




HORNBILL 
Apr il.June, 2004 

EXECUTIVE COMMITTEE 
President 
Mr. B.G. Destvnukh, lAS (Retd.) 

Vice Presktents 
Mrs. O.S. Variava 
Mrs. Pheroz.a Godrej 

Mrs. USha Thorat \ 

Honorary Secretary 
Or. Rachel Reuben 
Honorary TrMsurer 
HI; Deb! Goenka 
01 ...... 
Dr. A.R. Ratvnanl ......... 
Or. M.R. Almeida 
Dr. Etad1 K. 8harucha 
Dr. Bharat BhushM1 
Mr. e..c. 0'l0ucIt'uy 
Hr. NawstlIr Khurody 

Mr. RisNd Naoroj 
Maj. ANn Phatak 
Dr. M.K. Ranjitsinh 

Mr. Klshote Rithe 
Mr. valmlk Thapar 
Cdr. G.V.K. unnithan 
Or. V.S. V1~n 

The Secretary, Mlnistry d Environment 

& Forests, Govt of India 
The Addl. IG Forests (Wl) Ministry 0( 

Envirorvnent & Forests, Govt d India 
The Director d Archaeology a. Museums, 
Govt d Mal\aintShtra 

...... 
J.e. DanId 
ISba( Kehimkar 
GayatriUgta 

s...Jov_ 
Layout 
V. Gop! Naldu 

Editorial Assistant 
Vibt'luti Oedhla 
Cover. 

Pubtlshed and pnnted quarte1y 
by Rachel Reuben for the 

Bombay NaMal History Society, 
Printed at St\.Isa Mudra Pvt. Ltd., 

Lower PareI, Mumbal. 
Reg. No. RN 357 .. 9/19. ISSN 0441-2370. 

For more information on the Sodety 

and its actMties,. _10""' __ . _ ... ...,.......,Soddy. 
Dr. 5aIi'n AI Chowk. s.B. Singh Road, 
Mun'ilrai 400 023, HaNmt1tra, India. 

Tel.: (91-22) 22821811 
Fax: (91-22)2283 7615 

E-mail: bnhsObom4.vsnI.net.1n 
Website: www.bnhs.org 

VIeWS expressed by the contributorS in the 
Hornblll are not necesseriIy those of the 
BNHS. UnsoIidted atttdes and IltdlJOi aphs, 
and materials lost or damaged are not our 
responsibility and no claims will be -. 

CONTENTS 
4. Dudhwa National Park 

... in daylight and darkness 

Gayatr; W. Ugra <s . w

The problems that beset Dudhwa ! ~ ~ 
National Park are as varied and _~ 0 
numerous as its habitats and ~ :;: 
biodiversity. 0 W ZW 

Olhers .. . 

14. Gir ... the only home 
of the Asiatic lion 

Meethi! Momaya 

"The king of the Indian jungle has 
ruled over this land for long now; 
is it not time for him to expand 
the boundaries of his kingdom?" 
asks the author. 

20. Herpetologists 
in the making 

Sanal Nair 

Twenty-two budding herpetologists 
set out for an eventful study trip to 
Amboli. Join them to find out 
what they learnt. 

32. The Snakes of Mumbai's 
Sewers 

Aaron Savio Lobo 

Snakes always generate more than 
their fair share of excitement. Don't 
run away from the scene. 
take a look. 

12. . ... .... .............................................. .. ....... .. ... ... .. ...... .... .... About BOIU 
26 . .... . _ •. .. ...... .... ....... .... _ .... .................. .. ....... .. ..... ........ ... . Readers' Space 
28 ... ..... ... ..... .... ....... .. ....................... ... ........ Nature IlIve - S.R. Kurhade 

30 ...... _ ......................... _ .................... .......... .. Cblal'lSCllrl - Pradip Datta 

37 ...... _ ......................... _ ................... .. ...... ...... . Spt 1111 "'It - P.M. Lad 

40 ........................ O. die Trill of lIIe Willi lunatl - Rushikesh Chavan 

43 .... ... .......... ...... ... ...... _ .... ...... ... ..... ... ........ ....... .. ...... CIRSlllVlIIIn NetIS 
45 . .... .... ...... ...... ....... .... .... .. ... .... ... ... .. .... ..... .......... ........ ..... .. .. News Notes 
47. . ............. ...... .... ......... ..... ....... ................................. ... ... .. .. News Irtefs 

o Bombay Natural History Society 2004 

- a: 

All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced or transmitted In any form or by any means, 
electronic or mechanical, Including photocopying, recording or by any information storage and retrieval system, 
without pennission In writing from the Bombay Natural History Society (BNHS). Enquiries concerning reproduction 
outside the scope of the above should be addressed to the Honorary Secretary, BNHS at the address given. 



VIEW POINT 
J.e. DANIEL 

e s as 



MAN'S BEST FRIEND has become wildlife's worst 

enemy and as destructive as man himself. From the dry evergreen 

forests of Pt. Calimere to d,e deserts of Rajasthan to the salt marshes 

of Ladakh, and the high a1tirude plains of Sikkim, packs of feral 

domestic dogs hunt blackbuck at Pt. Caumere, blackbuck, chinkara, 

langurs and the formidable porcupine in Rajasthan , chital 

in Keoladeo ational Park, and eat from the nest d,e chicks of the 

critically endangered black-necked crane in Ladakh. They dig oue 

marmots from their den in the high altitude plains of Sikkim, 

something that even the wolves have not learnt to do, and swim 

after Brahminy ducklings in the high a1tirude lakes of Sikkim. They 

are one more nail provided 

conservation in India. 

the coffin of wildlife 

o BNHS, PalntIngs by Pau BarrueI 
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DUDHWA NATIONAL PARK 

Snake in the Grass - Python molurus 

A twig snaps underfoot like a pistol shot 

in the eerie silence, the breeze whispers in the trees, 

leaves rustie, a phantom sound perceived only by 

the sixth sense. Mohammad Naseem, our guide, 
draws us close, warning us to be completely silent, 

as we walk along a sandbank through the tall 

elephant grass. Suddenly he stops short, poinring at 

the ground. \XIe come upon our first pug mark, 

large enough to be &om the kind of forepaw that 

can kill a man in one blO\v, and we pray that we will 

see its owner too. But no luck today, and we leave 

the trail with ti,e uncanny feeling that the tigress has 
seen us, even though we haven't seen her! 

The Dudhwa National Park website said 

"more than 30,000 insects" ... a paradise for an 

insect freak. '11,at clinched it. I booked m)'self 

on the impending BNHS trip to Dudhwa in 

Lakhimpur Kheri district, along the Indo- epal 

border. And what a trip! 

Rivka Israel and I got together at CST 

Mumbai on 6'h March, 2004, to board the 
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QAVATlII W. UORA 

Pushpak Express. \XIe atrived in Lucknow amidst 

the co lo urful revelry of H o li , with g reat 

trepidation left the station, got drenched in 

magenta and yellow o n the way to the guest 
house, but still managed half a day of sight seeing 

and watching garden birds. 

Next morning, we were o n OU f way to 
Mailani. As the train sped past lush green wheat 

fields, our bird count began with eight graceful sarus 

cranes, peacocks in mango orchards, pied 
kingfishers hO\'ering over village ponds dense with 

water chestnut, and a rare singleton, the shabby, 

scrappy scavenger vulture. More mundane sightings 

included glistening black drongos, perched on the 

electric lines all tile way, and any number of cattle 

egrets in ti,e pools and puddles along the track. 

From Mailani, it was a gruelling two hours on the 

dusty, cobbled roads of !tar (Ulta?) Pradesh, till 
we reached the somewhat cooler lew habitat of 

Dudhwa ational Park, where moist grassland and 

dense saaJ forests dominate. 



MErotIl MOMAVA 

Humans are advised to stay in the jeep, as 

rigers walk free .. . it's their homeground! You 

also save yourself the indubitably hair raising 

experience of coming face to face with a rhino. 
\X'ith the possibility of elephant herds from Nepal 

joining these excitements, we had anticipated a 
ho l.iday not for the faint hearted. And we soon 

discovered that we were right. But no animal, as 

Rivka says, can match the menace of man. Two 
days earlier, the forest guard o f Shitiapur beat, 

Shesh Giri, had been hacked to death by armed 

poachers. I am told that poachers lay traps even 
across the jeep track in the forest. They come for 

tile riger and the rhino, of which there is a closely 

guarded population of 18 in the Park, enclosed 

by eleCtric fencing. 

I r is 3 p.m. on 8'" March as tile lasr of the 

participanrs arrive, and we are informed by the 

inimirable Mr. P.B. Shekar, our group leader, thar 

there will be a bird walk along the railway track 
inside the Park. Wandering off alone is strictiy 

DUDHWA NATIONAL PARK 

Small blue kingfisher Alcedo atthls perched over a Taal 

forbidden, putring mosr of the flowers and insects 

beyond m y reach , so I jo in the dedicated 

birdwarchers thar form the core group in any 

B HS camp. D ane rs and co rm o rants are 
perched on bare branches, spreading o ut their 
wings to dry, moorhen and teal swim in small 
flocks in the water, while chestnut-headed bee

eaters half-hover and swoop at their flying targetS, 

the gnats and midges swarming in the evening 
light over the lake. All along we see Rohini trees, 

whose ro und red fruit yields the kumkum that 

Inman women wear o n their foreheads. Dr. M. R. 

Almeida, our botanist group leader, points out 

the violet spikes of PogoJ/' 1IJon bengalfllJiJ, the onJy 

confi rmed herbal antidote for the venom of the 

viper EcbiJ corino/IIJ, which I hope I shall never 

need to test on myself. 

The first moming, and speaking of reptiles, 

can one ever forger the sight of the rock python 

that we see in Kishanpur. It lies basking in the 

sun, gorged and sluggish after a meal that can be 
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seen externally from its dilated midbody. A rush 
to look closer, a scream fro m o ne panicky 
member, and it begins to slide away with amazing 
rapirli ty for such a huge crearure. (Only after our 
rerum to Mumbai are we able to assess its true 
size from the pho tographs .. . it was 12 ft long! 
And then I am nOt surpri sed that the lad y 
screamed.) I have trouble convincing her that it 
is not venomous, is not moving to attack us, and 

judging from the sudden, sharp, ammoniacal 
smell o f urine that all of us can discern, it is more 
alarmed than angry, and o nly wants to get away. 
That is not to underestimate the tremendous 
strength o f a 12 ft long p ytho n, whose 
consrncring musculature can put paid to an adult 

human being 
More reptiles - a mugger lies basking in 

Suheli river, half draped over a fallen tree trunk, 
so absolutely motionless and mud covered that 
it appears to be a stone relic from the Jurassic 
period. Its mottled blue, brown and purple 

colouring is revealed only when we see another 
one swimming in the same stream later o n. But 
nothing seems to animate this fi~s t one so I ng 
as we watch it. A blue-eared kingfisher perched 

o n a branch ruffles its purple-blue and white 
plumage, its brilliance reflected in the Stream 

Tbe 11eavy nectar ami pollen 

o f tbe fl owers 

o n tb e trees attracts ants, 

bees and purple sunbirds, 

whJe redvenLed, blackbeaded 

and redcbeeked bulbuls 

visit tbe trees in abundance. 

And undo ubtedly waiting 

to pounce o n Lbem 

is tbis sbort-toed eagle. 
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below, then it takes off to roost. That night there 
is commotion in the jungle, an alarm call that 
lasts more than six minutes. Some say it's the chital, 
others insist that it is hog deer, but neither way do 
we get to see the large feline that set it off. 

