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Under the sprawling canopies of India’s most ancient 
banyans, it is easy to mistake the trees for the wood.  

Y. D. Bar-Ness believes some of these labyrinthine 
arbours could be the biggest trees in the world. 

Giant
Banyans

The Great banyan of Kolkata’s Botanical Gardens is 
one of the youngest banyans at just 250 years. Photo 
by Bourne and Shepherd (1890s).
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Legend has it that the Kabir Vad banyan in 
Bharuch grew from the sage Kabir’s 
toothbrush twig. It is also said to have 
sheltered Alexander’s 7,000-strong army 
under its branches.
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They sprawl across the 
landscape, taking on 
grotesque shapes. They 
are seemingly immortal. 
They can survive typhoons, 

droughts and axes. A few are famous, 
but most remain unnoticed, thriving in 
the most unexpected of places. They are 
some of the world’s largest living things, 
at home in the Indian subcontinent—the 
giant banyans. 

The Ficus benghalensis often begins 
life as a seedling growing downwards 
from a crevice high in another tree. As 
they grow older, they drop roots from 
their branches, and when these reach the 
ground, new branches grow, dropping 
new roots in turn. And on it goes, an ever-
growing network, which often strangles 
the original tree with its wooden grip. 
Thus, the banyan flourishes, having 
murdered its adoptive parent, becoming 
a forest unto itself. These trees—along 
with a few other Ficus species—were got 
their name from a Portuguese word for 
the merchants who used to set up shop 
in their shade. 

These gigantic banyan trees are well 
known all over India, but till date there 
has been no systematic cataloguing 
or measurement of the largest of them 
using modern technology. I was lucky 
enough to visit many of the largest and 
most famous banyans in various corners 
of the country over the course of more 
than 2 years on a project mapping and 
photographing India’s most interesting 
and remarkable landmark trees. With the 
aid of Google Earth, the freely available 
geographic aerial photo software, it is 
now easy to measure the geographic 
extents that some of these monster  
trees cover. 

There are several contenders for 
the title of world’s largest living tree. 
But what exactly does ‘large’ mean? 
Scientists have proposed many different 
criteria, based on which there are several 
individual trees that qualify. 

If size means the volume of wood in 
a single-trunked tree, then the largest 

one is the General Sherman, a Giant 
sequoia in California, USA, which 
measures 1,487m3. If it means the 
fattest at the base, then it is the Glencoe 
baobab of Limpopo, South Africa, with 
a diameter of 15.9m. If you include a 
giant grove of clones—genetically 
identical individuals—then the largest 
is the Pando aspen grove, whose 47,000 
tree trunks cover 43 hectares of ground 
in the Utah Mountains, USA. And if you 
are simply thinking of vertical length, 
the world’s largest tree is a Coastal 
redwood in California, USA, towering 
115.56m above the forest floor. 

And this only takes into account 

what is visible above ground. What 
lies underground is an unexplored 
frontier: who knows which plant has the 
deepest taproot or accounts for the most 
underground volume?

But there are other measures of 
size—crown canopy spread (broadness) 
and crown canopy coverage area, for 
instance. The crown is the green leafy 
part of a tree that lies above ground. If 
you measure the leaves and branches of 
the tree from one side to another, you 
get the total crown spread. This is a 
horizontal linear measurement. Though 
more difficult to quantify, there is also 
the crown coverage area, measured in 

square metres. By these measures, to the 
best of our knowledge, Indian banyans 
are the largest trees in the world.

There are eight Indian banyan trees 
vying to be the largest. Through this 
article, I would like to introduce them 
to you, provide a map for locating them, 
and use some numbers to determine 
which largest tree in India—and maybe 
in the world. 

The famed Great banyan in the 
Botanical Gardens in Kolkata 
is indeed a huge tree, and—at 

about 250 years—quite a young one 

Among the world’s 
largest living things, 
the great banyan 
trees are a forest 
unto themselves.

