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VIEWPOINT 

Water of Life 
The ENVIS (EnvironmentallnJormation System) 

programme at the Society collects and 

disseminates in/ormation. on. 'he inland wetlands in 

the country. We are appalled to find that wetlands 

are the most abused among the life supporting 

habitats in the country. A sample survey oJJour 

districts in Tamil Nadu showed that many are 

being filled up or put to other uses. Those within 

the control oj the Jorest department expose the 

department 's one track mind. They have been 

planted with Acacias and similar trees. The tanks 

had been dug in ancient days to store water 

against the vagaries oj the monsoon. The tanks 

and village ponds provided the water of life Jar the 

people and the birds and beasts, both wild and 

domestic, and life revolved around them. They 

charged the wells that were the source oj an easily 

available water supply. The culture oj tapped 

water has, in many instances, made the village 

tanks redundant to man, but they are still vital to 

other life Jo rms. Tapped water supply in India is as 

fitful and wayward as the nation 's supply oj 

electricity, and taps are oJten only ornamental. In 

the meanwhile, tanks which are the Jundamental 

life support system Jar all the wildlife and 

waterbound vegetation are being converted into 

bus stands and housing colonies, Jar there is no 

legal protection Ja r wetlands - a waste oj a iife 

support system which has already reached a 

critical stage when we consider the difficulties 

between states in the distribution of water. 

J.e. DANIEL 
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Text and Photographs: S.U . Saravanakumar 

A cool and moist habitat is the ideal home for Rana tempora/is 

The Western Ghats are a treasure 

trove of amphibians. However, 

little is known about the 

amphibians of this region. 

A beginning has been made, but 

much still remains to be known. 

Maybe a new species? 

cPtn amphibian can make three 
distinctions when it encounters 
another living being, which in 

the course of its life help it to survive. Meet 
something smaller than itself: eat it! Meet 
something bigger than itse lf: beat it! Meet 
something its own size: mate it! 

Disregarding this simple doctrine for survival, 
amphibians sometimes get into serious trouble, 
like this red eyed, black bellied, slimy skinned 
bicoloured frog that was resting among the cool 
leaf litter close to my feet, as I squiggled a few 
lines in my field notebook for this article. It had 
been more than a month since I began field work 
in Varagaiiar, an elephant camp close- te-Topslip 
in the Anaimaiai l)ills of the Western Ghats. 
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[ had always been romancing 
with the Western Ghars, and it 

was with an almost maniacal 
passion that [ convinced the 
faculry of the Wildlife [nstirute 

of India of my need [0 be there. 
There could be no reason more 
convincing to justify my 
presence in the Western Ghats 
than a srudy of its amphibians. 
With about 120 spec ies of 

which 89 are endemic, the 
Western Ghats are a treasure 
chest of amphibians, yet very 
little information exists about 
the amphibians in this area and 

India as a whole. Luckily Dr. 
Ravi Chellam, the man who 
studied the lions of Gir, my 
superior and guide for the srudy, 
also shared my interest in the 

subject and the area, which 

made it easy for me. In late 
November, 1994, with little 
knowledge of amphibians, a big 
load of books, a camera and a 
guitar [ moved [0 my field site, 
rile Western Ghats. Mani and 

Palanisamy, my field assisranrs, 
were [0 be my companions for 
the next five months, and 
Varagaliar, the valley with 
working clephanrs, deep jungles 

and poetic sunsets, my ho me. 

My interest in community 
ecology and conservation 
biology led me [0 examine rile 
problem of habitat conversion 
on the local faunal commu 
nities. Amphibians, with their 

permeable skin, are extremely 

sensitive to changes in their 
surroundings and hence ideal 
subjects for srudying the effects 
of distribution on ecosystems. 
Varagaliar seemed an ideal site 

for this kind of a srudy. 
Early in the 1970's, a large

scale operation was undertaken 
in Varagaliar [0 plant teak. A 
fairly large chunk of natural 
vegetation was cleared for rllis 

purpose. Thus, in Varagaliar, 
the natural and converted 
habitars lie juxtaposed, creating 
an ideal set-up for the srudy. The 

Varagaliar river, flowing alo ng 

the va lle y, con nects both 
habitats and is a corridor for the 
movement of amphibians. 