We leave the Forest Rest House early 
morning in four jeeps, usually with just a cup of 
tea and biscuits for fuel. An empty stomach, it 

seems, is conducive to good birrling: it sharpens 
one's senses and the eye sees more than it would 
if o ne had fed liberally on the kind of hot 

parathas that follow o n our rerurn. The spartan 
menu o f Dr. Silim Ali's field camps must have 
had a purpose other than mere economy, I think, 

as we drive under a canopy of saal, shisham and 
haldu trees. The luck y ones see a flight of 
ho rnbills, sjx, seven, eight, they recount excitedly, 

whe.n we rerurn to camp. Both the Oriental pied 
and great pied! aseem says his day is made, 
for he has rarely seen more than four or five at a 
time in this forest. The final tally at the end of 
the trip is 97 species of birds alone. My own 
attention keeps rerurning to the inrncate inter
relationships displayed in the towering red silk 
cotton o r semul trees that grow wild in the whole 
area from Lucknow to Dudhwa. The heavy 
nectar and pollen of the showy red flowers 

Short-toed eagle keeps watch for prey 



attracts numerous ants, bees and purple sUllbirds. 

Th; red-vented, black-headed and red-whiskered 

bulbuls co me to the tree in abundance, delicately 

pickWg o ff insects and sippi ng nectar from the 

flowers. And undoubtedly waiting to po unce on 
them are the raptors: the great crested, serpent 

and short-toed eagles, and the black kite. Outside 

the Tiger Reserve, driving through Kishanpur, I had 

seen sevet'l I ndian white-backed vulrures on a red 

scmul, while Rivka counted at least 44 on one tree. 

Other trees coming in to bloom o utside 

the Tiger Reserve are the palash, wreathed with 

bri ll iant ve rmi lio n fl owers that yield a dye 

used to play Holi in the old days. T hey evoke 

images o f Chaitra, o f spring warming to summer 

(and examination fever!). So does the gorgeous 

red eryth rina, which harbo urs the same bi rd

insect-flower food chain as the red and vellow 

semul. 

Dudhwa I atio nal Park was created in 1977 

to protect the swamp deer or barasingha, which 

we now watch from a machaan across a jheel in 

Sath iana. IvY)' binoculars foclis on one, twO, then 

a h undred o f th em , bro wsing beyo nd th e 

watcrspread that hosts cormorants, darters, coo t, 

teal, black stork, white-necked stork, pintail and 

jacana, and if you look long and hard, bush larks 

Bankey - the two ton dandy 

DUDHWA NATIONAL PARK 

o n the g ro und . I watc h th e antlers o f o ne 

magnificent male barasingha as it raises its head, 

then lowers it again, lazily cropping off the grass, 
unaware o f my attention. It is rlifficult to choose 

o ne's favourite among the ungulates here: the 

dappled cheetal that moves in small herds o n the 

fringes o f the fo rest and is easily seen, the less 

numerous darker coated hog deer that raises its 

tail in alarm and bo unds away, samba! which we 

never saw, or the smaUest one, the red-brown 

I ndian barking deer M III/tioms 1I11/1/ljok. 1 t is tOO 

quick for me to get a really good look, and the 

o nly o ther nnle I saw it was in a cyto logy lab, 

where even the most weU cared for animal look 

pathetic at best. 

Next morning we are in for a Star sig hting, 

the rrunos o f D udhwa. The air is miSt laden as 

we drive through the forest, our hands sti ff in 

the morning chill, clutching camera and binoculars. 

The jeeps stop at a forest post where a Shaheed 

Smaarak or memorial stands: a grim reminder 

of the fate of two forest personnel killed at night 

by a tiger. Never underestimate the awesome 

strength o f nature, it tells its silent story. Here we 

moun t a ro ug h wooden machaan, and two 

elephants are brought alongside for us to clamber 
on, four at a time. The mahout tells us that our 

Bankey - the debonair dandy -

is a two ton alplla male, 

from wbom the taal is named. 

H e revels in his superio r status, 

dominating the other rhinos 

in the enclosure, 

so that there is talk 

of relocating bin, to give 

the other males an opportunity 

to breed. 
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mount is named Pushpakali, and a heftier flower bud 

would be hard to find. Her regal pace and sturdy step 

are reassuring, until we enter Bankey taa1, a slushy, muddy, 
leech infested swamp, where the elephant grass brushes 

against our legs. Khair trees, which yield kattha, grow 

near the fringes of the swamp, with carton nests of 

tree ants on their sparse-leaved branches. Ashy primas 

and many warblers ilit among the reeds. As we go 

fu rther into the slush, the elephant stumbles and totters, 

and keeps trying to go off on her own, but is prodded 

back on course by the mahout with a mean looking 

iron al1kllsh. He stands astride Pushpakali's massive 

shoulders to get a better view, and then points out the 

hero of the day, Bankey. 

A monument of Insect architecture - termite hill 
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Bankey - the debonair dandy - is the 2000 kg 

alpha male around here, from whom the taal is named. 

He revel s in his superior status, dominating the 17 other 

rhinos in the 29 sq. km enclosure, so much so that there 
is talk of relocating him to give the other males an 

opportunity to breed. What we firSt see is an ugly, warty 
rear end, and we have to manouvre the elephant past 

him for a lateral vie\v. Then we appreciate the awesome 

power of the animal within the slaty grey armoured 

shroud of a skin. Even from our vantage point atop 

Pushpakali, his dimensions are imposing. The horn is 

about 18 cm long, to give an indication of the total 

size. He humphs and snorts, and sends shivers down 

our spines. FranticaUy, I capture as much as I can on 

camera, and then venture a closer look through 

the binoculars. He bares one long tooth, and the 
mahout advises us that Bankey has had enough, 

so we proceed as rapidl y as Pushpakali 's legs 

will carry us through the swamp on to the 2 km 
mud track. The seemingly endless ride, seated 

on a jerky ea rthquake, calls to mind Aldous 

Huxley's words on his fi rst elephant ride up 

Amber Hill in Rajasthan "1 returned full of respect 

for Hannibal, he crossed the Alps on elephant 

back." 
That evening we go to T iger Haven, where 

we meet the legendary but controversial Billy 

Arjan Singh. Hailed by some for his lifetime 

achievement in tiger conservation, criticized by 
others for aUegedly "contaminating" the tiger gene 

pool, he continues his good work. On his private 
land, chickpea is grown for the peacocks as well 

as their less glamorous females, which step 

delicately in the fields, feeding on the soft new 
sprouts. Sugar cane is planted on the rest of the 

farm. Here too, we see yellow-headed wagtails, 

pied bushchats, ashy ptinias and od,er seed eaters, 

typical grassland birds in plenty. Sunset is falling 

over Tiger Haven, and the powers that be must 

give it a thought. IfIndia is unable to come to an 

agreement with Nepal to manage the seasonal 

flooding in this region, another kind of sunset 
may descend on Dudhwa ational Park. 

The problems that beset Dudhwa ational 

Park are as varied and numerous as its habitats 

and biodiversity. Patrolling this vast 490 sq. km 
of grassland, swamp, water bodies and moist 



deciduous forest, intersected by 40 km of railway track, 

is a Challenge in logistics for the notoriously ill-equipped 
forest department. The extensive area of the Park also 

reduces the chance of seeing "glamorous" species like 

the tiger that draw public interest and management 

attention, which are more often 
Bandhavgarh . 

seen in the smaller 

Ex ten~ive deforestatio n in epal has led ro 
Aooding of the River Sharda, which last year washed 

away latge tracts and rendered ho meless scores o f 

villagers who are camped some 40 km away, in thatched 

mud huts, with nothing but their few heads o f buffalo 

to scrape together a living. Excess Aood water that 

remains stagnant in the taals of Dudhwa has killed 

much of the vegetation, and bare, lea Aess, dead trees 

DUDHWA NATIONAL PARK 

Five o f us take a forty minute walk to Dudhwa station, 

alo ng a jeep track between rowe ring saal trees and 
eno rmous termite mounds. We foUow twO sets of fre sh 

tiger pug marks, an adult and a juvenile, scanning the 
undergrowth, hoping we might see them yet, but they 

exit the path just before the railway track appears. At 

the station, which must be the o riginal Sleepy Hollow 

(it takes half an hour to buy a ticketQ, we rest dreamily 

against o ur little hill o f backpacks. A "sher" was seen 

here the previous evening. There is my incentive for the 

next trip' A shrill whistle interruprs the Aow o f thought, 

and J join the rest in a hurried scramble to board the 

train ~ 

stand stark against the bright afternoon sky. A Another raptor, the crested serpent-eagle, is seen in the Park 

member says "]sn'( this a graveyard of trees!" 

and I cannot help agreeing. We drive on through 

grassland, Aushing out a startled pair o f black 

partridge . Pas t the breeding ground of the 
Bengal flo rican, but aseem tells us that it is yet 

to appear, despite its breeding season havi ng 

started. 

O n the evening of 121h March, we return 

to the bridge over the Suheli, where we first saw 

the croc. All day, my eyes have been scannjng 

the canopy, hoping to sight a hornbill. There arc 

jamun trees enough for them to nest in. I sit 

silently, alone with my thoughts, regretting that 

we missed the tiger, which all of us were dying 
to see. The others toO are slipping into return 

mode, talking about the trip that was. Suddenly 
there is a cry " Hornbill, hornbiU'" Excitement 

breaks ou t again, the magnificent great pied 
hornbiJJ Blleero; bitol'1l;; is perched o n the branch 

of a distant trec. '~nother a ne!" and then 1 see 

an unforgettable sight - two birds take wing, 
the ir wing tips Aapping up and down, the 

rhythmic wing beat steady as they sail across from 

one side of the vaUey to the other, infinitely more 

complex and graceful than any man-made Aying 

machine. TI,e tiger is forgotten, and my day is 

made. What better crowning glory for a BNI-IS 

trip than these cousins of William, the Society'S 
own hornbilll 

Daybreak on 14'h March , we say our 

good byes reluctantly, as it has been a great camp. 
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ABOUT BOOKS 

o JIM CORBETT'S TRAlL: AND OTHER TALES FROM TREE-TOPS 
by AJ-T. Johnsingh. Published by Permanent Black, D elhi, 2004. 
Pp. 139 (22 x 14 cm). Hard Bound, Price Rs. 295/ -

BOOK REVIEWERS are supposed to be completely 
objective. But how can you be objective when reviewing 
a book by a friend whom you have known and admired 
for the last 30 years' \X/hen J ohnsingh asked me to 
review his book fo r Homb;lI, 1 was reluctant for obvious 
reasons, but once 1 started rearling the book, there was 

no going back. It is a perfect narural history book that 
one enjoys reading on a lazy Sunday afternoon, or sitting 
near a firepl ace in a cold winter nigh t. If you are in 

Corbett country, so much the better. 1 congrarulate the 
publisher Permanent Black for putting togethet some 

of the best narural history articles by Johnsingh. Earlier 
versions of dlese articles or parts of them were published 

in Hombill and other magazines, but make a good 
reading again. As the name o f the boo k indicates, 
Johnsingh is a fan of Jim Corbett, the celebrated hunter
conservationist and writer, who is frequently mentio ned 

in the book. Except for the one on mahseer, all the other 

articles are on mammals. There 
is no article on birds or reptiles 
about which J ohnsingh has very 

good knowledge. J ohnsi ngh 
righdy laments the decline of 
cracking skills (p. 130) among 
narurahsts, foresters and loea] 

people. In this age of sateUite I~~ 
pho nes, G PS, remote cameras, 

geomaps, etc. who wants to get down from a jeep and 
walk cvcn a few hundred metres in a jungle' Regrettably, 
many young 'field' biologists think that only the keyboard 
of a computer would give them all the answers to their 
natural history questio ns. There is no substitute to hard 

field data that is gathered the way Johnsingh has bcen 
doing for the last 30 odd years. And, it is more fun. 
When you read hi s eminendy readable book, you will 
know what j mean. ~ 

1111111.1 KAZIRANGA: \'V1LOUFE IN ASSAM by Anwaruddin Choudhury. 
Published by Rupa and Co., New Delhi, 2004. Pp. 94, (21.5 x 14 cm). Price Rs. 194/ -

WHILE RESEARCHING 

for the book on the Important 
Bird A:reas, I was appalled to 
find that we do not have good 
literature on some o f our weU
known protected areas and 
threatened species. I find it very 

funny when some government 
officials and funding agencies 
say that there should be no 

duplication of research work. When there is so much 

to do even on our supposedly well-researched subjects, 
where is the question of duplication of data? 

