Himalayan Orchard is an eco-friendly farm-stay project in the Shimla Hills of Himachal Pradesh run
by Michael and Devanshe.
Michael first qualified in Environmental Sciences in 1982, spent a year working on an organic farm
and for the Urban Wildlife Group conservation organisation, before becoming a teacher, including
ten years each at universities in UK and Japan.
Devanshe represents the third generation of her family to live and work on the farm, her family
going back more than 12 generations in the local area. She also spent 20 years as a teacher,
including five years at a university in Japan.

Introduction
By 2012 the apple orchards and many of the buildings had become neglected, dilapidated, and fallen
into serious disrepair. Over the last five years the buildings have been sensitively restored and
renovated (an ongoing project), and as well as the farm we now run a farm-stay, offering five
comfortable bedrooms for 10 – 12 guests.
The farm and orchards are now productive, well-maintained and replanted, and the farm supports
three families around the year; eight adults and seven children (four girls, three boys).
The area has very little in the way of local tourist facilities and is very much ‘off the beaten track’.
Part of the ethos is to ‘digitally detox’ – we do not have a television and internet access is limited.
(We do, however, have a projector and a select DVD library). We encourage old-fashioned family
entertainment, and our guests enjoy Himalayan lawn bowls, table tennis, card, dice and board
games, and snooker / billiards.
The nearby village is a poor, scheduled caste group of generally low quality dwellings, with a village
school with eight pupils, but little else.

The main cottage in 2012 and 2017

The terrace in 2012 and 2017

The Old Kitchen bedroom in 2014 and 2017

The living room before and after

The library before and after

The dining room before and after

The games room verandah before and after

The snooker room before and after

New build, old style

Eco-friendly farming
The orchard consists of around 800 apple, pear, apricot, cherry, peach and walnut trees. As they
grow on numerous small terraces or fields on fairly steep slopes, mechanisation is minimal; most of
the work is done by hand in the traditional manner. Sprays, when they are used, are kept to a
minimum and applied to the trees only. Pests are reduced by hand-clearing the vegetation around
the trees, which is fed to the cows, who provide the fertiliser.
The land in around and between the fruit trees is used for organic traditional vegetable production,
principally garlic (a cash crop), potatoes, peas, onions, beans, marrows, zucchini, maize, cucumbers,
tomatoes, chilli peppers, capsicum, beetroot, and aubergine, as well as various herb, seed, and salad
plants such as coriander, amaranth, basil, oregano, rosemary, lavender, rocket and bergamot.
Intercropping and companion planting is the norm, a common combination being the ‘three sisters’:
maize, to provide support for climbing beans, with marrows to provide ground cover, preserving the
moisture in the soil. Companion planting encourages the natural insectivorous species such as
ladybirds and wasps which reduce harmful aphids.
We have a small dairy herd of four cows. From their milk we make various cheeses (hard, soft,
paneer, and seasoned), yoghurt/curd, butter, and buttermilk. Some of the milk is sold to neighbours.
The organic manure/fertiliser is essential in the whole process.
Guests are welcome to take part in the milking, cheese-making, and other farm activities.

As a consequence of the organic vegetable production, the farm is rich in wild flowers, herbs, birds,
butterflies, bees and insects.

Maize, cucumber, amaranthus, yams, beans, marrows and apples all growing together.

The non-sellable apples and other fruits are used to make juice, using our own handmade
equipment. Guests are served the juices for breakfast, and are welcome to get involved in the fruit
pressing in the season (August – September).
We use a lot of our home-grown products in our home-made cooking and offer guests local
Himachali cuisine, such as stuffed sidku, pancakes with poppy-seed chutney, ghee and honey, and so
on.
Freshly collected field mushrooms with homemade pasta are also very popular.
We also produce a range of jams, pickles and preserves.
Guests are welcome to take part in any aspect of farming and food production: milking and feeding
the cows, mushroom collecting, collecting free-range eggs, jam, bread and cheese-making, etc.

Waste management
Biodegradable farm and household waste is either fed to the animals or composted and returned to
the land. Recyclable materials (glass, metal, plastic) are collected and taken to the local recycling
centre.
Our next step is to build a recycling point for the local villagers to use – we will be responsible for
transporting the materials to the recycling centre. We hope this idea will spread to other villages.
We also collect recyclable materials from the local area on our monthly Clean Up events (see later).
We have good links with Jodie Underhill of Waste Warriors, which we intend to develop.

Local employment

The farm workers are paid daily wages when working in the orchard and on the buildings and other
infrastructure. Their family accommodation is provided on site, and the land is used by them to
provide for a large proportion of their dietary needs, plus generating income in terms of off-farm
sales of milk, garlic, etc. Major building work involves the employment of other family members and
local workers.
The farm children boost enrolment at the local school, and until recently the teacher (and his wife)
also stayed with us.
We also help with transport, health services, and other provisions.

Education
The farm children and neighbouring children from the village also receive regular Sunday morning
classes from Devanshe’s mother. Partly as a result of these classes, the eldest daughter won a
scholarship to a good boarding school (Jawahar Navodaya Vidyalaya) 40 kilometres away, and is
doing very well.
There is a family tradition of promoting women’s and girls’ education.
We have a private library of around 1500 books and publications which is open to the local
community. This is also a developing resource.

Traditional Buildings
Most of the buildings are largely of traditional design, made of stone, wood, and gobar-mitti (cow
manure mixed with sand). One of the buildings has been restored with its traditional slate roof. The
hot water is solar-heated and fed by a mixture of spring water and rainwater harvesting. Another
old building, now a ruin, is to be rebuilt as an off-grid eco-building over the next two years,
incorporating traditional building materials and techniques with modern eco-friendly technology.
The first phase, clearing the site, has now been completed.
The main living room and kitchen open to guests are heated by wood burning stoves that only use
sustainable sources – dead trees from the orchard.