The first month in the field 
was hectic and frustrating -
setting up a field station, hiring 

field assistanrs and learning to 

catch frogs. My daily m utine 
was to search plot after plot 
of both the vegetation rypes at 
dawn and dusk when the 
amphibians are active. I standar

dised my sampling method, 
rl1US making rile comparison of 
both habitars possible. 

For a person srudying amphi
bians for the first time, 

Varagaliar is a paradise. On my 

very first day, as I walked along 
the Varagaliar river, almost 

every step sent a frog leaping 
into the river, and was I glad [0 

see them I However, rllere was 

no way I could identity rile spe

cies with such a brief glimpse. 
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Thus began my adventu rous 

crawling, stalking and grabbing 
of those shocked beings. 

Identification, however, was 
not so easy. So great was 

the colour variation within a 
species that at first I believed 
enthusiastically that every 
variant was a new species, only 
to be disappointed. Particularly 
no[Orious is Indirana beddomii. 

Within a sma ll area I once 
co llected a bright orange, a 
yellow and a white specimen, 
the only common character 

being the dark brown eye stripe. 

We, however, began [0 develop 
an eye for locating amphibians 

and searches became easy and 
routine. The joy of locating a 
new species was equal for all 
three of us - working as a team 

was rurning out to be fun . 
I began my field work with 

the notion that the diversiry of 
anlphibians would be higher in 
the narural vegetation patches 
as compared [0 teak plantations, 
bur I was wrong . The 
commonly seen species such as 
Beddome's frog (I1Idira1la 
beddomii ), veruccose frog 
(Lim1lOnectes keralmsis), bronzed 
frog (Ril1la ternporalis) and bush 

frog Philautlls p. were almost 
equally abundant in both me 
vegetation rypes. There were a 
few species that were restricted 
[0 one of these vegetation rypes, 
bur I was able [0 collect JUSt one 

or two specimens of such 



The notorious Indirana beddomii comes in more than one colour morphs 

species throughout my study 

period, and these were not 
enough to draw conclusions. 
No index or statistical test was 
going to support such findings . 
Man y previous studies had 
shown that natural vegetation 
had greater species diversity as 
compared to convened habi 
tats. Was Varagaliar going to be 
different? 

The one species that 
occurred only in the natural 

vegetation was the bicoloured 
frog (Rana curtipes) . [ had 
observed quite a few specimens 
in mo ist and cool areas and 
sometimes even along the dry 
forest paths in evergreen forests. 

Bur it was remarkable that not 
a single specimen occurred in 
teak plantations, not even 

within a small patch of teak that 
was enclosed on all sides by 
nanlral vegetation. This was a 

strong sig n that thi s spec ies 

6 

requires natural vegetation for 

itS survival . I spent some time 
studying the micHlhabitat 
requirementS and behaviour of 
the bicolourcd frog in the hope 
of finding an explanation for its 
compulsive need for natural 

vegetation. The restriction of 
the bicoloured frog to natural 
vegetation seemed the only 
perceptible difference between 
the two habitats as far as 

amphibian communities were 
concerned . H oweve r, the 
natural vegetation patches and 
the teak plantations showed 
perceivable differences in their 
structure and Illicrocl inlarc . 

Natural vegetation had a greater 

percentage of canopy cove r 
which was consistent through

o ut the yea r. Teak being a 
deciduous specie , the entire 
plantation wore a denuded look 
for almost a m o nth from 
Febmary to March. 

• Hom! 11, Jllf P 1990 (2) 

The nanlral vegetation 
pa tch was also cooicr, 
more moist and with 
very little daily fluctua
tioll in tenlpcratufe and 

humidity. On the other 
hand, teak plantations 
showed a much greater 
dail y variation. Early 
mornings were very cold 
and 1l1o isr, and evenings 

hot and dry. Thus, the 
amphibians existing in 
teak plantations had to 

withstand a wide range of 
temperatures and adapt to 

relative humidity levels as low 

as thirty percent . Since 
amphibians have a highl y 
permeable skin, water loss is a 
major factor affecting their 
survival. Such varying condi
tions of rapidl y flu ctuating 

temperatures and vcry low level 
of humidity require hardiness 
and adaptability on the part of 
amphibians if they are ro survive 
in the teak plantations. 