Kaziranga National Park is one o f world's fore most 
protected areas, a UNESCO World Heritage Site, and 
home to more than 60% of the one-homed rhinoceros 
Rhimxm;s unicornis. It is celebrated, perhaps for right reasons, 
for bringing back the thinos from a very low number -

less than 50 in the early 1900s to 1,552 in 1999. Despite 
poaching, fortunately under control now, and havoc created 
by annual flooding, Kaziranga has shown steady increase 
in thino population. Perhaps, we require repeated aerial 
counts to confirm the ground census. 
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Or. Anwaruddin Choudhury is a prolific writer and 

a perfect naturalist. He has been visiting Kaziranga for the 
last 20 years, so he is the right person to write a book on 
this famous park. Besides including his own observations, 
Anwar has compiled information from research papers 
and government documents to produce this small handy 
book fo r the ge neral public. It has checklists of 
mammals, birds and reptiles, which will be useful to 

any visito r. It also has interesting, easy to read 
info rmation o n rhinos, elephants and other herbivores, 

tiger, birds, flood problem, conservation issues, and 
furure of tourism. I clid not k.now that probably the 
highest densiry of tigers in the world - 17 tigers per 
100 sq. km - is found in Kaziranga. 

The book is not without its glitches. The binding 
is not good and the maps are unreadable. Some colour 
pictures are substandard and one picrure o f an adult 
male sambar Cervlls IIn;co"'r is wrongly captioned as hog 
deer Axis porcinus. D espite these shortcomings, it is an 
interesting little book and a must buy for people visiting 
Kaziranga, at least fo r its authentic checklists. ~ 

Reviews by: Asad R. Rahmani 



Sowing information to reap a better harvest. 
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Text and Photographs: Meethil Momaya 
Meethil Momaya is a freelance wildlife photographer. 

He is a life member of the Society. 

H E THREE-MO TH-OLD wrinkled her face in a yawn. 
Hers was not a practised one - it looked like she was trying 
to bite off a large piece of meat with the sides of her jaws. 
She shook her head bur with little conviction. A small pink 
tongue licked the tip of her nose and her mouth opened 

fo r another yawn, but gave up midway. Her small body 

rhythmically under her deep breaths and her naughry eyes reflected 
the yellow glow of the everting. Occasionally, she would turn to her 

mother. 
The nine year o ld lioness sitting a pounce away pretended to ignore 

her youngest. In realiry, she had a keen eye on her every move - and 

ours too. \'\Ihile her clear yellow eyes followed us, she also stole a glance 

at the young one. 
Tired of inactiviry, the cub closed up to her mother and rubbed 

her small body against her mother's face. Expecting action, my friend 
and 1 oriented our cameras to face the duo. OUf movements alerted the 

lioness, she was soon upright, forelimb muscles tightened, ears tensed 

up, and eyes wide and unblinking. Sensing danger, the cub took shelter 
behind her mother, barely visible no\\( 

It took the cub just a few moments to reappear from behind her 

Fon Knox and take a few confident steps towards us with her mother 

not much behind. Failing to engage the lioness in a playful encounter 
and conscious of our presence, the cub took offin the opposite direction. 

The lioness followed, outdistancing her infant who now srruggled to 



keep pace. They disappeared behind 
a small mou nd that sepa rated the 
riverbed from the road. 

The sun took a cue from their exit 

and set behind a hill , dropping the 
clIrtain on their performance and 

leaving us to ou r first dusk in Gir. 
In the southwest of the peninsular 

State o f Gujarat lies the Gir .tional 

Park, created to protect the last wild 
population o fiion outside A frica . The 

Gir ational Pa rk and Lio n 

Sanctuary is coUecrivcly known as the 
Gir Protectcd Area. An impo rtant 
part of this Area is the 4 sq. km Gir 

Interpretation Zone, about 12 km 

from Sa san viJJage, the headquarters 
o f the Park. Gir stretches over about 

1,153 sq. km with 259 sq. km 
forming the co re a rc a o f the 

ational Park. It is famous for being 
the last natural home o f the Asiatic 

li o n , although it ha s a hea lth y 

population of other animal species 
too. 

OU f accommo dation was juSt 

I km from Sasan. TI,e o nly reason 

for choosing it over the others in 
Sasan was a room large enough for 

three. \'(Ie were just two, but our four 
camera bodies, ten lenses, camera 

fl ashlights, tripods, bean bags (small 

pillow shaped bag filled with grain, 

used for suppo rt), forty rolls, filters, 
cords, cables and o ther accessories 

too required so me room. 1 
confiscated the bed, while my fri end 

set base on twO chairs. Before dinner, 

we made sure that our equipment 

was cleaned and dusted, the rolls 
numbered and field notes completed. 

We reloaded our pockets with fresh 
rolls and packed our bags for next 

morning's ride. 
The mornings at Gir were cold 

and the sun rose very slowly. Though 

the trees had been stripped of all their 

leaves, the thicket of dried branches 
and hilly forest terrain allowed very 

little light to penetrate the forest. A 
dull brown hue dung to the forest 

fo r twO long hours after sun rise, 

when shafts of yellow sunlight finally 
broke the monotonous landscape. 

Undulating hills interspersed by 
rivers, streams and small reservo irs 

make up the Park. The vegetation of 
the entire park is mixed deciduous, 

with trees like teak, ber, flame of the 
fo rest, acacia, jamun, tendu, semuJ 

and some banyan making up the 
m ajority of the forcS[ cover. 

GIR 

Lnterspersed among these are the vast 
open areas with scanty vegetation. 

A distinct belt of vegetation is 

found along the river and streams. 

Trees like the jambu, karanj, umro, 
vad, kalam, charal, sirus and amli are 
found here. These trees are mostly 
broad leaved and evergreen, making 

the area cool and shaded. 

Above: Another day begins in the 
land ofthe king 

Below: The lion shares the jungle 
with a number of other mammals 
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The cub took only a few moments to 
reappear from behind her Fort Knox 

The morning sk)' wo re a forked streak 

of p ink , li ke a large pink ri ver !lowing 
amidst a blue landscape. The horizon was 

pinker, it soon turned orangc and then faded 
away. At dawn, the jungle was si lent. The 

ftrst light of the sun evaporated the dcw 
that bound the dust. ' \nd as sunlight reached 

the forest !loor, the dust took to the air. As 
the temperature rose, the air carried 1l10 rc 

dust - a killer for the camera. 

\XIe travelled for an hou r before hearing 
a bird orammal call. All the while, o ur driver 

Lalit and guide Bhiku looked on cither side 
of the road for pugmarks of the king cat. 
\XIe reached the dried stream where we had 

scen the mother and cub thc da)' before. 
The)' wcre not there toda),. \XIe rode for 

another half hour, stopping at junctions and 
mud banks to check fo r pugma rks. \X'e 

found a pair of prints , but los t them 
someplace down the road . Anothe r set 

wcnt down the road and turned into the 
forest a little ahead of the dried stream. \XIe 
continued on our rOute till we came (Q a 

battery-operated van belonging to the fo rest 
department. 

Three fores t guards sat outside their van 

in :1 close circle, sticks and wireless sets by 
their side. L1.lit parked our jeep behind the 

van and got down fo r a word with them. 

After the customary exchange of wotds, a 

few jokes and sharing "mawa' (a mixture 

of tobacco, betel nut and lime) Lalit came 

and told us that the mother and cub were 
in tI,e woods to our right. They would tn' 

to cross the road some place ahead of the 

van to go to a water hole on the left. \XIe 
waited. Two o ther jeeps ca me our way. 
One of th em decided to wait while the 



The lionesses kept the cameras and 
the photographers busy for a long time 

orhc(! continued on irs way. A frer 15 

minutes, o ne o f the guards spotted some 

movemenr. There were three lionesses; the 

mother and cub from yesterday and another 

four-\'ear-old, said to be the daughter of 

the sa me mother. T he)' had p lotted a 

diagona l course across rhe forest, so they 
wou ld pass LI S and approach the road, some 

66 metres ahead of LIS. The young tioness 

along with the cub was leading me way whiJe 
the mother fo llo wed at a distance. They 

reached the road bllt o ur presence stopped 

them in their tracks. They turned back to 

fi nd an alternative route to rhe water hole. 

On thei r way back, the mother sighted a 
gro up of deer and bega n stalking them. 

The cub, Ollt o f instincr, began to imitate 

her mo ther in her ~hllnting atrempt'. 

Seeing a hunt in action, m}' spirits soared. 
TllOugh we could not sec mllch fro m where 

our jeep was pa rked, we cou ld get a view 

o f rhe three fro m a clea ring in the forest a 

little fu rther down the road. I f the lioness 

ki lled a deer, we cOllld drive do\\'n there 

and get a few pictures, I thollght. 'n,e lio ness, 

and the clIb, doing her best, stalked the deer 

for almost tcn minutes before a deer from 

~lnorher herd further away raised an aJarm~ 

forcing the lio ness to abandon the hunt. As 

the lioness walked away to an unknown 

destination, all we could do was to shake 

our hcads in rusmay. Just missed! ' l1,e you ng 

lio ness and the cub Sat behind a tree near 

[he cleari ng o ff th e road, checki ng: us o ut 

whi le they waited for their mother to rcnlfn 

from her secret expedition. 

~11,c lioness reappe~lred five minutcs later, 

this time 10 metres to O llf right between 

the fo rest yan and our jeep. She had fOllnd 

GIR 
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her way through rhe thicket of dried 
rwigs, which looked like rhe remains 
of shrubs o r undergrowth. The 
thicket was so dense rhat we had not 
noticed her until she had stepped out 
of it. After a good look at rhe two 
vehicles, she rerurned the same way, 
quietly. She joined her children and 
rhe three attempted to cross rhe road 
ahead of us. \VIe drove ahead of the 
van and kept to rhe left, stopping a 
good ttistance from rhem. The young 
lioness crossed first, rhen the mother 
and lastly rhe cub - hiding behind 
her morher. Just when we thought 
rhey were gone, the mother came 
back to rhe road and stood looking 
down rhe sloping road towards us. 
She stood rhere long enough for us 
to fini sh a couple of ro lls. What 
happened next we saw only through 
the viewfinder o f our cameras, 
missing rhe action between two shots. 
Seeing her mother stand pro udly 
before us, the cub decided to join 
her. She jumped out o f rhe leaf litter 
and landed on ti,e road just behind 

her mother, came around her and 
stood by her forelimbs - curiously 
staring at us. She rook four steps 
towards us: click ... click ... click 
... standing clear of her morher ... 

click .. . click ... zzzzoooooom . . . 
\VIhile anorher roll rewound, I tOok 
a moment to adore rhe little o ne with 
bol/; my eyes. 

