
Western Ghats



Shillim lies within the Western Ghats of 
India, in the Sayhadri Range in 
Maharashtra.  The Ghats are a UNESCO 
World Heritage site, and a biodiversity 
hotspot.



The owners wanted to preserve a 
small patch – 2000 acres – of this 
fragile area as development 
threatened to destroy the ecology and 
character. They acquired 3500 acres, 
with the intent to develop a small part 
of it as a resort



The site is defined by 
this mountain ridge, 
and the diverse forests 
within its valley



The site is desert-like in the summer



And inundated during the monsoon. This is the 
small village, Biodchil Wadi, that sits in the 
valley.



There is a tremendous 
range of landscapes, from 
the high ridge and buttes







To the high benches







And then down to the forest



There are many 
endemic species 
of plants and 
animals that occur 
only in this are of 
the Western 
Ghats





Within the forest are mature stands of 
trees that are considered sacred groves.  
They are home to a range of species and 
layers of plants from trees to ground-plane 
plants that create a diverse microclimate.





People from the village 
mark the sacred places 
within and around the site.  



The forest opens out to long plateaus 
that were denuded when planning 
work commenced on the site in 1997.



They were covered with grasses and 
wildflowers; during the monsoon, a 
massive amount of soil washed from 
these plateaus down into the main 
nallah and out into Pavna Lake



This was the condition of the 
lower slopes, grazed by 
cattle for many generations







The site was also subject 
to slash and burn 
practices by the local 
indigenous nomadic 
people



The soils washed down 
into the valley, creating 
a deposition of soils 
that are rich and good 
for farming.



A rice field in the monsoon



The paddies are separated by berms 
where the villagers have grown fruit 
trees such as mango and jack fruit



After the harvest the 
rice fields traditionally 
were burned, a 
practice that was 
expedient, economical, 
and believed to 
increase the fertility of 
the soils.  These 
practices also have 
environmental costs.



The lowest point on 
the site is the 
nallah where all 
excess water flows.  
Water remains in 
the nallah through 
December







The small village, Bodchil Wadi, 
that sits at the valley floor.



At the central square: a temple 
and a ceremonial seating 
platform surrounding a tree





Signs of human settlement thread 
through the landscape, as with 
these markings of sacred places



And this rice threshing terrace



The lessons of how 
to live with little are 
many – this woman 
can dig down four 
feet in 40 degree 
weather to extract 
land crabs.



This is what the site looked like from the 
government road before any construction



A team of designers, engineers, 
horticulturists assembled for the planning 
process. The architect and landscape 
planner were from the US; all others were 
Indian.



The planners dispersed the program over 
the disturbed areas of the site – the rice 
paddies and the eroded slopes.  They 
used the aerial as the base for the plan, so 
they would always be able to see the 
existing landforms and vegetation 
massings





They started construction with conservation 
work,  trenching over a thousand meters of 
contour trenches, slowing water down and 
allowing vegetation to take hold, also 
recharging groundwater



Gulley plugs slowed 
water around the 
nallahs, encouraging 
revegetation around 
the waterways.



This was the condition of the plateau 
after several years of no grazing



And this approximately five years later



More active 
measures were 
taken to stabilize 
and replant after 
disturbance



A nursery was started in 2002; around 
one hundred thousand plants were 
planted each year to revegetate the 
slopes and provide shade for the resort



The nursery was started by a team of Indian 
horticulturists led by an English horticulturist 
who had been practicing in India for decades



Workers from the village and area had 
the skill to successfully propagate and 
cultivate plants that can survive in the 
extremes of heat and moisture





People from the 
village had been 
working with the 
project since early 
on, as forest guards, 
guides for the 
planning team, staff 
for the site office and 
campsite; the 
nursery engaged 
them as well.



It was a team-building experience that did more 
to help the village understand that they had a 
role in this new landscape more than formal 
community outreach meetings would have



These measures provided a bridge between 
the village and the retreat; in around 2003 
the staff who ran the nursery helped the 
village build a dam that brought the water 
for cleaning closer to the village.



The first residential construction on the site 
was a campsite that served as a field station 
for the team charged with planning, 
designing and implementing construction





It was also a test 
run for how to bring 
energy, water and 
services to the site



At this time the lead architects, Steven 
Harris and his associate Tom Zook,  
tested different ways of developing an 
architecture that would work in scale with 
the site.  They feared that the big roofs 
required for the program would blow out 
the scale of the valley



A system of faceted roofs for the 
signature buildings like the spa created 
a language that could then be extended 
to most of the buildings of the retreat



The first building guests see, the gatehouse, has 
a simplified version of this roof system; it was 
designed by Khanna Schultz, the architects who 
adapted the language of the signature buildings 
for the guest rooms and support buildings like 
the gatehouse and the Shillim Institute



The gatehouse perches over the farm 
fields, and leads you out to the valley



Few trees were cut 
to make way for 
new construction, 
and often they were 
left in place, as in 
this courtyard at the 
gatehouse that was 
then surfaced with 
recycled Shahabad 
stone left over from 
the construction of 
the walls.



The domestic landscape and the wilder 
landscape of the revegetated slopes are 
intended to work together visually



During the rains, water from the 
roof flows down into water features 
that reflect the wild landscape



The Club – the social center with restaurant, 
wine cellar, library and bar – was sited around 
a mature mango tree, at the middle bench 
between the plateau and the valley floor.
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