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Abstract:Tree worship was a regular practice of different ancient towns like- Bharhut, Ellora,
Besnagar, Bodhagaya, Bhaja, Sanchi, Nagarjunakonda, Amarabati etc. Gradually, Indians started
viewing trees as sensitive and animate object. This paper tries to explore the practice of tree worship
among Mahishyas of Bahadurpur village of East Midnapore, West Bengal. People of West Bengal
view different plant as “sacred” and regularly they worship those trees. They look them as different
gods and goddesses. In some areas, when people see these trees, they identify some old trees amongst
those and start worshipping them. Sometimes, for giving them some respect they wrap red bordered
white saree around these and smeared vermilion on the trunk of these trees. These are also popular in
Bahadurpur village of East Midnapore. There I have seen that in every household people have kept
potted cactus tree beside their tulasi shrine.In this paper, I have discussed about few plants which are
worshipping by the Mahishyas of Bahadurpur village of East Midnapore. I have prepared this paper
on the basis of my field experience which I gathered from my field visit during mid-September 2018 to
August 2019, April 2022 to May 2022 and August 2022 to October 2022. I have used techniques like-
non-participant observation, narrative inquiry and photography for collecting data.
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Introduction

Tree worship is an old wide phenomenon. In Europe people worship oak trees (Quercus
leucotrichophora) (Haberman et.al., 2013). India has a long tradition of tree worship and
people of modern India are also practicing this. Even in West Bengal, people idolize various
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trees like-banyan, bakul, tulasi, bel, phani-manasa etc. People worship these trees
recognising their sacred nature. Such kind of devotion is considering as their tradition.
Therefore, they try to conserve those. They view “sacred trees” as “Kalpa-Vriksha” (Wishing
tree). For getting various kinds of spiritual and material results they bind brick ball, mud
made horse etc. in different trees (Haberman, 2013). These sacred trees are found around
different temples. They don’t cut these trees fearing of punishment from the amighty for such
misdeed. Thus, when they want to cut some branches of these trees then they don’t find any
person for this task. All wood cutters fear about this.

Besides spirituality, trees are symbol of immortality as well as longevity. So, people
always seek those from them. Thus, when people see these trees, they identify some old trees
and start worshipping those. Sometimes, for giving them some respect they wrap red
bordered white saree around these and smeared vermilion on the trunk of these trees.

The village Bahadurpur is situated under Bhagabanpur-II block of East-Midnapore.
Mahishya community is dominant in this district as well as this village. ‘Mahishya’ is the
name of a popular agrarian sub-caste of West Bengal. This agrarian community is very pious
and still a good number of people of this community who are living in Bahadurpur are
actively involved with agriculture and agriculture based different types of business. This
community worship different gods and goddesses. They worship goddess like Devi Manasa,
Devi Durga, Lord Siva, Lord Kartik etc. For the worship of these deities they conserve
different sacred trees. They view this task as their moral responsibility that further shapes
their imagination in an eco-friendly way. In same way, greenery of these trees helps to
improve the natural and cultural environment of this village as well as maintaining ecological
balance.

We find the evidence of worshipping trees in primeval Hinduism and Buddhism both.
People of ancient India worshipped different sacred trees like- Pipli, Banyan, Neem etc.
Ancient scriptures revealed that many sacred plants like Peepal tree, Neem, Tulsi etc. used
then by the devotees for performing various religious activities, marriage rituals and other
rituals (Robinson and Cush, 1997). Further such attitude helped people to shape their view
towards trees. In Odisha, Peepal tree is viewing as male and Banyan tree is considering as
female. Marriage between Pipli tree and Banyan tree is a well-known tradition of Odisha.
The idol image of Lord Jagannath of the temple Puri was also made of Neem wood. Lord
Krishna breathed his last under a Pipli tree. Lord Buddha enlighted under a Pipli tree and
died in a bush of Sala trees.

Conservation of trees in the form of nature worship is viewing in East Midnapore
also. A study had been conducted by the researcher in a village named Bahadurpur of
Bhagabanpur-II block of East Midnapore district. This village is a Mahishya dominated
village. Historically, East Midnapore and West Midnapore both are considered as the main
concentrated zone of Mahishya community. Previously they were popular in the name of
Jalia Kaibartta. This Kaibartta group was able to upgrade their social status by acquiring the
ownership of huge amount of land through permanent settlement. Thereafter they started
Mahishya movement during 1897 for uplifting their caste status. Now they are well-known in
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the name of “Mahishya”. Mahishyas are enjoying the status of General Caste. Members of
this community are still attaching with agriculture and agro-business. Their life style is very
simple. Their occupation, belief, religious practices are very much associating with land and
nature. Hence, they worship different trees also. They view those trees as ‘sacred’. Thus, they
try to conserve those.