The drive back was a 'know your 
deer' session. We saw almost all rhe 
possible ones rhat could be seen in 
Gir, except rhe chowsingha which we 
spotted on our last evening. The lion 
shares his jungle wirh rhe leopard, 
sambar, spotted deer (cheetal), nilgai, 
four-horned antelope (chowsi ngha), 
Indian gazeUe (chinkara), wild boar, 
wild cats, common langur, jackal, 
hyena and grey mo ngoose. Of these, 
we missed only the leopard and rhe 
hyena. 

The evening ride was uneventful. 

Shot norhing, saw norhing (except 
plenty of deer), and heard nothing, 
except a few alarm calls which could 
have been a reaction to our presence. 

The mornings grew colder, and 
the rhird mo rning brought fog alo ng 
with it. The sun crawled over the 
horizon and rays of light tOok an 
eternity to reach us. I t was cold, very 

cold for February. I buried my hands 
in my photography jacket. The full 
sleeved shirt was of no help as the 
wind cut through it. My ears missed 
rhe warmrh of a monkey cap and it 

A last good-bye before the lioness departed with her family 
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was sheer wi llpower that kept my 
teerh from chattering. The sun rose 
slowly as we zipped through the 
forest, kilometre after kilometre, wirh 
visibility decreasing wirh every merre. 
The fog thickened, the landscape 
faded and our hopes of spotting 
wildlife dampened. 

\VIe parked ourselves at rhe banks 
of an artificial reservoir amid the 

gnawing and grunting of fi ve cats 
feeding o n a wild boar. One lion and 
four lionesses of various ages were 
devouring their mo rning kill. In spite 
of being on an elevated road, the 
thick forest cover made it impossible 

for us to get a glimpse of the ammals. 
But they were close - for the sounds 
we heard were better than rhe best 
home theatre system in the market. 

At times they gOt so loud, we fe lt 
that we were sharing their table. The 
wiJd boar was fin ished in 20 minutes 

and the cats went qujcr agrun. Lost! 

i\ lick of thick fog lapped up the 
landscape from east tn west. The 
fo rest, the wate r and the Ind ian 
cormorant on the water below us 
ttissolved in the milky fluid. 

That evening we saw twO pairs 

of gre), mongoose. Seeing a pair of 
mongoose is said to bring good luck, 
but we had no ne with the lions. 
Perhaps the good effect of o ne pair 
had been neurralised by the second' 

We left the Park a little earl y to 
join in rhe h'Ossip at the small tea Stalls 
opposite the Gir headquarters. Here, 
forest guards, guides and drivers pool 
in their intellect and expe rience to 
prettict which lion will be seen where 
the next day. Also the 'who saw what' 

stories are first told here. 
But the morning predictions failed 

miserabl r. When we reached 
Kedembha Forest aka, the end 
point of our route, ours was the third 

jeep there, and soon a fourth came. 



The place was abuzz with activity. A 

cow had been killed on the far side 
of the hill just behind Kedembha. 

And seven catS - six Lionesses and a 

lion - were feeding off it! 
Two of the jeeps left to try their 

luck else.where. We co ntinued to pace 

up an,d do wn in the forest naka 
(checkpost) compound, littering the 

ground with our shoe prims. The two 

drivers who lefr wcre disappointed 
because they would not SpOt these 

cats anywhere that day - they would 
sleep here after they'd had their fill. 
And we were disappointed because 

we could nOt photograph the cats 

cating. 

The two jeeps that had left 

stopped 100 m down the road - a 
third jeep coming from the opposite 

direction had stopped too. I thought 
th e drivers were exchanging some 

information. Fifteen minutes later, 

l.alit jumped imo hi s vehicle and was 
frantically calling us while he started 

the engine. All he said was" Call/era 

tqy(/(Ir !eLlr /0. COlIJer{1 tayOtU" kar /0" -

keep your cameras ready - while he 
sped towards the three jeeps. Seven 
seconds later we saw a Lion, d1e cause 

of the traffic jam. He was si tting on 
the road with his back towards us 

and looking at the single jeep that had 
come from the opposite direction. 

He got up and seated himsel f under 
a tree five metres off the road. He 

was sleepy, could barely keep his 
heavy eyes open, and yawned three 

rimes in the twenty minutes that he 
spent with us. Ie tried to put his head 

down and sleep, but the leaf litter 
stuck to his mane and made him 

uncomfortable. He yawned, panted 

and shook his head to clean his mane 
of the small leaves and dirt that now 

decorated it. He changed his place, 

but this toO brought little relief to 
the sleepy king, and so he cut short 

the photo session (there were five 
photographers in 3 jeeps) and took 
to the jungle for peace and quiet. 

We could see him fo r some time, 
until the terrain hid him from view. 

Our guide thought of a dry stream, 

which the lion would cross. We 
decided to wait there. On the way, 

we came across some Maldha.ris with 
their cattle. Lalit asked them if they 

had spotted ti,e lion. One of them 

said he had seen twO young males 
that morning, they had cut across the 

road and gone behind the small hill 
on the other side. We had seen their 

tracks earlier in the day. Our wait at 

the dry streambed was futile. 
Despite the rehabilitation of the 

population from within the reserve 

area, there exist twO tribes - the Sidhis 
and Maldharis - that have learnt to 

live with the existence of lions and 

other predators as part of their 
habitat. 

We had come to our last everting 
in Gir. I spent the last ride enjoying 

the forest and the abundant peacocks 

sirting by the road on low branches. 

On our way back, we spo tted three 

female chowsinghas, a rare sighting 
in Gir. In fact, we got a good ten 
minutes to photograph them. As we 

GIR 

headed homewards, the sun slipped 
lower down the horizon, covering 

the forest in darkness. The bare trees 

gave an eerie and abandoned feeling 
- like all the animals had left and we 

were the last to leave. 

Although the conservation drive 
at Gir has brought the lion numbers 

up to the respectable 300s (the 2001 

census closed at 327), the concerned 

authorities feel that these numbers are 
not enough. One ep idemic o r 

another natural calamity, and the 
survival of this magnificent animal 

could be in grave danger. The only 

way to now increase the numbers is 
to translocate some individuals as 

base populations to other areas in the 

country. Two earlier attempts within 
the state of Gujarat have failed . Also 

in the offing was an attempt to 
translocate the Ijon to a suitable area 

in Madh ya Pradesh . T hi s project 

seems to have run into difficulties 

with the Gujarat state government 
reluctant to release any o f its prized 

possessio ns (Q another State. Unless 
the Government of Gujarat realizes 

the true value of its lions and actively 

suppOrts their translocation, Gir 

shall be the only home for the Asiatic 

lion.~ 

The chowsingha Is a rare Sighting at Glr 
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er eto 0 ists 
in the Making 

nuggled at an altitude of 690 m, in the southern ranges of the Sahyadri 

hills, is Amboli, the last hill station before the coastal highlands descend to 

form beaches. Pleasant \~ews of lush green hills and fertile plains meet the 
eye. A rare view of the land all the way to the golden Konkan coast from 
,:>eaVl,ew Point, angling for fish at Hiran)'a Keshi, or a picnic at Nagatta 
Falls, Mah.dev Gad and arayan Gad, may sound like a pleasure mp, but 

ir was actually a study mp! Along \\~th 21 other members of rhe Herpetology 
Course conducted by the B I-IS, now in its second year, I was in the forests of 
Amboli to study reptiles and amphibians. 

Varad Giri, the convenor of the course, was our group leader. He is a grear 
friend to me and a leader par exceUence, who is studying the reptiles in and around 
Koyna and Amboli, from where he recently diocovercc! a new species of Caecilian 

Gegeneopbis dOlli.li (I-Iombill Jall-lV/ar, 2004). He has named this new species after 
J.e. D aniel, author of THE BOOK OF INDIAN RI',IY I'II.ES AND AJ\lPIIIBIANS. Vithoba 
Hegde, an exceUent aide to Varad, \~th his ever-smiling face, was always ready 
\~th his bag of perforated bottles and pouches to store specimens, so that we 
could study them closely before releasing them. 
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• Sanal Nair 

Sana! Nair is a member and 

has lead several BNHS 

camps and trails. A keen 
lover of trees, the 

Herpetology course has ,. 

added frogs to his lis\, 

Burrowing frogs have a 
small organ on their hind 
legs which they use for 
burrowing 



Amboli has a cool and 
invigorating climate -

a welcome respite 
in summer. 

It is accessible 
from Belgaum 

(nearest airport) 
64 km away, 

or Sawantwadi on the 
Konkan Railway. 

From Mumbai it is 
549 km by road. 

State Transport buses 
ply from Vengurla, 

Sawantwadi, Ratnagiri, 
and Belgaum to Amboll. 

The venomous Malabar 
pit viper Is a rare sighting 

for Maharashtra 

BUDDING HERPETOLOGISTS 

We had started for Amboli around 8 p.m. from Mumbai in a sparkling new 
red bus and reached around 10 a.m., after brief halts for dinner and morning tea. 
Our residence for the next few days was Hotel Green Palace.Just as I was setiling 
down in my room, an excited sound from behind the hotel called my attention. J 
looked out of the window and saw that a monitor lizard VoronJls bengalensis had 
been sighted by some of our members. The lizard vanished into the woodpile 
behind the hotel before it could be caught. The camp had begun and soon a shrill 
whistle from Varad Giri signalled us to assemble in the hotel porch. He began by 
emphasizing that each member should find at least four different specimens or 
treat the others to ice cream! Our future plan of action decided, a typical Malvani 
lunch accompanied by delicious 'sol kadi' Ca drink made with coconut milk and 
kokum) for our stomachs, and we were ready for our first walk. 

The trail was a rocky patch, with sparse growth of trees due to disturbance 
by locals and picnickers. We saw hare droppings on this patch. Soon we were 
looking for reptiles and amphibians. The first catch of the day was a Brook's 
gecko Hell/idoctylJls blvokii caught by me from under a rock. Just as the scorching 
hear became unbearable, a snake skink Lygosoll'o PJlllclolJls surfaced, which too was 
bagged and handed over to Vithoba for safekeeping. A dwarf gecko (Cllell/ospis 
spp.) at the hotel was last catch for that session. 

In the evening, we had a brain storming session where the scientific det.'lils 
of herpetology were discussed. Thereafter, we set out again along the forest 
track: this time we were rewarded generously. A fungoid frog Rolla lI/ol"borien, 
Malabar pit viper Trilllerrsunis lIIoloboricJls, checkered keelback Xenochrophis piscolor, 
white banded gecko C"koello olbojosciolJls, Travancore wolf snake L,ycodoll 
trOVOIlCOriCIIS, cat snake Boigo sp., forest calotes Caloles rOllxi, and the common garden 
lizard Cololes versicolor were among many herps that we sighted. \'(Ie bagged a few 
representative species from what we sighted for closer observation later and 
returned for dinner, only to embark on another long walk, but all we sighted was 
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a toddy cat. Disappointed, we returned to the hotel for 

some much needed sleep. 

Next day, early next morning. we set out for 
Parikshit Point, a trail lined with trees and shrubs. TIlls is 

one of the undisturbed patches of the forest close to 

the village which culminates at a rocky plateau on top. 