All the e observatio ns only 
added another sticky orb to this 
complicated web of community 
ecology. [fthe two habitats were 
so visibly different how was it 
that they supported similar 
amphibian communities? [ was 

probably sampling o nly a small 

P?rtion of the amphibian 
community of the two habitats 
which consis ted .of species 
existing in both areas. 

The answer to this intriguing 
problem came as a revelatio n. 



One eveJ1 ing In early 
January, we we re 
sampling in the teak 
planrations a long the 

banks of the Varagaliar 
river. Within the teak 

plantations thc banks are 
sandy, probably because 
of heavy erosion. We 
trudged along plor after 

plor. Most of them had 

just one frog or nonc at 
all as we usually found in 
teak plantations. After 
the fifth plor, we moved Unlike other frogs the bicoloured Ran. curtipes was never seen in the teak plantations 

into a small patch o f 

vege tation - a clump of 

indigen o us trees amidst the 
teak trees. T hi s was not a 
typical represenrativc of teak 
plantations, bur I was sampling 
them anyway. 

After demarcating the plor 

with a nylon rope, the three of 
us stepped in to begin the 
search . One step and a plop : 

frogs kept popping o ut from 
every imaginable place within 
the leaf littcr and soon all three 
of us had our hands full, with 
many more frogs around to 
be caught. In all, thi s plot 
held s ixteen frogs, a major 

improvement on the usual tally 
of o ne Or none. And there were 

man y more outside o ur 
demarcated plot, and within the 
limits of the clump of trees. It 
came to me as a flash , as it 
sho uld have to anyone, that 

d1ese bits of natural vegetation 
inside teak plantations could 

actually provide ideal conditions 

for amphibians to survive. 
Taking this clue, I checked 

other such clumps which were 
scattered through the teak 
plantations along the stream 
courses. My observations were 

similar, however, every clump 
of vegetation did not overflow 
with frogs. These clumps of 
natural vegetation along the 
st ream s were tiny pockets 
holding a rem arkabl y large 

congregation of amphi bians. It 
became obvious th at teak 
planrations with clumps of 
nan.ral vegetation held amphi 
bians in similar abundance to 

habitats in nan.ral vegetation. 

While analysing d,e data, I 
found that the microclimate 
within d,ese clumps was similar 
to d,e evergreen forests in their 
microclimate , and therefo re 

highly suitable for amphibian 
survival . Thus, the frogs seemed 
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to congregate in these islands of 

vegetation. 
But what would be the case 

in teak plantations, without the 
clumps of natural vegetation? 
To check this I compared data 
between teak plantations devoid 

of natural vegetation and 
evergreen forests. 

The trend observed made a 
lime more sense. Rana temporalis 

and Lil1l1lorlectes keralC1lsis were 
fOlmd to be quite infrequent in 

teak plantations. Bodl species are 
known to occur only in forested 
areas widl a good canopy, and d,C 
fact that they were mo re 
abundant in d,e clwnps of nan.ral 
vegetation confirmed the 

findings of d,e previous sn.dies. 
The o nl y two species that 

were found in high ablmdance 
in pure teak stands were 
b,dirar,a beddmnii and PhiialttltS 
sp. I had often found Illdimlla 
beddomii far away from watcr 
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even during peak summer. Their 
hardiness could explain their 
survi val in the harsh conditions 
of teak plantations. Phi/alttllS as 
a genus is known to use grass 

as a habitat. ince the teak 
plantations had abundant grass 
cover, Phi/al/ws were abundant 

in teak plantations . 
The forest department o f 

Tami l N adu had in the past 

What I had set out to find, I 
had fOlUld. Conversion of narural 
vegetatio n to com mercial 
monoculntrCS has been known to 
result in species loss . In 

Varagaliar, at least one species 
definitely suffered, fuma Cflrtipes. 

