzeb 
and the Asaf Jahi dynasty looked at Musi with lesser degrees of interest. In 
between these dynastic shifts, a plague had ravaged the land, Musi had flood-
ed twice in 200 years and the gardens had become farms if not crumbling 
wastelands. I recall that we tamarind trees were planted along with mangoes 
in an attempt to balance agro-economics and riverbank erosion, well before 
the start of the Asaf Jahi rule (1724 CE). This foresight would fortify people 
in another famine in 1751.

Timelines

1163 CE: Kakatiya rule begins 
under Prataparudra I

c. 1217 CE: Pillalamarri emerges 
at present day Mahbub Nagar. 
Eventual size c. 2001 (21st century) 
= 3 acres

1396-1407 CE: Durga Devi famine 
ravages central India

1430 CE: Bahmani Sultanate 
established at Bidar, 150km 
northwest of Hyderabad

1460 CE: Damaji Pant famine

1492 CE: Bahmani kingdom starts 
to disintegrate

c. 1510 CE: Hathiyan-ka-jhaad 
(baobab tree) grows on the 
outskirts of the fort

1512 CE: Qutb Shahi dynasty 
begins. Golconda mud fort 
becomes seat of empire

1591 CE: Hyderabad established 
along the banks of the Musi by 
Muhammad Quli

1631 CE: First record of Great Musi 
Flood

1655 CE: Forest cover estimated at 
30-33% across India

1656 CE: Naya Qila built at 
base of Golconda; Bagh–i-Qutb 
constructed

1687-89 CE: Mughal rule under 
Aurangzeb. Qutb Shahi dynasty 
ends.

1682-93 CE: Plague and famines in 
peninsular India

c. 1717: Tamarind trees planted 
along the Musi

1831 CE: Musi floods. Chaderghat 
bridge under construction

1880 CE: Famine Codes 
established,

1901 CE: Famine Commission 
established

1903 CE: Musi floods; moderate 
intensity

1908 CE: Musi floods ‘parson ki 
tughyani’. Hyderabad Residency 
flooded. Osmania Hospital under 
construction

Masiha (Tamarindus indica) stands in the Afzal 
park of the osmania General Hospital on the 
banks of river Musi

Hathiyan-ka-jhaad (Adansonia digitata) in 
Naya Qila, Golconda
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At the turn of the twentieth century our beloved Nizam Osman Ali Khan 
was negotiating with the British Residents about the development of civic 
infrastructure. A people-centric ruler, he would finance ventures such as the 
Osmania General Hospital…my neighbour. On that fateful day, 28 Septem-
ber 1908, Musi breached her banks creating panic amongst those gathered 
here at the Osmania Hospital construction site. 

She had the right to give it back to those who had defiled and ravaged her. 
But that little girl struggling to climb on me, had nothing to do with any of 
this. Unlike rivers, we trees are duty bound to nurture and protect. As the 
water swelled, the number of climbers rose. 5, 10, 50...150. Now Musi started 
attacking my roots saturating the soil around me, knowing well that I will 
choke in excess water. Purana Pul was the only link that eventually survived 
the Musi, all other bridges were washed away.

For the next few days, as Musi ebbed and life returned to some semblance 
of order, people held on to me, unwilling to let go. Musi and I parted ways 
afterward never to meet again as she was partially contained by the design of 
a highly regarded engineer - M. Visveswaraya.

For a few years thereafter, the girl came regularly to see me. Her parting 
wish was that the man she was betrothed to, would match me in heart and 
spirit. As for Musi’s rage... the flood soon became ‘parson–ki-tughiyani’ (the 
deluge of day-before-yesterday).

Masiha gracefully acknowledges due 
recognition by wearing a wooden plaque. 
Message on the plaque reads: “This tree saved 
the lives of about 150 persons in the great 
Moosi flood of 1908”.

Hatiyan-ka-jhaad (Adansonia digitata) 
occupies the foreground of Masjid-e-Mullah 
Khayali in Naya Qila, Golconda

The baobab’s branches resemble the trunks of 
elephants huddled together
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II

The little girl now climbed over the outstretched branch, held aloft on by her 
father as the mother, and grandmother watched.