Here we saw beautiful flowers o f the climber flaming 

spike MOlIl/ava spicata and bear scats also. D espite 

desperate efforts, we only got a common skink Mabllya 

carina/a, and a Lacertid this time. After a gro up 

photograph, we turned back. As we approached the 

gate of the forest trail we chanced upon a bronze back 

tree snake, which is yet to be properly identified. 

After every fi eld trip there was an interesti ng 

indoor activity, where we wcre fam iliarized with the 

taxono mic details of the specimens coUected during 

the field trips. Some interesting features, like the lameUae 

of geckos, different scale patterns in lizards and snakes, 

were pointed out to us duting these sessions. The smaller 

groups that we had divided o urselves into for thi s 

purpose would then gather to exchange and discuss 

experiences. Some of my &iends were a bit excited in 

the beginning, as it was their first close encounter with 

these beautiful creepy crawlers. These sessions were a 

great help to understand and see reptiles and amphibians 

close up, ou r rea son for joining thi s course. The 

c~mmon species were released immedjately after our 
observations. 

On the last day, we set out again on the fo rest 

trail, but this time to release the rest of our catches of 

the last two days into their respective habitats. The release 

was delayed for at least an hour, as many of us wanted 

to capture these beau tifuJ animaJs in our cameras. The 

joy o f seeing them aU free agai n was immense. 

TIlls field trip was an eye opener for us because 

we learned many interesting facts. \'(/e came to know 

that membe rs of the Family Agamidae, li ke th e 

common garden lizard and forest lizard, dwell on trees. 

Family G ekkonidae - Brook's gecko and Prasad 's gecko 

- can be seen on rocks, buildings, and trees. Family 

Varanidae - the mo ru tor lizard - dwells in rock crevices, 

tree hollows or burrows. Genus Cekkoel/a - the banded 

gecko - dwelJ s among rocks and on the forest floor 

In teresting facts come up, like the fo rest rock 

gecko, which dwells under rocks and trees, lays eggs 

communaUy i.e. two o r three females lay their eggs under 

The white band of a juvenile white-banded ground gecko turns yellow once it is an adult 
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the same roc k. Fami ly Scinc idae, the 

common skin k is found among leaf litter; 
the snake skink is so called because o f the 

distance between its forearms and hindlegs 
and .presence o f four fingers and toes. 

A mphib ians, we we re to ld, are 
divided into three O rders Caudata (with 
ta il), Anura (witho ut tai l) and A pod a 

(witho ut Jegs) . We had o nl y co ll ec ted 
specimehs of Anura. 

Among the frogs, species o f Illdirollo 

can be identi fied by the dilated fingertips 

on both the limbs. This helps them to get 
a proper grip on rock cli ffs with streams 
o f water trickling down, where there they 
breed. T he cricket frog Fqervoryo sp. is a terrestrial 

species, wlUle the most familiar bull frog H op/obotroclJlls 
figerilllls is found near water bodies. We also saw bush 

frogs Pbi/Oll/IIS spp., which belo ng to the Fa mi ly 

Rhacopho ridae. The frogs o f Fami ly Microhylidae are 
bas ica ll y burrowers and have a we ll -d eve lo ped 

metatarsal tubercle, a small organ o n the hind limb, 
which they use for this habit. We saw an interesting 

species ROIIIOII'//O 1II0rllloroi0 from this fa mily and its 

di lated fingertips suggested that it was an arboreal 
m icrohylid. Finally th e co mmo n I ndian toad Bllfo 

lIIe/onosficlllS is identi fied by its warty dty skin and the 

parotid gland o n its back, just behind the eye. This 

o uting did teach me that one sl,ould know where to 
look and then surely disappointment wo uld no t track 

one that easily in the field. 
Along with the herpetofa una, Anlboli is also rich 

in flo ra like the gela Rondio sp,ilOSO, curry leaf Mllrrqya 

kOflJig,ii, hirda Terflljllolia cbebllia and anjan M CIIJcc)'lolJ 

IIl11be//o/JlIII, and is a ho me for many medicinal plants. 
Mammals like bears, porcupine, pangolin, bison, and 

sam bar, and birds like the crested serpent eagle, which 

unfortunately we could not see, and the grey junglefowl, 
which we heard . We sighted the white-throated thrush, 

BUDDING HERPETOLOGISTS 

The herpetologists take a break at Amboli 

pied bushchat, paradise-flycatcher, blackbird, kingfi sher, 
small bee-eater, and yeUow-b rowed bulbul. 

In the evening, we downed our las t glass of 'sol 
kadi' with dinner, and after packing our bags came 

down to another tevision session by the indefatigable 

Course convenor. Soon we retired, as we had to leave 
early the next day to visit a turtle hatchery project on 
the beaches in and around D apoli. Amboli was soon 

behind us - a place that had taught us a lo t abo ut 
herpetology. A lo ng drive brought us to Harne beach 

where we were shown the breeding Spot of olive rirUey 

turtles and the poaching problems they face on account 
of their meat and eggs. 

The tho ught o f the battle that lay ahead to save 

the olive ridley turtles ended that night on a sad nOte. 

T he trip, however, had ended on a happy note as we 
managed to bag 22 specimens, one fo r each member. 

Varad Giri, Vithoba Hegde and the members of this 
camp made it eventful and memo rable, and B HS 

has done a great job in starring this most interesring 

course. n lank you, All! "'"';:> 

For dcraiJs o n the I-tcrpctology course contact 
Mr. V.rad Giri at the Bombay arural History Society. 

We are gratefuL to the 

MEHTA SCIENTIFIC EDUCATION & RESEARCH TRUST 

for a generous corpus grant to constitute 
the Pratap Saraiya Hombill Fund 

to support the publication of HombiLL 
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READERS ' SPACE 

Tiger Trouble " 

have juSt returned from a visit 
to Kanha National Park, where we 

had several wonderful sightings of 

tigers from a jeep, without any need 
for the "tiger show" on elephant 

back. There are said to be about 40 
tigers in the area open to tourists, the 

prey base is visibly large, there are 
several tigresses with 3-4 cubs, a 

forest obviously in good health and 

fuJi of birds. This is clearly a weU 
managed park where poaching is 

under control. 
We were struck b y how 

knowledgeable the guides were. One 
of them explained food chains and 

the loss of tOpsoil due to 

deforestation very nicely in Jhlldh 

Hindi They were good at spotting 
and identifying the birds and 
common trees, as well as animals, and 

fluently reeled Out statistics. There was 

an obvious pride and identi fication 
with the Park. They pick up litter left 

by others, and practise the principle 
o f "What is brought into the jungle 
must be taken o ut". 

On Saturday the 13,h March, we 

saw a tigress with four 14 months 
o ld cubs ctOssing the road. This 

should have been the high poim of 
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the VlSlt. Unfortunately it was the 
exact opposite - it was a horrible 

expenencc. 
As word got around, at least 20 

jeeps converged on the spot, curting 
off the road on both sides of the 

animals. Pandemonium broke o ut, 

with shouting and jee p-drivers 
jostling for position. In some places, 
there were four jeeps abreast on the 

narrow track, making it impossible 
for the people in from to tum back 

or give way to those behind. 

Shockingly, it was the guides who 
were making the most noise, calling 
across to their co unterparts on the 

other side of the tO ad, and to 
latecomers. Several touristS turned 

around and photOg raphed or 
videotaped this melee. This is surely 

not the kind of publicity we want 
for our Protected fu eas. 

A jeep with some forest officials 
was also stuck in the midst of this, 

and to do them justice, they closed 
this particular route the next day. 

However, the incidem should never 

have happened . The tigers, under 

severe provoca ti on, ignored the 

disturbance and went about their 

business. But if they had become 
irritated or frighrened it could have 
been extremely dange rous, and 

someone could have been mauled. 

Th at they beh ave d with such 
unconcern is also worrying. Have 

they become so tame that they can 
easily be killed by poachers if they 

stray out of the PA' 
These noisy and unruly guides 

were the ve ry same who had 

impressed us earlier by their discipline 
and knowledge. Why then can they 
not be trained to cope with this type 

o f situation? 
Respect for th e tiger and its 

environment must be enforced at all 
times. Silence must be maintained in 

the presence of the tiger, and some 
kind of sig n language can be 

developed for communicating with 
other jeeps and guides at these times. 

TI,ere must also be a single line of 
jeeps, with a minimum di stance 

between them. This would make it 
possible for those in front to move 
away and make room for others. T)lere 
should also be a limit to the number 

of jeeps allowed on each of the routes. 
This is of course not easy to enforce, 

but the Park is so large that it should 
be possible to work out a system. 

\'lie want large numbers of people 
to enjoy nature, and to understand 

why it is so special to see a wild tiger 
in nature; otherwise conservation will 

never have a popular base. But there 
has to be an effective code of 

behaviour to prevent us from 
despoiling that which we seek to 

protect. 

Rod;e/ Rellben 
Mumbai 
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Splendid Plumage 
Indeed 

Jagmohan Mahajan's work 

SPU!. 'DID PLUMAGE - I lOlA BIROS 

BY BRITISH ART I TS. 1st ed (\Xlith 

de criptions of birds by Bikram 

Grewal). Timeless Books, ew 

Delhi, 2001 was reviewed in Hombill 

2002 Qan.-Mar.): 14. 
I have since had occasion to go 

through the work in detail and realise, 

wirh considerable dismal', that there 

are several errors of fact therein. I 

write this letter primarily to bring 

these mistakes (listed below) to light 

so that the readers o f Hombill are 

aware of them. 
The vignerte on p. 21, credited to 

"Elizabeth Gould", is acrually by John 

Gould & H.C. Richter and was 

published in Gould's TilE BIRDS OF 

AS I,\ and not, as captioned, in r\ 

CEI TURY OF BIRDS FROM TilE HIMALAYA 

MOUNTAINS. Elizabeth Gould's work 

was qujte different in style, without 

the elaborate backgrounds in the 

plates of TilE BIRDS or ASIA . 

PI. 2 (p. 3 I) is that of an orange

breasted green pigeon Treroll binllr/a 
and not, "Green Pigeon Tn' roll 

pboeniro/!J'ero (sic)," as captioned on 

p. 30. 

Forbes," as captioned on p. 34. The 

original at the B HS library has truer 

colours, but the flowers therein are 

depicted as purple. 

PI. 5 (p. 37) is ftom John Gould's 

TIlE BIRDS OF ASIA. The artists werc 

John Gould & H .C. Richter, not 

" >' lizabeth Gould", as captioned on 

p. 36. Neither is the work from 

Gould's A CEi'.'11JRY OF BIRDS FRO" THE 

IIIMALAYA MOU 'T,\lNS (p. 36). The 

figures werc Uta ken from specimens 

precisely like the bird which formed 

the subject of o ne of the illustrations 

in my 'Century of Birds from the 

Himalaya Mountains .. .'." (Gould, in 

THE BIRDS OF ASIA). 

PI. 7 (p. 41) is printed upside-down. 

PI. 8 (p. 43) is by John Gould & 

H.C. Richter, from the former's THE 

BIRDS OF AS LA and not, as captioned 

(p. 42), "by Elizabeth Gould. Gould 

A Century of Birds from the 

Himalaya Mountains". 

PI. 10 (p. 47) is b)' \XI. Hooker. Not 

by " \XI. Hooker after a d rawing by 

James Forbes," as captioned on 

p. 46 . Forbes was nOt as 

accomplished an artisl' as Hooker, as 

is evident in pI. 4 (p. 34) . 
PI. 1 I & 12 (pp. 49, 51 ) are by 

John Gould & H .C. Richter, from 

the former's THE BIRDS OF ASIA and 

nor, as captioned (p. 48, 50), "by 

Eli zabeth Gould. Gould, John. A 

Century of Birds from the Himalaya 

iVlountains." 

