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Introduction:

In India and in many different parts of the world, a number of communities practice different
forms of nature worship. One such significant tradition is that of providing protection to patches
of forests dedicated to deities and/or ancestral spirits. These patches of forests are known as
sacred groves (SGs). The institution of SGs is very ancient, and once was widespread in most parts
of the world. SGs are part of India’s rich heritage and play an important role in the religious and
sociocultural life of the local people. SGs are ecosystems by themselves and perform all the
ecological functions. Many threatened, endangered and rare species find safe refuge in the SGs.
The groves are storehouses of biological wealth of the nation.

In the context of Khasi belief, traditionally it was said: “There can be no ‘Hima’ or ‘Raid’ without
Sacred Grove, and there can be no Sacred Grove without ‘Hima’ or ‘Raid’. Sacred groves show
the sovereignty of the particular Hima or Raid since they are the space that indigenous
community people will be able to present and communicate themselves with the Almighty,
through rites and rituals. These sacred groves have their own different Taboos (Social Customs)
through Rites and Rituals. Sacred groves are considered nature’s own museum or Nature
University with a treasure trove of unique flora and fauna. Through sacred groves we see the
insights and wisdoms of our fore-fathers and how they attached nature to their everyday life so
as to live in harmony with the flora and fauna, that means man and nature.

History of Mawphlang Sacred Grove

Mawphlang Sacred Grove is located at Mawphlang Village, on the southern slope of u Lum
Ryngkew Mawiong Hill (1863m,) (the highest Point of Mawphlang Village). It follows a saucer
shape depression, covering an area of 76.8 hectares (from the latest GPS survey on 15 March
2006). It has presided over the landscape for more than 600 years, standing aloft through the
test of time and protected by social fencing of the local community people. The grove is
approachable by an all-weather road at a distance of 25 km from Shillong, through Mawphlang
Village.

History tells us that the Blah Clan carried on their Chieftainship until the end of Mawphlang
Syiemiong War, in which Mawphlang were the victors. The Blah Clan put a deep thought of
retrospection on the war, then changed their mind. They did not want to rule over their own
people, who have sacrificed with them during the war and were their fellow comrades in arms.
After invoking the deities to question whether this is possible or not, the deities gave the sign of
approval. The search for another chief went on among themselves (the clans that joined the Blah
Clan), but all these clans refused to take the throne as they too felt the same pity for their own
people. Finally, after much deliberation and discussion, the name of “Ka Khmah Nongsai” was
mentioned. This lady, wife of Lyhir Sohtun, originated from Baligawan in Assam, and at that



particular time was residing at Laitsohma, overlooking Mawphlang Village towards the east on
the way to Sohra. It was told that Ka Khmah Nongsai was even feared by the Syiem of Shillong
for her great wits and statesmanship. Ka Khmah Nongsai at first did not agree to let her son take
over as the new ruler of Hima Mawphlang without the consent of the almighty God. So in order
to know whether this is the will of God she made a promise with the former clan, to give her time
to testify this by planting two saplings: 1. Dieng sohma (Rhus semialata) and 2. Diengsning
(Castonopsis indica). Another version says three saplings where the third plant was Diengdoh
(Exbucklandia populnea). All these were planted at Phiephandi with the test being that in three
years’ time if the saplings survive, she will send her son to be the Chief of Hima Mawphlang. It
happened that after three years these saplings sprouted and grew well. Then Ka Khmah Nongsai
and the other clans arranged for the crowning ceremony of the first Chief and his Myntri
representing the Blah Clan, (Maha - Mantri), Kharshiing Clan, Kharsohliya Clan and Kharhunai
Clan. The function was solemnized at Phiephandi itself, where the stone staging with five seats
were made with the Chief positioned in the middle and on both sides sit the Myntri. This stone
staging is still seen and preserved until now. From that day onwards the Chief assumes the title
of office as U Lyngdoh and his territory is known as Mawphlang Lyngdohship. Since then all the
descendants of Khmah Nongsai assume their title as Lyngdoh Mawphlang up to date. The original
clan plays a vital role in the administrative, judiciary, and executive systems. They used to have
annual and bi-annual Durbar and give directions and suggestions to the Lyngdoh when he was
new in the ministry. They have their own rituals and sacrifices done collectively by the original
clan, in which the Lyngdoh Clan were attached with the eleven clans (now twelve in all), now
called “KHAD-AR KUR” and its Durbar is known as DURBAR KHAD-AR KUR. It is through this Durbar
that they used to decide almost everything required for the administration, judiciary and
administrative procedures.