Flora and fauna
In the immediate vicinity of the farm we have four distinct habitats: the orchards/farm land; a
protected deodar forest; the higher rocky peaks with oak forest; and the river valley. Each of these
is rich with animals, birds, plants, flowers, trees, fungi, insects, reptiles, and in the case of the river,
fish and amphibians. We have started the long process of cataloguing these, and actively encourage
specialists (local, national, and international) to help us in this process. Highlights (so far) include a
resident population of Himalayan Griffon (‘Near Threatened’ status on the IUCN Red List), frequent
contact (mostly audible, occasionally seen) with the Indian Leopard (‘Vulnerable’), and rare visits
from Asian Black Bears (also ‘Vulnerable’).
Our aspiration is to complete this flora and fauna ‘census’ (as far as possible) and present it to the
authorities in a bid to have the area given reserve/sanctuary status.

Forest Watch
We have established a group called Himachal Forest Watch, which has various aims and activities:
1. ‘Forest Clean Up’ events
These are organised monthly, publicised on Facebook and elsewhere, and increasingly involve
members of the local community. Large amounts of trash are collected. Bottles/glass (more than 50
sack-loads so far) are taken to the recycling centre, and the proceeds go to buying sweets for the
children. We are receiving a lot of positive feedback from the local population and we are optimistic
that we are contributing to a growing awareness that change is possible, given commitment, energy
and vision.
Guests often join us for these events.
More cooperation with local schools and the Forest Department is planned.

Our last Forest Clean Up with local children and guests (August 2017)

2. Reporting illegal tree-felling
Evidence of extensive illegal tree-felling was recorded in March 2017 and widely publicised to the
media, Forest Department officials, the judiciary, and on Facebook, where it reached over 9,000
people and was shared 56 times. The police and Forest Department took action and the culprits
were arrested, charged and sentenced to prison terms of 7 – 10 years.
Further evidence of smaller scale tree-felling has since been reported to the authorities.

Illegal tree felling

3. Tackling and reporting forest fires and illegal encroachment.
Along with our farm workers, we have successfully extinguished two forest fires locally and reported
others to the authorities. We have also recorded evidence of a large fire that appeared to h ave been
started deliberately to clear land for illegal encroachment by neighbouring orchardists, and reported
this to the Forest Department, who took appropriate action. (We are not always making ourselves
popular with our neighbours!).

The aftermath of a forest fire

4. Paths and mapping.
The forest is crisscrossed by numerous paths and tracks, many of which are largely disused and
overgrown. We are opening up a number of these and creating a network of discretely signed paths
and associated maps so that our guests can explore the forest. We have started writing a l ocal
guidebook to include these maps as well as local natural and social history. This process involves the
recording of local/traditional knowledge including medicinal herbs and natural health practices.

One of our path markers (cairns) in the forest.

Visitors sensitive to local environment and history

By virtue of our relatively isolated position, our guests tend to be people who are sensitive to
environmental affairs and rural living. We actively seek such guests, and discourage any who might
see the natural environment as a kind of playground to be trashed. (No car rallies!).
Artists
We held our first international art retreat in March 2017 and the same group (led by Kate O’Grady
from the UK) is returning in September. We are optimistic that this will become established as an
annual event.
We have also hosted an Indian artist with strong contacts with the Gond ‘tribal’ artists, and we are
planning a Folk & Contemporary Art Retreat for 2018 to include Gond artists in residence. We also
hope this will become an annual event and will attract artists from the indigenous folk art
community from various parts of India.
A number of our guests have been accomplished photographers and appreciate the landscape and
bountiful nature.
Yoga
We held our first international yoga retreat in June, have two more booked for this autumn and
several more for 2018. As we can only accommodate 10 – 12 guests, we provide a contrast with the
hordes of Rishikesh!
Poetry
Our first poet residency took place in April when we were joined by the British poet, Patrick
Williamson. We also organised a joint poetry reading event for him at the British Council in
Chandigarh with the Chandigarh Literary Society. We continue to hold poetry reading evenings every
week, which guests enjoy.
Vernacular architecture
In September 2017 we will host Philip and Jeanie Millward from the South Asian Decorative Arts and
Crafts Collection (UK) for a ten-day study trip exploring the vernacular kath-kuni architecture of
western Himachal Pradesh.
Trekking
We are very fortunate that we can walk directly from the farm gate into the deodar forest and from
there follow long distance trekking routes up to the nearest peaks of Neraghati, Chaal, Hatu and
beyond. The forest is dissected by an old bridlepath built during the British era to connect their base
in Kotkhai below with the erstwhile Gurkha fort at Hatu. Below Hatu this path meets the ancient
Hindustan-Tibet road, the upper part of which can be used to trek to Sarahan and up the Sutlej
valley. We can also hike up the Pabbar valley from the farm.
Trail running
In March 2017 we were visited by the world-class triathlete, Mark Shrosbree, who is helping us
organise our first trail running event for 2018. The entry fees for this event will be donated to a
worthwhile charity.
Music

We have two guitars, a piano, a piano accordion, a sitar and tabla. Guests often enjoy impromptu
musical evenings. The sitar is being restored and we are hoping to host a sitar player in October and
for him to hold a concert in our studio open to the local community.

Further information
For more details about who we are and what we do, please visit our website:
www.himalayanorchard.com
and/or our Facebook pages:
https://www.facebook.com/himalayan.orchard
https://www.facebook.com/himalayanorchardshimlahills/
https://www.facebook.com/himorch/

With our very best wishes and thanks,
Michael and Devanshe