PI. 18 (p. 63) is by John Gould & 

H.C. Richter and not "Elizabeth 

Gould", as captioned (p. 62) . 

It is from the former's TIm BIRDS OF 

ASIA, not his A CENl1JRY OF BIRDS FROM 

WE IlL\IAL-WA MOUNfAlN as captioned. 

PI. 19 (p. 65) illustrates twO species 

READERS ' SPACE 

PI. 20 (p. 67) is rendered by 

Christopher Webb mith & harles 

D 'Oyly, whose sigrrarures are clearly 

visible on the plate, and not by 

"Elizabeth Gould", as captioned 

(p. 66). 

PI. 23 (p. 73) depicts both sexes 

of the chestnut-bellied nuthatch 5iflo 
cas/allea, and not, as captioned (p. 72), 

"Chestnut-belljed uthatch and 

Velvet-fronted uthatch." 

PI. 24 (p. 75) depicts twO species 

of jays, CarmlllJ 101letO/o/IiS (top) and 

C. glalldanllJ (bottom). 

Despite these blemishes, the work 

is a valuable addition to an ornitho

logist's library ~ r the quality of its 

illustrations and Mr. Mahajan's 

I ntroduction (Pl" 11 -26) on the 

history of early Indian ornithology. 

Aasbeub Pi/tie 
Hyderabad 

Plant and Remember .. 

Serious consequences can come 

&om sentimental attachments to old 

trees. A death was caused by the fall 

of a decayed, dead tree. TI,e suit ~ r 

damages, which ran over 30 years, 

ultimately ended in a judgement by the 

Apex court, awarding a compensation 

of about a lakh of rupees, which was 

claimed by the heir of the deceased. 

Shri Bulu Imam's letter (Hombill Jan.

Apr. 2004) is welcome only when cl,e 

"Plamand forget" is replaced by'1)lan~ 

protect and harves~ to be replaced by 

the kind felled". Once urban avenue 

common tree property resource 

management is accepted, there will be 

enough rerurns to meet the cost of 

replacement, protection againstdiseasc, 

fire, and vandalism. Pruning, thinning 

and tending is a must to maint,tin tree 

The artist of pI. 4 (p. 35) is James of which only one is identified in the ecosystems. 

Forbes alone. 'ot, "Aquatint by W c.~prion (p. 64). The other is the rufous 

Hooker after a drawing by James woodpecker Celells brac0",ms. 
5.5. Cbifwadgj 

Bhopal 
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NATURE ALIVE 

Missing neighbours 
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Text and Photographs: Sudhakar Kurhade 

Sudhakar Kurhade is a member of the Society and 

Honorary Wildlife Warden, Ahmednagar district 

Flame of the Forest 

T he Flame of the Forest (Blltea IIIonosperllla) is 
widespread throughout the l ndian subcontinent. The 

tree is leafless in February, and attracts immediate attention 
with its flaming orange flowers, which announce the 

advent of summer. When in fu ll bloom, th e tree is truly 
li vi ng, because of the number of beautiful winged 
creatures whirling and hun1ming around the trec. Among 

the beautiful wings, the birds are of great interest. The 
tree in bloom hosrs a conference of birds. Parakeet, myna, 
bulbul, oriole, black drongo and sunbirds are seen circling 
and fl uttering around the tree. While photographing the 
tree, I noticed and then enjoyed this conference of birds 
for hours together. Anyone who wants to observe birds 
at one site only mUSt spend a couple of hours with BII/ea 

in bloom. " 

I t was January 2002, I was out in my 
garden, when I saw something dark 

stuck to the underside of the coconut 

leaf hanging just overhead. I was sure 
that they were bats, but they were too 
smaU and so I got my binoculars out to 
get a better view. Indeed they were, the 
short nosed fruit bats, which 1 was 
seeing for the first time. The group I 
saw and photographed was probably a 
family of seven, a parent and six young. 
The adult (?) may have been a male as it 
had a bright reddish-brown coUar. The 
family roosted in my garden till the last 
week of February. thereafter only one 
bat was seen flying in the late evening in 
search of food. I still have no clue on 
the new whereabouts of my missing 
neighbours . .. 
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ofMumbai's Sewers 

• Aaron Savio Lobo 

Aaron LO.bo has recently completed his Masters from the Wildlife Institute of India, 

"S k I" na e. Ths word always generates 
more than its fair share of excitement; and after a 

snlOoed moment, a person would o rdinarily run 

away from the scene. 1, for no reason other than 
my obsession with herps, ran towards the s,:,ake

or rather plunged obliviously into muck and 

attempted a clumsy run, which thankfully was good 

enough, and soon 1 caught the glossy marsh snake 
or Gerard's water snake (Gerardo prel<JSliatlfl) before 

it slithe red into a crab hole, a strategy usually 

employed by the species to escape predators. 1 
then held up my prize catch and beamed. 

My adventure had been planned a day earlier, 

when after a couple of phone calls I had managed 

to squeeze in a trip to the mangroves during my 
short stay in Mumbai. The Gorai-Dahisar stretch 

was ideal, as my friend and fellow snake lover 

Kaivalya lived there and was most familiar with 

the species present. He also told me that though 

the water would be polluted, as in most other parts 

of Mumbai, it definitely appeared cleaner. 
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Dehradun, and has a keen interest in sea snakes 

As always, appearances could nOt have been 

mOte deceptive! I've seen my share of filth, but 

nothing could have prepared me for what 1 fmaLly 

saw. The mangroves at Gorai, like the othe r 
mangrove habitats of Mumbai, are sinks for the 

pollutants of that area. Besides a large ga rbage 

disposal yard, which could possibly be mistaken 

for a small hillock, located adjacent to the Gorai 

creck, the area was polluted with human faeces 

and domestic waste. There was also a fair amount 

of chemical pollutants. To avoid the regulatory 

authorities and due to easy access to water, iUegal 

breweries manufacturing local alcohol had sprung 

up in and around the area. Their by-products were 

released into the waters of the creeks, polluting 

the water and destroying aquatic life, and were a 

hazard to human health . Ali this constituted the 

muck in which I was now waist-deep! 

Walking along bunds adjoining the mangrove 

swamp, scarming the edges of the creeks, I pondered 
the possibilities of any creature surviving these toxic 



MUMBAI'S MUD SNAKES 

Above: A glossy marsh snake slithers through the mangrove pneumatophores 
Below: Aaron with a handful of dog-faced water snakes 

waters. II !lake", I heard my friend call out, putting 
an abmpt end to that line of dl0ughL \Vhat transpired 

next )'ou have al ready read. 

11,e marsh snake is a docile creature, and did 

not attempt to bite me. The local fishermen 

commonly encounter nakes on their fishing line. 

They gently remove the hooks from the snake's 

mOllth and release them. In less than an hour we 

had five individuals, which included a dog-faced 

water snake (Cerbents r0'i/rbops). Both the gloss)' 

marsh snake and the dog-faced water snake are 

tWO of the six species of subfamily Homalopsi nae 

that occur in India. 

A ftcr the exhilarating experience of the da\', I 
couldn't resist another excursion in the murky rught, 
as both the snakes are nocturnal, and J expected to 

see man)' more inclividuals at night. 1\ lorem·er. I h ped 
to sight the wart nake (A rrorborrlll.f grail/i/o/lis). which 

is commo nly encountered in Ihesc habitats. As it 
turned out, I was right. 1 ot only did we sec many 

more snakes. \\"e were luck), to sec several dog-faced 

water snake fcecling. I had earlier witnessed this 

species in captivity, i raging with pen mouth to strike 

at schools of fish . i\ [OSt of the snakes had 

con rregated at the narrow mourns of SrTc:lmS, which 

opened intO larger streamS; these areas h.,d a la'W' 

number of carfish. The catch was raken to the nearest 

mudd), bank by the snake and swallowed headfi rst, 

as the catfish possess venomous spines, which could 

innict fatal injuries if swallowed otherwise. Moreo,'Ct, 

the spines would be erect if swallowed tail first, 

HORNB ILL . Apr- Jun, 2004 33 



MUMBAI'S MUD SNAKES 

A large number of dog-faced water snakes had congregated for a catfish meal 

preventing the snake from swallowing the fish. Snakes 
do not restrict themselves to swallowing their prey 
on land and I have often observed them swallow 

fish and frogs underwater. The fish struggled only 
for a while, as the mild vepom produced by the 

Duvenroy's gland (venom gland in these species) had 
its effect soon. 

Homalopsines di ffer greatly from other aquatic 
and semi-aquatic species. The head of t1,ese snakes is 
slightly compressed, with dorsally oriented eyes and 
nostrils. The nostrils have a valve which remains dosed 
while the snake is diving. The scales of the body are 
keeled, and the tail slightly compressed, enabling them 
to swim efficiently. These species have mild venom 
which they use to subdue their prey and also in 

digestion. Their diet primarily consists of fish and 
frogs, but several species, like the glossy marsh snake 
and white-bellied mangrove snake Fordoflia lellcobalia, 
known to occur in the Andaman Islands, are known 
to feed on crabs. 

I was amazed that the snakes survived a t the 

Gorai mangroves; that they actually thrive is 
unbelievable. ot just snakes, but several other 

species of molluscs, crustaceans and fish (lJlcluding 
catfish and mudskippers) which are the prime prey 
items of the dog-faced water snake are in plenty 
here. I was told, and would like to believe, that the 
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level of pollution was much lower in the past and 

had increased dramatically in recent years. The 
increase in popu lation has aggravated reclamation 

of wetlands on th is city of Islands, further 
decreasing the fa st vanishing homes of these 
beautiful species. 

Despite pollution, the area has great potential 
fo r tho rough ecological studies o n little known 
species, such as the glossy-bellied marsh snake. 
However, to study a species if the habitat in wh ich 
it lives cannot be protected appears futile to me. 
Besides supporting an array of bfe forms, these 
wetlands arc also essential for o ur continued 
existence. They generate food in the form of fi sh, 

and other use ful plant and animal produce such as 
honey, beeswax, and herbal medicines. Statistics 

revea l that 45% of all Indian wetlands are 

moderatel y to highl y threatened. Saving or 
res to ring wetland areas is ex pen sive, and in 

Mumbai even more difficult. The Ministry of 
Environment and Forests, Government of India 
is known to provide financial assistance to States 

fo r conservation and management of wetlands. 
This assistance could help fight the odds 
contaminating the environment, and save habitats 

such as the Gorai mangroves and ultimately the 
snakes o f Mumbai's sewers. ~ 
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Spot the owlet 

• P.M. Lad 

P.M. Lad is a former Chief Conservator of Forests, 
Madhya Pradesh. He enjoys watching and photographing birds 

Navendu and I were out photographing forest 
owlets A lhene blelll1"tti in northern Maharashrra in April 

2002. We got some good picrures of rwo owlets the 

first day, but still wanted more, so we were back the 
next day. After a short search, we saw a forest owlet 

with a lizard held in its claws. Navendu photographed 
the bird and wondered aloud if it was the same one 

that we had photographed just a day earlier. The breast 

markings were indeed identical to one of the birds that 

we had photographed the previous day! A little effort 

.. -----------... and we soon located the other one too. 

iL... _____ ...... 

We had good reason to believe that 

these birds were the same as the ones of 
the previous day. While setting up Van 

Vihar ational Park in Bhopal, we had 

observed many tigers from close quarters 
and could recognize them easily from their 

facial markings. Used to identifying tigers 
by facial markings, we could easily 

recognize the birds by their breast marking. 