Andar jaane ke waastey hallu se utro (descend slowly to get inside). These 
words have been uttered over a few centuries as people have tried to access 
the large cavity in my trunk. Once inside their sense of wonder is nearly com-
plete. The cavity is a room large enough to hold ten to fifteen people. The 

opening, being from the top gives complete 
camouflage. Some called me Kharasani imli, 
others baobab, but hathiyan-ka-jhaad seems 
to be the favourite these days. My trunk 
has flared at places over the centuries and 
now resembles a cluster of elephants with 
their snouts up in the air. The site caretaker 
feeds visitors’ imagination by asking them 
to observe through one’s eyes rather than 
see through cameras.

Some people suggest that I share my birth 
with that of the Qutb Shahi dynasty in 1512 
CE. But I do recall existing in wilderness 
for some time until Ibrahim Qutb Shah 
completed the Naya Qila around me in 1565 
CE. The noted poet and calligrapher Mulla 
Khayali dedicated a small mosque next to 
me. Soldiers from the adjoining fortifica-
tion and gardeners of the Bagh-i-Naya Qila 
would come visiting in the time thereafter. 
Another small garden that once existed 
nearby stands erased from the ground and 
from my memory. Its nocturnal fragrance is 
an enduring memory.

I often overhear talks of how the city has 
changed. It is no longer called Bagh-Nagar apparently, so I surmise that 

green the cover has shrunk over the centuries. Yet I see gardens as being 
the prerogative of the elite. The grounds where a golf course now sits, used 
to be wilderness and a zone for shikaar and a camping ground for hunt par-
ties. Even now commoners are not allowed to enter this place. The more the 
times change, the more they remain the same.

Both the Bagh-i-Naya Qila and I have survived erasure, her struggles be-
ing more difficult than mine. We have more stories to tell, but where are the 
listeners?
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III

The little girl now climbed over the outstretched branch, held aloft on by 
her father as the mother, and grandmother watched.

My branches have been the playground for many a child for the last 
800 years. Time has christened me ‘pillalamarri’ – children’s banyan 
tree. It is a name that only humans could have given me. The birds, 
ants, the occasional snake and many other insects that made me their 
home, did they have a name for me as well?

The peon from the archaeological museum across the road, comes here 
everyday to enjoy his afternoon meals. A history buff, his banter re-
freshes my memory and 800 years is a long time. A few decades earlier, 
this area was Rukmammapeta. Strangely, I do not recall that name but 
certainly remember an earlier one - Cholawadi - land belonging to 
the Cholas. This middle-of-nowhere place was once at the core of the 
Satavahana empire and later became a part of the Chalukyan empire. 
According to my friend, my origins likely date to the reign of Gana-
pathi Deva – the successor to the great Kakatiya king, Prataparudra I. 

The two sarcophagi near the large cavity in my once-dense canopy be-
long to two Sufis- Hazrat Syed Shah Jamaal Hussain Chishti (RA) and 
Hazrat Syed Shah Kamaal Hussain Chishti (RA). People still come to 
pay respects to them. Till a few years ago, women from the nearby vil-
lage used to come and pray to me for an offspring. I have seen people 
come here with a great sense of faith even during the many famines 
that gripped the region in the last 800 years. 

Man has a strange urge to fix things which are not broken and ignore 
things which need attention. An attempt to make my location a tourist 
destination has seen the land around me being backfilled, paved and 
planted with a golden green-looking shrub which does not seem to be 
from these parts. I heard a couple of botany students pointing out that 
neem and eucalyptus trees were taking up the void left in my canopy. 
People also speculate that I was the centre of a great forest now gone. 
Till about fifteen years ago, my lush canopy fooled travellers into be-
lieving there was a great emerald oasis in this dry scrub land.

Today, I am called an icon of Mahbubnagar, named after Nizam Mah-
bub Ali Khan. People still look at me and say, ‘Nothing grows below a 
banyan tree’. I wonder about this because I have heard of a prince who 
became a monk and changed the world. He apparently gave his first 
sermon under a marri chettu like me. Kings and sultans have come and 
gone, but that monk’s teachings grew beyond his lifetime.

Low lying, outstretched branches of 
Pillalamarri which spread across 3 acres

Largest trunk – Probably the main trunk of 
Pillalamarri / Peerlamarri (Ficus benghalensis) 
at Mahbubnagar
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