As time passed, the Lyngdoh Clan used Phiephandi as the place for doing rituals and sacrifices.
The Khasi believe that there can be no ruler or kingdom without a sacred grove and there can be
no sacred grove without a ruler as it shows the outside world of its sovereignty. Therefore, the
ancestral mother of the Lyngdoh (priestly clan) sanctified this particular forest area into Ka
LAWLYNGDOH called LAW LYNGDOH MAWPHLANG. Traditions tell us that inside the grove the
elders including the chief and the priest perform only major rituals and sacrifices, but the other
minor sacrifices are done outside the grove. The place where the major sacrifice is done is called
PHIEPHANDI. Here, alters were erected to perform the rituals and sacrifices. This sacrifice is done
when the case is major or the threat is of large scale, as in the time of war, epidemic, or famine
and to ask the almighty to save them. The Lyngdoh pray for special gifts and power, strength, and
wisdom for himself and the Myntri to rule with justice for their own people. These rituals have
been discontinued for quite long time. Later on, the Lyngdoh Clan asked from the Durbar of the
twelve clans to give some more space in order to safeguard the sacred sites from forest fire or
any danger that may ruin the place. The Durbar granted permission so that parts of the
community forest were attached for the sake of safety. The whole area was then sanctified, and
it became a compact structure of about 76.88 hectares known as Mawphlang Sacred Grove. In
Khasi we call it Law Lyngdoh or Lawkyntang.



It was told that a few years after the Anglo-Khasi War ended in 1839, attempts were made by
some people to cut down the trees that grow in the sacred grove. The Lyngdoh, his Myntri and
the elders from different villages of the Hima tried hard to prevent this and even sent volunteers
at night to prevent people from doing so. It was also told that once the people of Mawphlang
wanted to cut off all the trees from the same grove, but one person named ‘U Kun Lyngdoh
Mawphlang’ stood alone to protect the grove by saying defiantly, “Who dare to take away the
clothes of my mother, one tree felled, one head will be chopped off.”

Due to sporadic attempts to destroy the sacred forest, the Chief and his Myntri of the Hima
invoked the deities by offering sacrifices to U Ryngkew U Basa to punish those who dare violate
the sacred grove by cutting trees, plucking flowers etc., or creating nuisance in and around the
grove. Actually, all the fruits, nuts, herbs, edibles, honey, and water can be consuming freely, but
are not to be taken outside the grove or to be taken home for profit making business purposes.
It was after this that anyone who violated these rules were punished by twisting their head back
and they became weak and feeble, and without a pardon from the Chief, they eventually died. A
lot of stories were told for such incidents, even as recent as ten years back we found it happening.
Until today no one ever dares to disturb the grove, therefore it has become the pride of India, a
home to flora and fauna rarely found in the contemporary world. We all are extremely proud of
it.

Tradition says that the deities (U Ryngkew U Basa) act as guardians of the forest. They protect
the forest from destruction and anything that leads to the downfall of Hima Mawphlang itself.
The deities not only move actively inside the sacred forest, but we have been told that they come
out to help people even outside the forest or come to apprehend defaulters also. Many stories
have been told that in olden times the deities used to appear in the form of leopards (as a good
sign) and snakes (as sign of apprehension).

Mawphlang Sacred Grove is the only one among the sacred groves in India and the world which
still has the pristine beauty that has passed through the test of time. This aged old grove is also
one of the largest sacred groves (in area) to exist in the contemporary world. It has become a
store house of biodiversity, a natural university which has attracted many researchers, scholars,
scientists, nature lovers, and tourists to visit and enjoy the bliss of nature inside the grove. Due
to the restrictions on harvesting and the social taboos that are present in the sacred grove there
are many types of orchids that are seldom found elsewhere in the world that still exist here and
the same is true of the tree and plant species. Amphibians, reptiles, rodents and many other
species of flora and fauna are still found aplenty inside the grove.

As the children of the present generation, we must take an all-out effort to preserve these kinds
of forests which are really a treasure house of generations that are becoming increasingly rare.
We have to be taught and spread awareness among ourselves that preservation and
conservation of forest is the need of the hour, for without trees their natural habitat the world
and the whole system will become unbalanced due to excess heat, lack of water and food.