Our observation was, however, limited to 
rwo birds. Forest owlets have a whiter 

breast and belly compared to other owlets, 

so the dark markings are bold and easy to 
record. But could the breast markings of 

forest owlets help to identify an inrlividual, 
I wondered. On reruming to Bhopal, 1 
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FOREST OWLET 

CAN YOU TELL ONE INDIVIDUAL from another in these photographs? P.M. Lad, a BNHS 

member wonders if the dark markings on the breast of a forest owlet could help identify 

one forest owlet from another. Do you, our readers, agree with this? 

compared the new photograph with the earlier three in 
my possession. ne taken by me in O\,ember 2001, 
another by Farah Ishriaq which was ent to me by Asad 
R. Rahmani, and o ne which appeared in Hombill, March 
1998, by Pamela Rasmussen tl alia. II the five birds 
had d ifferent markings. 

A year later, in ,\I arch 2003, I was back in the 
forest owlet area. This time Kishore Rithe accompanied 
me. We photographed two other birds this rime. 1 n the 
evening, we heard the birds calling, sounding like they 
were challenging one another. In May 2003, 
we photographed three more bird and 
found thar the markings were different. I 

had photographs of 10 birds "oth obvious 
differences in breast markings. 1 discussed 

my obse""'Dons with some bird ""'tchers 
in the hope that this could be of some 
use to science. Bu t they felt that the 
markings could change with rime! I hope 
other bird watchers will shed light on this 
issue. I was hopeful that at least one bird 
species would have individuals that could 
be recognized in the wild. But ir seems 
that more work remains to be done. 
Would it not be interesting to study 
changes in marking in forest owlets? I 
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On the Trail 01 the 
Wild Bullalo 
Rushikesh Chavan 

Rushikesh Chavan is the Assistant Conservation OfftCer at the BNHS 

IT TOOK US SIX HO R 
to reach lnd ravati river from OUf 

Kamalapur camp, a mere 20 km away. 

BUI we had no regrels, for the foresl 

palch that we were traveling through 

was towering with bamboo clutnps 

and interspersed with gnarled trunks of 

ancient forest giants. sing the axe in 

this dense forest, 10 clear the road, hun 

me more rnan it must have hurr the 

branches ... I guess! BUI dus aCI was 

essential as we were looking for the 

elusive wild buffalo of India. 

111c wild Asiatic buffalo Bilbo/lis bilbo/is is one of 
the most threatened species of \\<ild herbivores, with its 
lasl few populations found only in some parts of Central 
India and the Northeast, their numbers now remain 

less than hundred in Central 1 ndia. TIley arc the wild 
slock for our domestic buffalo, and the securilY of the 
Rs. 80,000 crore dairy induslry (figures for 1995). 
According to ti,e Ministry of Food Processing Industries, 
India, Ihe second largest milk producing country, had 
an anticipated productio n of 78 million tons during 
1999-2000. Fifty percent of the buffaloes and Iwenty 
percent of me carue in the world are found in India, 
most of which are milch cows and milch buffaloes. If 
these were to succumb to a disease, imagine the 
calastrophe it can cause to the industry. \'\Ie need to be 
prepared for such an eventuality and take urgent sleps 
to protect me iliird largesl terrestrial mammal of India. 
The only hope for the buffalo is conservati n on the 
basis of sound science. 

And so we sel off on a survey. Our objectives 
were clear, 10 determine me presence of wild buffalo 
herds in peak summer in Gadchiroli, Sironcha Di,~sion 
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, laharashlra State) and northern boundaries of Andhra 
Pradesh, map Ihe actual and pOtential wild buffalo 
habitats and its continuity, collcer informacion on 
poaching pressure, major disrurbances and habitat loss 
of Ihe species. 

\, 'e began early at 5:30 a.m. on the first dav to 
avoid the scorching summer heat of 48°C. \X 'ilh e"cry 
metre that we traveled inside the forest, it rufned denser 

and richer! Pratap with his hawk-like sight sporred 
various flycalchers, high-flying vultures, peafowl and 
giant squ irrels. Nshor stopped the Gypsy and slowly 
moved out to snap a pair of nimble giant squirrels. 

Further on, the fore I more full of ,~Jdlife, sported 
deer, sambar, gaur, even a mouse deer that had a perfect 

habitat among those large trees, where they make their 
home. As we reached the Indravati, its gentle waters 

had a soodling effect on our senses in the hot afternoon. 
\X'e divided ourselves into twO groups and searched 
for ho f marks and other evidence to con firm Ihe 
presence of the wild buffalo. \'\Ie had to return 
mat day wim sightings of JUSt old hoof marks and 
dung. 



ext morning, we set out on the same route again, 

but this time the forest felt different. We first found a 
dead ground thrush on the road, then a racket-tailed 
drongo just further ahead, a rodent, peacock and then 
sunbirdsl Did the heat take this toll? Unsure, we decided 
ro use o ne of the hand pumps and created a small 
bund, collected water in it, hoping ro bring some relief 
to the wildlife. But heat was probably not the only one 
to strike that day. As we went further, we saw five 
people running, and all of us knew that something was 
wrong. We immediately got out of the Gypsy and 
hurried to the spot to see our worst fears corne true
a handsome male sambar with his intestine and stomach 
Out and sticks brutally pierced through his legs! I was 
frustrated and depressed. We 
collected dry wood and set the 
deer ablaze in it, seized the seven 
knives, a couple of axes and 
utensils, then moved on as we 
didn't want to miss the buffaloes 

TRAIL OF THE WILD BUFFALO 

In our search, we moved up to the omnur 
confluence in Asarali, where the two magnificent rivers 
lndravati and Godavari embrace each other. A beautiful 
sight, but the wild buffalo was still eluding us. Kishor 
skillfully gathered information from the fisher folks that 
buffaloes had started corning only during the night and 
used the forest patch to move between the adjoining 
forests of Chatrisgarh and Andhra Pradesh. Biotic 
pressures had undoubteclly restricted the buffalo so it 
came out to the water only in the dark. We abandoned 
the idea of patrolling at night to avoid the confrontations 
that occur between naxalites and police. The forest 
guards were very apprehensive too. We surveyed the 
entire area the next day and collected some useful data. 

that are known to visit I ndravati 
near Makhanpalli during the early 
hours of the day. We reached our 
destination, and looked 
delighteclly firSt at each ther and 
then the buffaloes! Our eyes were 
glued to them, but the binoculars 
soon spoiled the fun. The 
buffaloes were domestic, not wild. 
"We are late", said Ashish 
Fernandes, the wild buffaloes had 
already visited the area! It was too late to save this handsome male sambar 

We decided to wait until it 
was dark and looked for a good spot before settling in 
the shade beside the rocks. I looked out for the crocs 
that we had seen earlier. The sun was blazing and the 
heat was unbearable with every passing minute. By 
evening Pratap and I had decided to take a plunge in 
the water. Kishor warned us that the crocs were still 
around, but the heat won and we plunged intO the cool, 
dangerous waters. We were thrilled and felt privileged 
to be able to s,vim with the monarchs of the Waters. 
We waited and waited, but the buffaloes did not corne. 

Dejected, we decided to rerum, as the forest 
guards were worried about axalite activities. At night, 
we sat with the forest department staff and gathered 
information and identified the potenrial sites where 
buffaloes could be sighted. 

Time was running out and we had to move on. 
The next day we crossed the Chintawaghu river and 
were most forrunate to see vulrures near Bhopalpatnarn. 
Depila, Tarlaguda, Venkatapuram, Kuttor, Gadekkal, 

ayapara all surveyed, we finally rested in the 
Venkatapurarn Rest house after an exhausting day. Early 
the next morning we left for Cherla, met the DCF orth 
Bhadrachalam and moved on to visit the corridor 

between Subbampeta to Idra. 
At Subbampeta we met an old villager arsingh, 

who went for hunts with his British Officer when he 
was young. He recalled incidents when they had hunted 
buffaloes. We didn't want to leave any area uncovered, 
so we decided to visit Pushgupa, a settlement that the 
forest department calls an encroachment. We were 
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TRAIL OF THE WILD BUFFALO 

Humans are not far away when you see clear jungles 
with burning trees 
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enjoying bird calls when we saw 

four or five men walking with some 
luggage in hand. We stopped them 

and found bows and arrows. They 
were g01ldJ from Bastar, who walk 

great distances through the forest of 

Bastar in search of employment. On 
their way they hunt whatever passes 

by. I t was amazing to see the 
different heads on the arrows, a flat 

heavy head for smaU birds and sharp 

razor edged arrows for mammals. 
We confiscated their arrows and 

moved on. 
The thick forest soon started to 

thin, the first sign of human 

settlement, followed by clear felled areas for farming 

and a tree burning at the base, a popular method of 
felling trees. All one has ro do is collect some twigs and 
set them on fire at the base of a tree; in a couple of 

days the tree comes down silently. We walked to the 

settlement which was just 100 m away. As Kishor and 
Ashish engaged the vil lagers in a chat, Vishal, Pratap 

and r went around the houses and found animal trophies 
mounted on the waU. The villagers confirmed that 

buffaloes used to visit the adjoining hills, but for the 
last eight to ten years they had not seen any. 

After ten da),s of intense survey in the burning 
heat and suffering sunstrokes, it was time to leave. None 

of us wanted to say goodbye to the forests and the 
crystal waters of Indravati and Godavari. My parting 
thoughts were "How can we protect this magnificent 
animal' How could one srop people from venturing in 
to the forests, to caUeet tendu leaves and mahua flowers, 

which not JUSt disrurbed the wildlife but cost people 

their lives?" Our major concern was to stop poaching, 
the g rowing encroachments and saving wildlife 
corridors, the main hope for the wild buffalo of the 

Peninsular population, confined for the last two decades 

to the four protected areas specially set up for them in 
Madhya Pradesh - Udanti Sanctuary, Bhairamgarh 

Sancruary, Pamed Sancruary and the Indravati National 
Park - Tiger Reserve. BNHS with support from its 

Green Card members has managed to survey these areas 

and will continue to take action based o n scientific 
research. I take this opporruniry to thank aU the Green 

Card members who made this survey possible and also 

to seek their continued support. ~ 



AS A PART OF THE PROJECT fu nded 
by the Vasant J. Sheth Memorial Foundation, a two-day 
training programme was arranged at the t\ndaman 

Islands from April 30, 2004 for the Indian Coast Guard 
pe rsonne l. Vice Ad miral Su reesh i\lehta, Di rector 
General, I ndian Coast Guard, generously supported the 
programme. Comdt. Srinivas and Dy. ComdL Pankaj 
Varma, helped finalise the programme which was 
attended by 4 I officers. 

Commander Coast Gua rd, Andaman and 
Nicobar (A&N) Region, Dl G S. PS. Basra inaugurated 
the programme, held at Pon Blai r. Applauding the work 
done by the Bombay Natural History Society (BNHS) 
in environmental conservation, he made an illustrated 

presentation on the Coast Guard acth~ties in environment 
protection, such as controUing oil spills, prosecuting illegal 
wildlife traders and rescuing stranded large mammals, 

such as whales. He emphasised the need for better 
coordination between GOs and go \"ernment 

orh",nisations, such as the Coast Guard and assured his 
continued support to the programme. 