Banyan tree at Agori on the 
river Son, by Thomas Daniell, 
1796 (above). Banyan in Bodh 
Gaya (left). 
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FIRST ROW 
Giant banyan, Majhi

SECOND ROW 
Kabir Vad, Bharuch

THIRD ROW 
Gateway of India, Mumbai

FIRST ROW 
Big banyan, Chennai

SECOND ROW 
Thimmamma Marrimanu, AP

THIRD ROW 
Victoria Memorial, Kolkata

FIRST ROW 
Great banyan, Kolkata

SECOND ROW 
Pillamarri, Mahbubnagar

THIRD ROW 
India Gate, New Delhi

FIRST ROW 
Doda Aladamara, Bangalore

SECOND ROW 
Ranthambore banyan

THIRD ROW 
Taj Mahal, Agra
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at that. It is also the star attraction of  
the Gardens. Due to storm damage some 
150 years ago, its centre is now less dense 
than its outer portions. However, the 
canopy has since recovered, and with 
the careful attention of the Botanical 
Gardens staff and the Hooghly river 
mud for soil, it now seems to be in great 
shape. It is also commonly referred to 
as the largest banyan tree of all, and 
there are several numbers signposted to 
support these claims: 14,000m2 covered 
by 2,880 stems.

But another lesser-known tree 
in south Andhra Pradesh called 
Thimmamma Marrimanu also has some 
substantial claims to being the largest. 
Even though fewer people have heard 
of it, botanists and tree-enthusiasts 
tend to regard this particular tree as the 

largest. It was planted about 650 years 
ago by a queen who is also remembered 
for performing self-immolation on her 
husband’s funeral pyre. Signs at this tree 
tell us that it covers 25,000m2 with its 
1,650 stems. This tree was also affected 
by storms around 1850, and is visibly 
damaged. Large pieces of broken wood 
are scattered about, but the tree itself still 
seems to be vigorous growing to refill 
the gaps. 

In the Narmada river of Gujarat, 
in the sand islands near Bharuch, a 
banyan said to have sprouted from the 
sage Kabir’s toothbrush twig is a popular 
pilgrim destination, and also a tree of 

exceptional size. Undoubtedly, it is an 
ancient tree, since Kabir lived 500 years 
ago, but this tree is also reputed to be the 
very same one that Alexander the Great’s 
army visited, during their invasion of 
India 2,300 years ago. 

A 450-year-old banyan at the 
Theosophical Society in Chennai is 
commonly claimed as the second largest, 
but then again, the same is said of the one 
at the Jogi Mahal Fort in Ranthambore. 
The Doda Aladamara near Bangalore is 
also a contender for that title. 

Two more obscure trees finish off our 
list of the eight largest known banyans 

in India: the Giant banyan of Majhi 
in the mango orchards near Lucknow, 
and the Pillalamarri tree, protected in a 
Children’s Park just south of Hyderabad 
in Mahbubnagar.

Which of these trees is 
actually the largest? Which 
sprawls out its leafy green 

branches to the largest extent across  
the landscape? 

To answer this question, aerial 
photos of these trees were sought using 
Google Earth. You can simply download 
it, punch in the latitude and longitude 

coordinates, and see the trees as they 
appear to a bird flying overhead. The 
trees’ shapes were traced, although 
the quality of the imagery and the lack 
of contrast with neighbouring trees 
sometimes made for difficulties. Other 
researchers may draw their traces 
differently and get different results, so 
our figures should not be taken as the 
final word. Furthermore, the aerial 
photographs were take over a period of  
3 years, during which their canopies 
might have changed. 

Noticeable clearings that had been 
cut out of the trees were also traced, and 

Banyan near Calcutta, Charles 
D’Oyly, 1848 (above). The locations 
of the eight largest banyans (below).

Eight Indian banyan 
trees are contenders 
for the title of largest 
tree in the world. 
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Three speakers of Koro: 
Kachim (left), Gujupi (centre) 

then subtracted from the larger, overall 
spread to get an actual net canopy 
coverage area. These traces were entered 
into the online Earthpoint calculator 
to come up with two values—the area 
covered by the canopy (square metres) 
and crown spread (metres).

It turns out that going by both 
measures, the eighth largest tree is the 
Jogi Mahal banyan at Ranthambore 
National Park, and the seventh is the 
famous Big banyan of the Theosophical 
Society in Adyar, Chennai. They are 
often claimed as being the second largest 
trees in India, but this is not the case: they 
cover only a quarter of the area of the 
first-ranked trees.  