Mahishya women are the main worshipper of sacred trees. They are poorly educated.
So, they are very much pious than urban properly educated women. Rural environment
injects various feminine qualities amongst them. As a result they have been trying to
inculcate qualities such as simplicity, sanctity, softness, tolerance, sacrifice, self-control etc.
They view all incidences as the irony of fate and natural. They have belief in the supreme
power of god and try to please that super power through performing several rituals.
Worshipping of trees is also viewing as part of such religious practice.

Objectives

This paper tries to explore the practice of tree worship among Mahishyas of Bahadurpur
village of East Midnapore.

Methods

The district East Midnapore played a great role in Mahishya peasant movement during 1897
and onwards. Thus, I have tried to know about more religious ritual practices of Mahishya
community through worshipping of different sacred trees. Hence, I thought study of this area
is more important to know genuinely about this community.

There are 25 blocks in East Midnapore district. Amongst those I have chosen the
block Bhagabanpur-II purposively. I have selected a Mahishya dominated village named
Bahadurpur of Bhagabanpur-II block of East Midnapore. I have prepared this paper on the
basis of my field experience. I collected data from this particular village during mid-
September 2018 to August 2019, April 2022 to May 2022 and August 2022 to October 2022.
For collecting data I used techniques like- non-participant observation method, narrative
inquiry (individual and community) and photography.

Discussion

Mahishyas are the believer of Hindu religious philosophy. As per this philosophy many trees
are viewing as the source of divine power. They worship different sacred trees as the symbol
of varied deities. For example they worship cactus as Devi Manasa, they adore tulasi plant as
the symbol of Lord Hori and similarly they venerate sheaf of paddy as the symbol of Devi
Laxmi. Besides these they use different parts of various sacred plants for performing several
religious functions and rituals. They also use various parts of different sacred trees for
performing different life-cycle rituals too. Hence, Mahishyas of Bahadurpur village try to
conserve different sacred plants for their religious as well as other various values. These trees
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are the symbol of eternity, fertility and immortality. These trees are commonly growing
besides various sacred places or thaans. Regularly people come to these places for
worshipping deities and these plants. Such practice is viewing in different parts of our state
(Gupta, 1968). In the following I have discussed about various sacred plants which are
worshipping by the Mahishyas of Bahadurpur village of East Midnapore.

Table 1: List of sacred plants observed in Bahadurpur village

SI. No Botanical name | Local name Family Beliefs/Use

1. Euphobia Phani-Manasa Euphorbiaceae Sacred/Ritual
Neriifolia

2. Ocimum Tulasi Lamiaceae Sacred/Ritual
tenuiflorum

3. Ficus Bot gach Moraceae Sacred/Ritual
benghalensis

4. Musa Kola gach Musaceae Sacred/Ritual

5. Aegle marmelos | Bel gach Rutaceae Sacred/Ritual

6. Oryza sativa Dhan-Sish Poaceae Sacred/Ritual

7. Cynodon Durba ghas Poaceae Sacred/Ritual
dactylon

8. Mangifera indica | Aam gach Anacardiaceae Sacred/Ritual

0. Colocasia Kachu gach Araceae Sacred/Ritual
esculenta

10. Terminalia Horitaki gach Combretaceae Sacred/Ritual
chebula

11. Sesbania sesban | Jayanti tree/ Fabaceae Sacred/Ritual

Babla gach

12. Punica granatum | Dalim gach Lythraceae Sacred/Ritual

13. Saraca asoca Asoka gach Caesalpinaceae Sacred/Ritual

14. Alocasia Mankochu gach | Araceae Sacred/Ritual
Macrorrhiza

15. Curcuma longa Turmeric/Holud | Zingiberaceae Sacred/Ritual

gach

(Source: Prepared by the researcher)
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Phani-Manasa

In Bahadurpur village I have seen that in every household, Mahishyas worship cactus as Devi
Manasa. This deity is regarded as the goddess of snake. For protecting themselves from the
bite of snakes, Mahishyas worship this plant. They recognise Devi Manasa as their family
deity. Hence, in every household people keep a potted cactus tree beside tulasi shrine and
regularly worship this plant. There many Mahishya households plant this tree besides their
tulasi shrine also but they never destroy this plant.'