Definition in a larger extent:

According to Khan et. al., 2008: Sacred groves are the tracts of virgin forest that were left
untouched by the local inhabitants, harbour rich biodiversity, and are protected by the local
people due to their cultural and religious beliefs and taboos that the deities reside in them.

Thus, sacred groves (SGs) are segments of landscape, containing vegetation and other forms of
life and geographical features, that are delimited and protected by human societies under the
belief to keep them in a relatively undisturbed state and is expressive of an important relationship
of humans with the divine or with nature.

Sacred groves provide the inextricable link between present society to the past in terms of
biodiversity, culture, religious and ethnic heritage. In the present-day society, there are several
endogamous populations that continue to practice many forms of nature worship.

Sacred Groves in Meghalaya:
It has been reported that there are 79 SGs in the state covering approximately 9000 ha., with an

average size varying from 0.01 ha to 1200 ha. According to a study in Meghalaya, only 1.3% of
the total SG area was undisturbed, 42.1% of the area had relatively dense forest, 26.3% had
sparse canopy cover, and 30.3% had open forest. Among them, Mawphlang is one of the most
important sacred groves in Meghalaya having a dense forest cover.

Research mentions the existence of SGs in Garo Hills including bamboo reserves that are
dedicated to deities. Ancestral worship is traditionally performed in forest patches by the Garo
people. In the Jaintia Hills good numbers of SGs are still very much intact with culture and
tradition.

Recently, about 125 Sacred Groves in the state have been surveyed and mapped by the
Meghalaya Forest Department.

Biological Value:

Sacred groves are a practice since ancient times which are associated to beliefs. Access to and
interference with SGs has been culturally restricted and, thereby, reduced the human impact in
terms of harvesting of natural resources. The consequence of such restriction has been that SGs
have evolved as important reservoirs of biological diversity and permitted the complex and
diverse array of ecological processes to continue uninterruptedly over a long period of time.
Many SGs constitute pristine vegetation, and are particularly rich in trees and associate groups
of organisms, like epiphytes, amphibians, reptiles, birds, butterflies, etc. A number of studies
have emphasized that many SGs are climax forests, and likely constitute the only representation
of near-natural vegetation in many parts of India. With the continuing destruction of forest all
around them, the SGs have become fragmented habitats housing a variety of genetic pools and



have become the last refuge for many threatened, endangered, and endemic plant and animal
species. Research suggests that in the forest flora of Meghalaya there are at least 50 endangered
and rare species in SGs of Meghalaya.

Sacred groves, in general, act as a nursery and storehouse of many plants used commonly by
people thereby reducing the risk of extinction that have great potential of diverse uses in the
future. The SGs also serve to preserve genotypes which may be useful in future forest tree-
breeding programs.

Sacred forests are of great forestry interest as indicators of the natural productivity of the region.
Ecologically valuable species like Albizia lebbeck and Ficus glomerata, which conserve high
amount of nitrogen, phosphorous, magnesium and calcium in their leaves, are found in several
SGs of Meghalaya. Keystone species that contribute to the maintenance and enhancement of
biodiversity are also species that are socially valued by local communities for cultural or religious
reasons and are often found in SGs. Eleocarpus ganitrus or Rudraksha a deciduous tree, reported
from a SG in Mawphlang is considered sacred in Hindu mythology. Taxus baccatta a gymnosperm
of medicinal importance is also found here. An endemic frog species, Odorrana
mawphlangensis,(Stephen mahony) was reported in this SG, hence the species was given credit
to the place. Many animal species, including birds, that are otherwise threatened or becoming
rare find a safe refuge in many SGs.

Conclusion:

In the past, protection and conservation of SGs were closely linked with the religious beliefs and
traditional cultures of the indigenous tribal communities all over the world (Malhotra et al, 1997).
This cultural heritage survived through generations, but unfortunately the religious beliefs and
taboos that were in the canter of SG preservation are now fast eroding due to changes in social
structures, increased consumerism for better living, and changes in belief systems of the people
attributable to modern systems of education (Rao, 1996). Therefore, it is extremely difficult, if
not impossible, to protect SGs indefinitely only on the basis of religious beliefs. There is a need
to revitalize the age-old ethos of conservation culture of traditional societies by supplementing
with scientific knowledge about the crucial role these forest patches play in conserving
biodiversity and providing large number of valuable good and vital ecological services to the
people living around the SGs. Therefore, urgent interventions are required for the conservation
of these forest patches.
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