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Flowing Terrain

The Stream Walks is a year-long (2021-22) project that was done with Masilamani and a group of Marudam school students, where they
followed streams from Annamalai and neighbouring hills into lakes, revealing how water shapes vegetation, associated birds and animals, and
microclimates along its path.

Stream walks guided by Masilamani'’s intimate knowledge of the terrain become moments of discovery, where dense evergreen corridors emerge
unexpectedly within dry landscapes. Over fifteen stream walks, the team discovered remarkable ecological diversity, especially the rich, evergreen
vegetation unique to stream corridors, shaped by water availability, grazing, firewood extraction, and fire. Accounts from Punal Kaadu, Vediappan
Valley, Adi Annamalai, Parvati Peak, and Sitlingi highlight how dramatically the land transforms across seasons. Water is experienced through
movement, access, sound, and time, emphasising learning as something that happens by walking, observing, and being with nature.

These walks became a way of learning through immersion. For twenty weeks, students and teachers returned every Wednesday, beginning at
the base of waterfalls and moving upward, sometimes crawling through thorny thickets to follow streams into the hill. In the first round, the
streambeds were dry. Later, with the rains, the same channels began to flow again, revealing how dramatically the landscape shifts with the
season.

Much of this journey was made possible through the guidance of Masilamani, whose deep familiarity with the terrain opened access through
dense forest and hidden streambeds. His knowledge of where water originates, how it moves, and where it gathers shaped the learning itself.
Along the stream corridors, evergreen trees appear within otherwise thorny dry forests. The air cools, the vegetation changes, and a distinct
microclimate forms. Rare birds such as the fan-tailed flycatcher can be seen here, reminding us that water creates habitats as much as it creates
flow.

To walk with streams is to witness how a mountain holds rain, how water enters soil, emerges as springs, becomes small currents, then waterfalls,
then lakes linked across the terrain. Drawing from sustained field engagement within the water project, this work transforms ecological observation
into a layered visual narrative. Through attentive line, material texture, and spatial composition, it traces the movement of water, soil, birds, plant
life, and micro-habitats.

Being With Nature
Acrylic, colour pencils, handmade paper, Ink, and synthetic resin on leather sheet.




Water shapes everything on Annamalai Hill. It determines where forests return, where animals gather, and how life moves through seasons. Over
more than twenty years, rainfall records have begun to show a gradual increase in precipitation, unfolding alongside sustained afforestation, fire
control, and long-term ecological restoration.

Water does not remain on the hill. It travels outward through slopes, streams, and valleys, flowing into eris, the traditional water bodies that hold
and distribute seasonal rains. Stream walks traced these pathways across Annamalai and neighbouring ranges, following connections between
flowing water, riparian vegetation, and the presence of birds and other wildlife. Along the hill's streams and water bodies, macrohabitats emerge
that support small birds, snakes, frogs, fish, water bugs, insects, and other forms of activity clustered around moisture and flow.

We had explored the streams of Arunachala hill quite a bit. The fact is, none of them actually had any water flowing in them. The rains were not enough
for the streams to start flowing. There was a growing, if unstated feeling of wanting to actually experience a flowing stream.

After a few weeks of this we left the hill and went to a stream flowing of the Kavuthi hills. When we left the road and entered the forests, we didn’t know
what was awaiting us. All of a sudden we turn a corner, and there was a flowing stream in front of us. Of course, Maasila anna knew this all along and
was leading us there. There was eruption of joy on entering the stream. We immediately came across and interesting large crab in the water which we
all studied and photographed quite a bit.

On either side of the stream was the verdant valley — a sort of tree savannah. Lots of lemon grass with trees sprinkled in regular intervals. While there
were a variety of trees, it was predominated by a particular tree called Anogeissus latifolia. Nammai in Tamil. This tree is found in small numbers on
the adjacent Arunachala hill. Here it felt more like a Nammai grove. The tree is known to prefer growing in family thickets with a mother tree and an
associated group of its kin around.

We were unable to walk through the stream bed as it was too thorny. So, we walked by the side of the stream. As we neared the hill, the vegetation got
denser. Soon we were crawling.

Kumar Anna, our project’s artist — bird watcher had said right at the start that we could expect to see the Spot breasted fantail in this habitat. | couldn't
believe that such a rare bird which he himself had seen only three times in the past decade would be there. | was blown when through the next few hours
we spotted no less than 4 fantails. The birds delighted the children by flying around and doing its typical fantail action quite unmindful of us. Also got
to see Tawny bellied babblers.

We observed many tree species we hadn't seen on our previous walks. We saw Lepisanthes, Cleisanthus, Cassine glauca, Alangium in good numbers.
Also lots of the climber Todalia asiatica and shrubs Allophyllus cobbe. This in addition to all the usual vegetation.

As we walked towards the hills, the vegetation got denser and more varied. Suddenly, we came across a check dam, and there was water flowing around
it. This point marked the entry into the valley. We were in a hidden valley between two folds of the small hill range. It was shaped like an elongated
bowl, the type traditional vaidyas use for grinding the herbs and medicines together with a pestle. Or like a dugout canoe but with fat sides. We were
welcomed into the valley with a sighting of the White-rumped shama and hearing its delightful singing.

It has given us a glimpse into how much a space can change through different months in a year. What it will feel like for a tree along the bed to experience
the scorching summer, the occasional rains post summer followed by flooding and having to withstand strong water currents in the following months....
how does it cope with these varied pressures?

We were walking inside a green corridor with no sight of the sun above. It was all so dense and green. We gradually began to recognise the species.
The most common tree was “Atalantia monophylla”. Prior to this | hadn’t known that it is such a water loving species. In many places we had to crawl!
through the vegetation.
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