Photograph 1: Observed this sacred bush of Phani Manasa besides a Manasa Thaan in
Bahadurpur village

Tulasi

In Bahadurpur, I have seen Tulasi shrine in every household. On the top portion of this tulasi
shrine, Mahishyas plant a fulasi tree and in evening they light a lamp there. Regularly they
give some water there. They also plant some tulasi groves besides their temple or frontyard.
They view this tree as the symbolic representation of Lord Hori or Lord Krishna. Besides that
it has some medicinal value also. Therefore, every Mahishya household of Bahadurpur
conserve and worship tulasi tree.”

Photograph 2: 4 Tulasi Shrine in Bahadurpur village
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Botgach (Banyan Tree)

Mabhishyas worship Devi Sosthi for the betterment of their family but they not worship her
any idol image. They worship her in plant form. Generally banyan trees are viewed as Devi
Sosthi. In various special days people go there and worship. On the day of Jamai Sosthi,
mother-in-laws gather there and pray for the betterment of their son-in-laws. Besides this
special tithi, Mahishyas worship Devi Sosthi in different Sosthi tithi for seeking blessings for
their children and family.’

Photograph 3: 4 sacred bot tree observed in Bahadurpur village

Kola gach (Banana tree)

Like other Bengalis of West Bengal, Mahishyas of East Midnapore worship Kala Bou during
Durga puja. For making Kala Bou they use banana tree. During puja this plant is viewed as
the wife of Lord Ganesh. For showing some respect to this plant they wear a saree this tree
and put sindur on the upper portion of it. Here, sindur is the symbol of married women.

Mahishyas of my study village use banana tree in different pujas as symbol of
auspiciousness. In different pujas they put two banana tree in two sides of the entrance gate.
Even in the place of marriage, banana tree, banana leaves etc. are always used for decoration.
Specially it is used in the entrance gate of the wedding venue and chatna tala (i.e., the
wedding place).

This tree has economic value also. Farmers plant this tree for earning livelihood.
Common people plant this tree for fulfilling their spiritual as well as nutritional demands.

'

Photograph 4: The Ritual of Kala Bou Snan
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Bel gach (Bel tree)

This tree has a special importance in Hindu religious rituals. Leaves of this tree are
mandatorily offering by the devotees in the puja of Lord Shiva. Apart from that, devotees
are also presenting this leaf to different gods and goddesses. Bilva twigs are also using for
performing the ritual of yogya (Murugesan, 2015). Inauguration of Durga puja is
happened with the ritual of ‘Bodhon’ which is performed under this sacred tree. In
Bahadurpur, I have seen that many Mahishya families have planted Be!/ tree in their vastu
for removing all negative energy.

Photograph 5: A Sacred Bel Tree

Dhan-Sish (Sheaves of paddy)

Paddy and sheaves of paddy both have some religious significance in Indian culture.
Mahishyas of Bahadurpur village use sheaves of paddy in Laxmi and Poruya puja. Rice plant
is viewing as the representation of goddess Laxmi (goddess of wealth). In her puja Mahishyas
are trying to offer a few sheaves of paddy to her.

Mahishyas use paddy plant in another ritual named Nabanna. In the morning of that
auspicious day, they cut the ripe sheaves of paddy and bring their home and after that prepare
porridge with that new rice grain. After preparing this delicious pudding they first offer it to
Devi Laxmi. They are viewing this grain as the blessings of her. So, they first offer this to her
and thereafter all the members of Mahishya families take this. They use paddy plant in Kartik
puja also. Lord Kartik is viewing as the god of children. Childless couple seeks blessings
from him for giving birth of children. They offer potted paddy plant to him which is the
symbol of fertility.*
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Photograph 7: Sheaf of Paddy

Durba ghas (Meadow grass)

Durba has some spiritual values too. In different pujas it is used necessarily for eliminating
negative energies. It is strewn around the auspicious place of yajna (fire ritual) also. Durba
grass is used in the auspicious pot (Puja Ghat) also where the gods are invoked. In temples it
is applied during the time of bath of different idols (icons). It is used for performing the ritual
of Bipad tarinir brata also. Apart these religious rituals, in different social rituals it is using
by the Mahishyas. In marriage, shraddha and bhai-phonta this is also using by the Mahishyas
of Bahadurpur village of East Midnapore.’

Mango tree (Aam gach)

Mango tree has a lot of significance in the daily life of Mahishya community. Mango flower,
Mango, Mango leaf, Mango wood all these have religious importance. Mango is the national
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fruit of India. So, eating of mango is a very popular culture of this country. This practice is
also viewing in Bahadurpur village of Bhagabanpur-II block of East Midnapore district.
There devotees offer this fruit to their beloved god. Specifically Mahishya Boisnabs of this
village give this fruit almost regularly to their family deity Lord Jagannath, Balarama and
Suvadra. Other Mahishyas are also trying to present this fruit to different gods and goddesses.