M.r. Deepak Apte, Conservation Officer, BNHS 
made a brief presentation on how the Coas t Guard 
can heIp BNH in irs conservation efforts for globally 
endangered species. Three globally important species, 
namely dugong, giant clam and leatherback turtle 
were identified during the workshop. The stra tegy 

being: 
I. With a small number of species as priority species, 

documentation can be effective, if not easy. 

2. 

CONSERVATION NOTES 

Focus over the coming year on these three species, 
will draw the attention of a large population to 
their conservation needs. 

The species list co uld be increased in subsequent 
ycars, if the documentation process is found useful and 
effective. 

Mr. Sameer Acharya from the Society for Andaman 
and Nicobar Ecology f E) ga"e a detailed perspective 
about the conservation issues of Andaman and icobar 

Islands. Mr. Apte gave a detailed presentation on giant 
clams and their recent inclusion in SchedlJe I of the 
Wildlife (protection) Act, 1972, besides providing deep 
insights on ecological and biological aspects of giant 
clams, and co nservation issues related (Q them. 

Dr. r\ mbika Prasad T.ipathy, Andaman Nicobar 
Ecology Team (AN ET), who is working on turtle 
conservation in Andaman and Nicobar Islands, 

provided a detailed account of turtle nesting and 
congregation activities in the A& Region. He 
emphasised o n the conservation issues of turtles, 

especially the leatherback and hawks bill turtles. He 
highlighted the ,·ital role of the Coast Guard in 
documenting nesting beaches inaccessible to researchers, 
but nOt to Coast Guards, due to their extensive facilities 
in terms of communication and accessibility. 

Mr. Deepak Apte spoke on the status of dugong 
in India, fo llowed by a presentation by Ravi Chandran, 
Deputy Conservator o f Forests, \'('ildlife, A&N Islands 
on wildlife trade of endangered species. Mr. Chandran 
also briefed the audience about national laws and 
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CONSERVATION NOTES 

The Indian Coast Guard can play an important role in the conservation of the Andaman region 

international conventions related to the protection of 

endangered species. 
The second day was fully devoted to a visit to 

Ritchie 's Archipelago. T he enti re g roup sailed by 
S.S. Laxmibai on May 1, 2004. The first halt was at 
Havelock Island. Dr. Tripathy briefed the participants 
about nesting behaviour of sea turtles, wiUJe the locals 
in for med of a dugong sighting a few days earuer on 
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the reef of Havelock Island. In the afternoon the vessel 
sailed back to Port Blair via eil Island, which is also 
known to have dugong. This site visit aimed to 

understand the complex habitat association berween 
tropical rain forest, mangrove forests and reefs. 

The next twO sessions of rwo days each in 
Andaman and icobar will be conducted by the BN HS 
in December 2004-January 2005 ...... 

Courtesy: £arthscan Publications Ltd .. Londo" 
Cartoon by: Chris Madden 
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NEWS NOTES 

Banding at Pong Dam 

A colourful blue-throated barbet at Pong Dam 

THAT BIRDS MIGRATE is a fact that has 
been known to man for a long time. But no 
conclusive answers are available to the mystery 
of bird migration. Marking birds with an 
aluminium band has helped to answer some 
of the queries, but a lot still waits to be 
unraveled. 111c Bl HS is the only organisation 
in the country that has been banding birds for 
the last four decades by employing professional 
bird rrappers. The birds arc trapped using mist 
nets, thin nylon nets setup against a dark 
background. The trapped birds are then 
carefull), disentangled from the nets, weighed, 
measured an I banded with an aluminium ring 
that has a erial number and BN HS marked 

nto it before setting thcm frce. When the bird 
is caught in a different part of the world, o r in 
the same place on another occasion the ring 
answers questions, ~ke thc routc and timc of 
migration of the birds among other things. 
Banding also helps ro keep a check on the 
hcalth, age and breeding proftle of the bird 
and the health of a wetland. If tlte same bird 

is rrapped again the next year it indicates that 
the wetland is more hospitable and healthy, 
and the birds will keep coming back. 

The State Council for cience and Tech
nology and Environment, Shimla recently 
invited the B ' HS to band birds at the 
Pong D am, an internationally well-known 

Ramsar site in Himachal Pradesh. The Pong 
Dam has a waterspread of 15,662 ha . 
Dr. . Balachandran of thc B HS, and his 
team along with some representarives from 
local o rganisations, gathered at Pong Dam 
from January 20 to Pebruary 9, 2004 to rrap 
and ring bird ,this being the first time at Pong 
Dam. 

The migratory birds seen at Pong D am 
Start their southward journcy sometime in 
OctObeL Some species can Oy up to 48 hours 
at a srrerch. En roule 10 their final destination, 

these birds stop at various poi nts to rCSt and 
rejuvenate themselves. They usually spend about 
twO weeks at a resting point before fJying again. 

What was unique about this camp at Pong 
was the abundancc of the bar-headed goose, 
over 20,000, about a third of the world's 
population! Among the several birds ringed 
at Pong this year were six European chiffchaff. 
These birds weigh only 6 gm, but rravel for 
about 6,000 km ftom Europe. The pintails and 
common teal that come from the Arctic, the 
cormorants that fJy in a V-pattern covering 
about 1,000 km in a day, ducks, waders, 
Oycatchers, chats, barbets, wryneck and 
wa rbl er s were among the 328 birds of 
50 species that were banded on thi occasion. 
This camp received good support from the locals 

and was widell' pub~cised by the media. ~ 
r---..,....--, 

The bird banding team at the Pong Dam 
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Promoting Nature on Wheels 

THE STATE BANK OF INDIA 
(SB1) has made a generous donation of Rs. 10 
lakhs to the Bombay atural History Sociery 

(B HS) for a fully equipped educatio nal van. 

Mr. A. Ramesh Kumar, Chief General Manager, , 
State Bank o f r ndia handed the cheque to Mrs. 
Ph~roza Godrej, Vice President, B HS at a 

function held at Ho rnbill House o n March 25, 

2004. 
The SBI, o ne of the leading banks o f the 

country, reaches out to the remo test corners of 

India to serve people from all walks of tife. It 
has a long tradition of exemplary work in 

carrying out its social respo nsibility, and has 

become a hallmark of excellence. 

NEWS BRIEFS 

The BI and BN HS have joined hands 

from time to time, to broaden the understanding 

for protecting the environment and con erving 

Mrs. Pheroza Godrej Vice President, BNHS accepting the cheque 
from Mr. A. Ramesh Kumar Chief General Manager, SBI, 

nature. The B HS recognises that in India, the 

need o f the hour is to educate people and win them 

over, to help conserve our biocliversity. The van will 
enable the B HS, thmugh its Conservation Education 

Centre at Goregaon, to build bridges to reach people 

Salute Mumbai 2004 for BNHS 

with Mr. J .C. Daniel then Honorary Secretary, BNHS and 
Dr. A.R. Rahmani Director, BNHS 

- fo rest dwelling tribals, farmers, school children, 

teachers, corporates, and government officials - and 

make them partners in conservation . • 

IN MUMBAI Television channel 

has instituted awards to recognise the 

achievements and contribution of 
citizens and institutions to the city o f 

Mumbai. 

Dr. Rachel Reuben Honorary Secretary, BNHS 
receiving the Salute Mumbal 2004 award 

The 2004 Salute Mumbai Award 

for insti tutions was awarded to the 

Bo mbay atural Histo ry Society 

(B HS), in recogniti o n of its 

contr ibution In the area of 

envi ro nment protection, nature 

conservatJon and awareness. 

D r. Rachel Reuben , H o no ra ry 

Secretary, B HS received the award 

o n behalf o f the Society during a 

ceremony o n April 14, 2004. The 

award ceremony was telecast on the 

IN 1umbai Channel. -
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NEWS BRIEFS 

Nature Information now at your doorstep 
MUMBAI'S RENOWNED Sanjay Gandhi 

ational Park (SG P), popularly known 'as Borivli 

ational Park, has a new arure In formation Centre 

I C). The Centre was inaugurated on World Earth 

Day, April 22, 2004, by Mr. Ashok Khot, Chief 
Secretary, Forests, Gover~ent of Maharashtra. 

This Centre is a joint effort of the Maharashtra 

Government Forest D epartment, Bombay Natural 

History Society (BNHS), and BG India (British Gas), 

an international narural gas company. 

In addition to the Park being home ro many 

endangered species of flora and fauna, the Tulsi and 
Vihar lakes within it are Mumbai's main sou rce of 

drinking water. The NIC was created by revamping 
the Park's prinlary information centre. It aims at raising 

awa re ness and address ing the need fo r nature 

conservation, and highlighting the importance of the 

SG P to Mumbai through colourful and informative 
exhibits, slide and mm shows and guided nature trails. 

A specialist team from the B HS and the Forest 

(R-L) Amit Chavan Project Coordinator escorting the 
guests Mr. David Wohlschlegel MD British Gas, 

Mr. B.G. Deshmukh PreSident, BNHS and 
Mr. Ashok Khot Chief Secretary, Forests, through the 

exhibits displayed at the NIC 

Department will conduct these programmes. The project 

has been sponsored by BG r nrlia. The new programmes 

are expected to benefit the over three million visito rs to 

ti,e Park each year, as well as ro attract budrling narure 
enthusiasts. _ 

---------------------------------
Water concerns and 
World Environment Day 
FORESTS AND WATER was the theme of the 

photography exhibition by Mr. Pallava Bagla for this 
World E nvironment Day. Mr. H emendra Ko thari, 

Chai rman, DSP Merrill Lynch Ltd. inaugurated the 
exhibition on June 5 at Hom bill House. While some 
o f the photographs captured the sta rk reality of 

environment degradation, o thers rlisplayed unrlisturbed 
narure in all irs glory. 

Also present during the inauguration were Mr. Ashok 
Khot, l AS, Additiona l Chief Secretary, Fo res ts, 

Government of Maharashtra, Dr. D igvijay Singh, former 

Minister for Environment, Government of Jnrlia and Mr. 
Mathew Chetian, Executive Director, LEAD-Jndia. 

Mr. Pallava Bagla is an award winning 

photojournalist who was conferred the global award for 
'Outstanrling Journalism' in 2003. He is currently l nrlia

correspondent for the American weekly Scimet. For 

1\>[r. BagIa, documenting the celebration, politics and use 

of water has been a passion for the last two decades. 
The exhibition was held under the aegis of the 

City Forest Fund, BNHS and is a joint programme of 

48 HORN BILL • Apr -Jun, 2004 

(R-L) Mr. Hemendra Kothari and Mr. Pallava Bagla 
at the exhibition at Hornbill House 

LEAD-India and BNHS. Leadership for Environment 

and Development (LEAD) is an international NGO, 

which strives to create and sustain a global network of 

leaders who are committed to promote change rowards 

patterns o f economic d eve lo pmen t that a re 
environmentally sustainable and socially equitable. 

On the same day, at the newly inaugurated ature 

Information Centre, 1r. Prem P.S. Yaduvendu Chief 

Conservator of Forests (Mumbai) burnt the animal 

trophies confiscated by Forest Officials on Wo rld 

Environment day. \'ilhile speaking on the occasion Mr. 
A.R. Bharati Deputy Conservaror of Forests (SGNp) 
appealed to the public ro stOp encouraging wildlife trade. _ 
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It takes a special ability to keep your eyes on the road ahead. Call it foresight. 

From locomotives to steam road·rollers, heavy, medium, light commercial vehicles to India's first indigenous passenger car, 
we have always looked ahead, seen a need arise and addressed it long before rt arrived. tfs a clarity of business vision that continues 
to help us navigate into the future. With more new vehicles to make, more new ground to break, we've got our sights firmly set. 
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