The sixth largest banyan is another 
well-known specimen, the Bangalore 
Doda Aladamara; and the fifth is the 
relatively unknown Pillalamarri in 
Andhra Pradesh. 

The remaining four trees vied for 
top spot. When looking for the broadest 
tree using the one-dimensional crown 
spread, the Great banyan of Kolkata 
is ranked fourth and Thimmamma 
Marrimanu third. With a crown spread 
of 204m, Kabir Vad banyan in Gujarat is 
the second broadest in the world.

Hidden in the mango orchards 
near Lucknow, the Giant banyan of 
Majhi was the largest measured tree 
for crown spread, at 209m across.  
This tree, growing next to well-tended 
mango orchards, was the most difficult 

Kabir Vad is a 
popular pilgrim 
destination and  
also a tree of 
exceptional size.

‘Cubbeer Burr’: James Forbe’s 
depiction of Kabir Vad, 1813.
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to delineate on the aerial imagery. It is 
almost completely unknown outside 
of the region, but if you choose crown 
spread as a critical measure of size, then 
we can contend that this tree is the 
largest in the world.

Using the two-dimensional 
measurements of canopy coverage, 
the Great banyan of Kolkata is not the 
largest tree, but actually the fourth 
largest by area, covering 16,531m2. 
The third largest, at 16,769m2, is the 
Giant banyan of Majhi. However, the 
difference between these two is less than 
2 per cent of their total area. 

The world’s second largest tree is 
the Kabir Vad, at 17,520m2. If you also 
accept the story that it is the same tree 
that Alexander’s army visited, then it is 
also one of the world’s oldest trees. 

Which leaves Thimmamma 
Marrimanu, which was ranked first 
for canopy cover. Its canopy currently 
covers 19,107m2—almost 10 per cent 
more than Kabir Vad. A prominent sign 
posted near the tree claims that it covers 
an area of 25,000m2, but our measured 
value of 20,190m2 (before subtracting 
clearances) is substantially less. 

Even after damage from storms and 
clearance by humans, this 650-year-old 
tree is still one of the largest living things 

on the planet. If you accept canopy cover 
as the critical measure of size then, to 
the best of our knowledge, this is the 
earth’s largest tree.

This tree is known as the largest 
banyan to the botanists and tree-
enthusiasts of India, but the general 
public is more or less ignorant of it. The 
nearest town is Kadiri, which can be 
reached from Bangalore or Puttaparthi. 
From Kadiri, in southern Andhra 
Pradesh, it takes about an hour by taxi. 

Thimmamma Marrimanu is nestled 
among striking granite hills, and the 
valley itself is a pleasant, green contrast 
to the cities nearby. This tree can be a 
fulfilling pilgrimage destination, an 

educational excursion and, hopefully, 
an effective ambassador for the natural 
history of India.

It is very important to remember, 
though, that these measurements are 
debatable and changeable. And they 
are important primarily because they 
increase our awe for these immense 
organisms. Let us not suddenly lose 
our amazement at the Theosophical 
Society’s banyan tree, one of Chennai’s 
most beloved symbols, simply because 
the claims of its size are exaggerated. 
That tree is certainly bigger, older and 
wiser than both you and I! 

These eight magnificent trees, 
including the more obscure ones, are 

uniformly respected. As pilgrims and 
eco-tourists, we can affirm the decisions 
of the locals and caretakers to protect 
these trees. Our aspiration is that this 
commitment to protect and cherish all 
banyan trees will expand to include 
smaller trees and plants, and further, 
finally, to all living things. 

The Kabir Vad spreads out 
majestically on a sand island 

in the Narmada river.

   Y.D. Bar-Ness 
is a outreach ecologist 
specialising in the forests 
and landscapes of India. 
He is on a long-term 
pilgrimage to find   
Kalpavriksh, the ancient 
wishing tree of Sanskritic 

myth. He hasn’t found it yet. Visit his website 
www.treeoctopus.net.

Satellite image showing the canopy 
spread of the Doda Aladamara, Bangalore.
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