Mahishyas of Bahadurpur village use Mango flower for performing the ritual
Jamai- Sosthi. Mother-in-laws use mango for performing the ritual Jamai-Sosthi. On this
special day they offer this fruit to their son-in-laws. Similarly, mango leaves have some
religious significance also. In different pujas this is used on the auspicious pot (Puja Ghat).
In different auspicious social and religious occasions this leaf is used for decoration also.’

Taro plant (Kachu gach)

Taro plant is widely cultivated in India. This plant is worshipped in India particularly in West
Bengal during Durga puja as Nava Patrika. The plant which is using in Nava Patrika are
considering nine forms of Devi Durga. Particularly the plant taro is viewing as the symbolic
form of Goddess Kali.

Terminalia chebula (Horitaki gach)

This plant has some medicinal and spiritual values. Mahishyas of my study village (i.e.,
Bahadurpur village of Bhagabanpur-II block) use this plant in numerous ways. Thus, their
spiritual and socio-cultural values always motivate them for protecting this tree. They use
Horitaki in different pujas as offerings. It is also used for performing varied life cycle rituals
like- marriage, shraddha ceremony etc. Woods of this tree is used for performing fire ritual
(Yajna) in various auspicious events.

Jayanti tree (Babla gach)

This plant represents the goddess Kartiki. Mahishyas worship this tree as one of the
significant plant of ‘Nava Patrika’ in Saptami tithi of Durga puja.

Dalim gach (Pomegranate Plant)

This plant is considering as devi Raktadantika (another form of goddess Durga). It is viewing
by the Mahishyas of my study area as an important plant of ‘Nava Patrika’.
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Mankochu gach(Arum)

This plant is viewing as a mandatory plant of ‘Nava-Patrika’ that is reverencing by the
Mabhishyas during Durga puja. It is also using by the Mahishya community of Bahadurpur
village in Kali puja.

Photograph 8: A Sacred Mankochu gach
Holud gach(Turmeric)

This is another important plant of Nava-Patrika. It is viewing as the goddess Devi Durga.
Termeric is also an indispensable item of Indian wedding. Turmeric paste is applied in the
face and arms of bride and bride grooms in different parts of India as part of wedding rituals.
In West Bengal this ritual is called ‘Gaye Holud’ (literally ‘yellow on the body’). It has some
medicinal value which helps to soften the skin of bride and bride groom. It is also using by
the Mahishya community of Bahadurpur village in different pujas. In different pujas they
offer this item to their deities. Thus, they try to conserve this plant.’

Photograph 9: Sacred Holud Plant
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Conclusion

From the above discussion it has been proved that life and lives of Mahishya community are
very much associated with nature. Their traditional worshipping, beliefs and ritual practice
pattern encourage them for protecting different types of plants which have enormous
medicinal value also. In Bahadurpur, I have seen three Manasa thaans, a Sitala thaan and
two Chandi Mandaps which are situating under different sacred trees like- bot, bel etc.
People are respectful about these thaans. They are very much regardful about these trees.
Though these plants are popular for their rich medicinal properties but Mahishyas of
Bahadurpur village use these trees for performing religious rituals, social rituals and death
rituals. They sit under these trees in morning and afternoon and chat with each other. These
trees offer them some quiet environment where they take some rest and pass their leisure
time. Village men are specifically come there and play cards, caroms under the shadow of
these big trees. Women come to the thaans which situated under these trees and worship
different deities there. Sometimes they bound brick balls or earthen made horse in the branch
of these trees for fulfilling their desire. In such manner, they ask blessings from their deity as
well as tree.

These sacred trees have spiritual, economic as well as medicinal values. These trees
are essential for protecting land and water resources too. Hence, forests of these trees are not
seen as just jungle, rather these are treated very piously. These trees help to maintain cultural
and ecological integrity of this village. These plants are playing a very significant role in the
life of Mahishya community. Therefore, Mahishyas are trying to conserve those trees for
continuing their traditional socio-cultural and religious activities. Though, Mahishyas of this
area have not taken any strong initiative for conserving these trees. Basically, they are able to
take care of these groves through their socio-cultural practices. Through worshipping
different plants they try to please mother tree (Vriksha Mata) as well as mother nature
(Dharitri Mata). They hope, both will bless them in many ways.
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