It was late August when I 
went back to Varagaliar. The 
southwest mo nsoon was near
ing its end and all of Anaimalai 

limnollccres keralensis - one among the diverse treasures of amphibians at Varagaliar 

specified that whenever nam ral 
vegetat io n was cleared for 
plantation purposes, the regions 
close to wa ter sources wou ld 
be left intact. This was do ne 
in the belief th at it wo uld 

prevent the drying of I' he source 
and provide cover for animals. 
The department can now add 

was wet and green. I was here 

to sec what the fi-ogs werc up 
to during the mo nsoon. From 
their lo ud ca lls and te rrifi c 
numbers I kne w they were 
doing fine. After a wee k of 

field work in d,C pouring rain, 
T got back to Dehra Dun . 
Monsoo n is the time when 

anodlcr justification, that these amphibi ans arc known to 

strips of vegetation act as a 
refuge for amphibians of the 
decimated nam ral vegetation. 

8 

spread out and sometimes move 
remarkable distances away from 

water sources. Species such as 

• -tI frt n upP 1999 2) 

Li","o"ectes kern/emis and fumn. 
te"'pora/is, which occurred close 
to water during my dissertation 
work, were now see n at 

dis tances of two hundred 

metres away from water. 
I ea rched the teak 

plantatio ns for signs of Rmtn. 

Ct<rtipcs, but there was no clue 
of their presence. Monsoon had 
not altered their avoidance of 

teak plantations. This only con
firmed my previous observa
tio ns and re iterated the 
importance of narural vegetation 
for the survival o f this species. 

In a couple of years after this 

srudy, I have slowly realised that 
there is still a lor to know about 
the frogs of Varagaliar and 
amphi bians of the Western 
Ghats. Frog watchers arc a small 
but faithlill group, and I :un sure 

they will help to unearth new 
information, unimagi ned trends 
and probably a few new species 
in the future . And as far as 

Varagalia .. is concerned, and the 
entire Western Ghats, it is Illy 
deepest hope that there is no 
need for lilrther clearing nanlral 
vegetation. Also, care should be 

taken to preserve the patches of 
narural vegetation existing in 

teak plantations, at lea t for d,C 
sake of these web-footcd friends 

of man . 'i' 

s.u. Saravanakumar is a field biologist 
working al the Wildlife Institute of India, 
Dehradun. He has a special interest in 
nature pholography . 



news briefs 

SBI helps BNBS protect envIronment 

Mr. A.K. Batra stressed the importance of NGOs in Community Service 

T he State Bank of India 
undertakes a host of 

activities under the aegis of its 
Community Services Banking, 
to meet its social obligation as 
a caring corporate citizen. 

As a first step towards 
Environment Protection , an 
endowment of Rs. 10 lakhs was 
granted to the BNHS for 
supporting the Society's activities 
in wildlife research, environment 
protection and spreading public 
awareness. The interest from the 
State Bank of India Endowment 
Fund will be used for public 
education, awareness and 
research, and other projects. 

Mr. J .C. Dani e l, Hon. 
Secretaty, BNHS, said that such 
altruistic gestures have helped 
the Society to achieve its 
objectives and he looks forward 
to more such contri bu tio ns 
from the corporate sector. 

Speaking o n the occasio n, 
Mr. A.K. Batra, Chief General 
Manager, SBI, Western Region, 
stressed the importance of 
NGOs in community service. 
Mr. Batra further s tressed 
that India 's future lies in 
sustainable development and 
not just in materialistic growth 
at the cost of environmental 

degradation. ~ 

Donation for Bornbill 

Grant from 
Tata EducatIon Trust 

T he Tata Education Trust 
has made a generous 

grant of Rs . 50 lakhs to the 
BNHS, in recognition of its 
valuable work in the field of 
nature education, conserva
tion and research. This grant 
constitutes of Rs. 15 lakhs 
for Environment Activities as 
per the training programme 
designed by the Conserva
tion Education Ce ntre, 
Goregaon, over a period of 
three years, and Rs. 35 lakhs 
as a corpus grant, the interest 
from which is to be used 
exclusively for maintaining 
contro lled temperature in 
the specimen collectio n 
room, computerising BNHS 
resea rch and recruiting 
additional scientific officers . 

