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Our ‘adda’ does brisk business. We never suffer low spirits 
or bootlegger-trouble though we do operate from a ‘dry’ 
state. In fact, what began as a pilot plant in the backyard, 

grew to develop offshoots across our neighbourhood. No publicity 
needed either, to tempt in the steady flow of customers! They crawl 
in under the gates, leap walls, or simply drop out of the sky. 

Ankle deep in russets, corduroy browns, and shocking pink, 
the ‘Udumbar’ (Sanskrit) or ‘Gular’ (Hindi/Urdu) grows in a steam 
of its own ferment leaning against our compound wall like a 
voluptuous yakshini. ‘Umri’ (in the language of the Bhil tribe from 
Banswara, Rajasthan), our wild fig tree, is patronized by an eclectic 
clientele—birds, beasts, and humans.

Figs are poked, pecked, and flung from trunk, and branches, 
where they cluster, weaving a thick carpet beneath. With equal 
speed a workforce of ants, beetles, earthworms, grubs, etc., unravel 
its gaudy fabric as they wheel the broken fruit to underground 
factories. For a week every month the house reeks of spilled liquor. 
To step into the garden is to wade into a pot of afternoon-toddy.

“Oh, so you have an Athi in your garden!” exclaimed an 
acquaintance as she began to recall her hometown, Coorg, and the 
wild fig trees grown there to shade coffee plantations. “Buffaloes 
too are fed its fruit to increase milk-yield, and yet”, she giggled, 
“to be called an Athi, is to be compared to a very beautiful, very 
indolent, woman!”

Some of those who frequent our ‘Shebeen’1 are no larger than 
particles of light. The tiny fig wasp that lays its eggs in the raw 
fig is one such. When it ripens and bursts, the adult wasps crowd 
out from its plush interiors like an after-show mob at the movies. 
In search of insects numerous feathered creatures flicker among 
the leaves, performing dizzy acrobatics—the black-and-yellow 
songster—iora, tailorbird, wren-warbler, and fantail-flycatcher.

Rosy pastors arrive by the bus-load—like a wedding party 
descending in a din of excitement followed by much feasting, 
yelling, grooming, and generally hanging out. Butterscotch, and 
sooty black—members of the ‘Starling’ family—they emigrate 
from Eastern Europe where they breed in summer. Their CVs claim 
they are some of the greediest locust eaters of India. 

On any odd day one can spot a number of garden lizards tip-
toeing up the Umra’s trunk. They grow pale upon its branches, 
blush in a cluster of figs, or scuttle with gaping mouth after moths. 
In hot pursuit of the lizards come the crow-pheasants, fondly 
known as ‘Dholku’ (country drum) after it’s resonating call.

Our tavern stays open all night for flying foxes. These large 
fruit bats descend in a flourish of designer capes. In the morning 

one can pick, from the ground below, an odd assortment of raw 
guavas, badam, jamun, or mango smuggled in from neighbouring 
gardens, and chewed at leisure— hanging upside-down by the 
toes, that is.

Green pigeons, elusive residents of the forests, disguise 
themselves in the leaf-shadows of the Umri. They feed on figs 
in groups of twenty or thirty, and take care to remain incognito. 
Nothing will betray their presence but a seductive—‘coo-ee?’ A 
sneeze is enough to scatter them in a flash of yellow feet, olive 
wings.

A curious phenomenon sweeps over our tree every year 
around the time of the Navratri festival—mid-September to 
mid-October. A rain of brown, sand-sized droppings covers the 
floor of the garden. If one listens carefully, a whisper is audible 
in the canopy. Minimize a thousand-fold the sound of a person 
going through a packet of chips, and you will comprehend the 
sound. It is the murmur of a tree full of wild silk-moth caterpillars 
systematically chewing up all the leaves. 

At first we watched in horror as the tree lost most of its foliage. 
But the bare tree provided excellent views of cuckoos, and golden 
orioles that relish the caterpillars. Soon all the leaves that survived 
the holocaust were covered with bright green pupae. The next 
act in this mesmerising natural drama was a spectacular show 
in aerodynamics as the pupae metamorphosed into adult moths 
that emerged on transparent wings. The sky above the Umri was 
fragmented by thousands of glassy shards. Bee-eaters caught 
them from wires under the glare of the sun, drongos stationed 
themselves on the topmost branches, and flycatchers chased 
them from the shade of the tree, swiveling their heads from side 
to side as if watching a tennis match. After an entire month, the 
Umri restored every single leaf, and behaved as if nothing had 
happened.

 Living next to this Ficus glomerata is like having the Great 
Gatsby as one’s neighbour. It was at one of its famous orgies that 
we spotted our first minivet. I had never seen such a shade of 
vermillion in a bird before!

Langurs adore the fruit. After gorging themselves, they fill 
up the staircase to our terrace—one on each step—in a daze of 
inaction, most un-monkey like.

A feral pig too was a regular for some months, sleeping off the 
high under the tree, and lurching out every evening.

Yet it was the coppersmith that was most addicted to fig 
popping. She came to us in a CD container after being rescued 
from a bowl of sambar at a sit-out eatery. Her constant refrain of 
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1. Irish illicit liquor den.

‘toonk, toonk, toonk,’ could only be silenced by a bit of fresh fig 
pushed far down her beak. By the time she could fly I had been 
conditioned to utter a ‘toonk’ at the very sight of a fig!

A friend from Dahod had a similar story to tell. As a child 
he had wandered from his tribal village into the jungles near his 
home, and could not be traced for days. Had he not fed on Umri 
figs he would not have survived to tell the tale. As he ran his hand 
down the tree’s rotund trunk, one could see he owed his life to 
the tree, as did the little coppersmith. He went on to list the many 
medicinal uses of the tree. Its milky sap is fed to lactating mothers, 
used as a mouthwash to cure ulcers, the raw berries cooked as a 
sabji or turned into country liquor. For the tribal, one tree is like 
the local supermarket but one that continues to feed them even 
in times of famine. He also showed us how the tree’s roots cross 
their knees and form a lap-shape under the earth.

This tree, planted near a source of stagnant water in need of 
drying up, can mop up this waste at great speed and convert it 
into a life force, oxygen. Built along the lines of a banyan, the Umri 
though has no supporting arial roots. Grown close to a source 
of water it can attain large proportions. This obesity it combats 
by distributing the excess weight to higher branches, so that it 

balances itself with a long heavy crossbar, the same way a tightrope 
artist does. I leave to your imagination what would happen if the 
tree is unequally, and thoughtlessly, trimmed.

Associated with Lord Dattatraya, the tree is called Kalpa vruksha 
and is said to share a partiality for all animals with the deity. Our 
neighbours drop by to take its twigs for pooja. Others tell us; only 
a very lucky few find an Umra growing spontaneously in their 
garden.

Soon after the first rains a magical township of mushrooms 
springs up under the tree, putting up umbrellas under its deep 
shade, climbing anthills, and setting shop on the exposed roots.

During the monsoons our Umri is almost lifted into the air. 
Eagles, crows, hawks, and egrets blunder into its topmost branches 
seeking sanctuary from angry winds. The tree grows wild with 
the weather. It rears its green mask like a Kathakali dancer and 
shudders along the breath of wide-flung arms.

But tree, I have seen you taken and tossed,
And if you have seen me when I slept,
You have seen me when I was taken and swept,
And all but lost.

Robert Frost, Tree at my window
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