The Conservation Educa
tion Centre conducts nature 
education and awa reness 
activities, including special 
programmes for schoo l 
children. The grant will also 
help to sa feguard the 
National Heritage collection 
at Hornbill House. ~ 

We gratefully acknowledge a donation of Rs. One lakh from 
Mr. Rishad Naoroji, given for creating awareness of nature 

conservation issues and for the study of 
natural history through Hornbill . 
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news briefs 

Calls of 169 species 

'"ri,e first ever bird ca ll tapes produced by 
.l the BNHS, were released on 8th May, 1999. 

TI,e tapes were released simultaneously at HornbiU 
H ouse, Ramnarain Ruia College, Matunga, and the 
Rotary Service Centre, Santacruz. 

Dr. Erach Bhantcha, EC member, BNHS, and 
an environmentalist, compiled the tapes /Tom the 
recordings made by him and by B.C. R. Bertram and 
Br. Anto nio Navarro, St. Xavier's High School, 

Mumbai . 169 calls were finally edited under 
Mr. J.c. Daniel's supervision to produce a set of 
twO 60 minute tapes. Each call is preceded by a 
s imple ve rbal identificatio n of the bird . The 
accompanying booklet gives information o n 
where the bird is likely to be seen. In addition, 
reference numbers are given for quick infor
matio n from Salim Ali's BOOK OF INDIAN BIRDS and 
COMPACT HANDBOOK OF THE BIRDS OF INDIA AND 

PAKISTAN. The project was fully sponsored by 
eth Pursho tamdas Thakurdas and Diva liba 

Charitable Trust thro ugh the good offices of 
Dr. Pratap R. Saraiya. 

The set ofewo tapes is priced at Rs. 160/- (Rs. 
120/- for members ), packing and forwarding 
charges extra. ~ 

Top: NV. Sunil laveri, Hon. Treasurer and 
Dr. Shashi Menon releasing the tapes al 

Ramnarain Ruia.Coliege, Mumbai 

Left: Dr. Pratap R. Saraiya being STeeled by 
Dr. E. Bharucha and Mr. B.G. Deshmukh, 

President, BNHS at Hornbill House 
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news br efs 

National Symposium on Aquatic Biodiversity & 
Emerging Trends in Freshwater Biology 

October 24-27, 1999 
Objecti ves: Biodiversity and freshwater 

biology are the frontier areas of research. Thi 
symposium is an effo rt to promote greater 
interaction amongst the freshwater biulogists . 

Key themes 
Aquatic biodiversity: Flo ra, fauna 
Freshwater Ecology: Taxonomy, ECosystem 

dynamics 
Aquatic pollution: Water quali ty, Indicator 

species 
Fish bio logy: Behaviour, genetics, 

physiology, biochemistry, 
endocrinology 

Fishery resources: inland (including 
coldwater), reservoir 

Aquaculture: Fish farming in hills 
and other parts of India . 

I Registration fees 
Delegates: Rs. 500 
Accompanying member: Rs. 300 

Scientific Programme 
Day one 

Technjcal session I Aquatic Bio logy 
Technical session n Freshwater Biology 
Techllical session III Aquatic Pollution 

Day two 
Technical session IV Fish Biology 
Technical session V Fishery Resources 
Technical session VI Aquaculture 

For further details contact: 
Department of Zoology 

H .N.B. Garhwal University 
Srinagar-Garhwal 246 174 

India. 

Appeal 

On the night of 20th December, 1998, a 
g roup of mjscreants an acked Kahitanla 

Beat of Manas National Park and killed three 
of its staff - Bimal Chandra Kaljra, Forest 
Guard, Hav. Bentik Sangma and Constable 
Chandra Keswar Gogoi. Each of them is 
survived by ills wife and young children. 

All three were excellent workers and have 
lost dleir lives while protecting the forest and 

wilcll ife. There is now no known source of 
income av.ulable to the bereaved fanlities. We 
appeal to the well -wishers of fo rests and 
wilclljfe to provide financial help to the families 
o f the deceased. Kindl y send your 
contributions by cheque or demand draft to: 
The M ember Secretary, Wildli fe Areas 
Development & Welfare Trust , Rehabari, 
Guwahati 8, Assam . 

Answers Cor The Young Naturalist 

Across: 12. Elephant 28. Fig Down: 17. Whale 30. Leaf 
I. Siberia 13. Teak 3 I. Tortoise 3. Tiger IS. Bat 33. Enemy 
2. Stem 15. Gir 32. Thrtle 4. Peacock 19. Bamboo 35. Rui. 
4. Python 16. Claw 34. Tree Frog 6. Sanjay Gandhi 21. Carnivore 
5. Tusk 20. King Cobra 36. Fugu 9. Acid 23. Onutivore 
7. Atlas 22. Anaconda 37. Caterpillar 10. Weed 24. Butterfly 
S. Antler 25. Herbivore 3S. Botany 12. Epiphyte 27. Eight 
11. Cuckoo 26. Six 14. Fern 29. Dodo 
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fromJBNHS 

~- Tbe sense of sme{[ in animals--------------. 
((J) / nlike the m1e cats, the civet cats have 
-U an extraordinary powerfu l smell. I 

once had a beautiful grey beast brought to me 
by some Nagas late in the evening as it was 
getting dusky. They asserted that it was 
absolutely tame so I took it out of the basket, 
and it at once licked my hands and climbed 
over me unering a sound like a purr. I kept it 
with me for about an hour and then wanting 
to go to bed decided to lock him up in an old 
aviary, I had once used for some eagles. Leaving 
it, as I thought, safely shut up, I turned in, but 
hardly was I in bed before I heard a scratching 
at the thatch roof and presently down dropped 

the civet, pushed itself cheerfully through my 
mosquito net and evinced the greatest delight 
at having found me once more. Feeling that it 
was hardly a desirable bed companion, I again 
grabbed it by the neck and carried it out to ti,e 
cage. Shut up once more, it was out, however, 
and back in my bed almost as soon as I was. 
Determined to be allowed to sleep in peace I 
again carried him right away out o f the garden 
to a hoge conon tree about 200 yards away 

_ a- have been able to compare the powers 

(:ff of hearing in animals and have noticed 
that invariably the leopard was the first to hear 
any sound, Witll the occasional exception of a 
little prick-eared Tibetan dog. The first sound, 

which to my human ears, used to convey the 
news that anyone was approaching my 
compound, was the creaking of a bamboo gate; 
which let them into it, but long before iliis the 
animals knew all about it. First the leopard 
would prick up his ears, raise his head, and 

and saw him run safely up into ti,e top branches 
far overhead, but, before I got back to my 

garden, I turned to have a look and there was 
my recently acquired pet with its nose to the 
ground simply racing over it after me. 

11,is cat would often nose out birds nests 
in trees or bushes within a few feet of the 
ground and then climb up, and devour any eggs 

or young contained in them. When he arrived 
at a bush with a nest in it he would halt for a 
second o r two with his linle nose lifted up and 
quivering about in every direction until it was 
in a bee-line with the nest,and then up he 
climbed. Fomlllately, he was the most amenable 
animal to deal witll I have ever had, and soon 
learnt that no nests within my garden fence 
must be touched. He was immense pals with 
all the dogs and could track them up by scent 
at a gallop, proceeding in ungainly leaps after 
the manner of his kInd. His sight for distant 

objects was very poor, though for anything ncar 

it was exceptionally quick. ~ 
E.C. Stuart Baker, 

July 1920. 

Tbe sense of bearil19 in animals 
stare, w ith that curious far away look in his 
pale eyes, in the direction of ti,e new arrival, 
next the deer would e.rect their heads, stamp 
with their forefeet and also turn in the same 

direction, and lastly the dogs would show that 
they tOO had heard. The bears and monkeys 
never seemed to take any notice unless the 
person was approaching about meal time, but 

even then they were the last to pay anention .~ 

E.C. Sruart Baker, 

July 1920 . 
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,--- Voraclt~ of a p~thOl1------' 
r7!fr n the lOth November, 1912, during the 
~ Diwali holidays, while shootin.z at 

Popatpura near Bavla, in Ahmedabad District, 
I was walking after snipe, in company with 
Mr. ] .H .E. Tupper, LC.S., when one of the 
beaters called out that there was a big snake. 
We found that it was a large python, (Python 
molurus) lying torpid. We proceeded to shoot 
it, and as it was lying half coiled up, its body 
was naturally a good deal injured inme process. 
Seeing a feather sticking out of a wound, we 
told one of our men to extract the bird to which 
it belonged. He pulled a duck out of the wowld 
and took out five others one after the other, six 
ducks in all. They were all quite or recendy 
fresh, their feathers being complete and none 
far gone in digestion. They looked as if they 
had all been swallowed at about the same time. 
There were gadwall and spotbill among the 
ducks, but we did not note the description of 
all dle ducks. All had been swallowed head 

foremost. The python, when stretched, roughly 
measured was fully eight feet long. Is not this 
an unusually heavy meal for a python to make? 

Shordy after, while wading in the water 
after a wowlded duck, I saw a snake swimming 
near ' me. It made little attempt to avoid me, 
and I shot it through the head. It was a python 

about six feet in length. 'i' 
P.R. Cardell, LC.S. 

Bombay, 11th December, 1912. 

m iscel l anea 

Moths attracteD fr.9 
tobacco smoke 

_ a have read with interest Mr.Oxenhanl's 
(::::!7 note on a butterfly attracted by 

tobacco smoke. I have noticed the same thing 
more than once. The smell of tobacco itself is 
hateful, if not deadly, to most insects, but dle 
aroma of its fumes certainly has an attraction 
for some kinds of moths. The smell of wine is 
much more generally attractive to both moths 
and butterflies, and I need not say that they do 
not always draw the line at smelling it. When I 
have seen a moth perplexing itself to discover 
the source of the intoxicating fragrance, I have 
offered it a sip in a spoon, and dle offer has 
been most gratefully accepted. It is rather a 
curious thing that this taste, among butterflies 
at least, is confined to certain genera which we 
rarely or never see at flowers, such as Euthalia, 

Kallima, Cbarcrxcs and most of the Satyrinae. 
The Papilioninae and Danainae, which are fond 
of flowers, will not be tempted with liquor. 
Neither will the Nymphalid generaHypolimnas 
and Jtmonia, nor any of the Blues. But those 
butterflies which may be caught with sugar are 
much attracted by the juice of ce rtain ,trees 
exuding when the bark is cut, and dlCY often 

show a taste for grosser refreshmcn t . 'i' 
E.H. Aitken, 

Karwar, 16th August, 1893. 

~ 
We're the last female droop-billed swampducks in the world, and 

. you're the last male and you stand there and tell us you're gay? 

• ~ ~~ ~O""" ~f ) ~~ 
~ 

~ ,- --• .,. f -$ c. . '. ', ' " 

t4 "lS; 
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S()urc~: Earth Mirth 
Courl~sy: Kingswood Press 
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Text and Photographs: Isaac Kehimkar 

Wetlands are among the most productive and most threatened 

ecosystems. Sometimes mistakenly called wastelands, 

wetlands have been drained, "reclaimed" and polluted. 

We have lost much of this waterlogged wealth this way. The unique 

wetland ecosystem abounds in an array of plant life. 

53. INDIAN LOTUS 
Nelumbo nucifera 
Hindi name : Kamal 

The large fragrant flowers can easily be 
recognised ilJTlong the large cup-shaped leaves 
that often emerge out of the water. Gregarious 
and often dominant, the lorus is seen throughout 
India up to 600-1400 m in the Himalaya. Its 
rhiwmes, fruit and leaves are eaten as vegetables. 
Flowers and rhiwmes are used to treat diarrhoea. 

54. STAR WATER LILY 
Nymphae nouchali var cyanea 
Hindi name: Kumlldini 

Often found in garden pools, this aquatic 
gregarious herb with floating leaves is also seen 
in lakes, ponds and canals throughout India. 
Flowers all round the year, faintly fragrant 
flowers remain open throughout the day. The 
rhiwme is cooling and tonic. Used in treating 
diarrhoea and dysentery. Flowers are astringent. 
Seeds are constipating and restorative. 

55. COMMON WATER LILY 
Nymphaea pubescms 
Hindi name: KJ.m,.dini 

Common throughout the warmer regions 
of India. The undersides of the toothed leaves 
are covered with dense, ve lvety ha irs. 
Gregarious, common in shallow ponds, ditches, 
and gardens. White or pale pink flowers open 
in the evening, close by late morning. Bees and 
wasps come for nectar and pollinate the flowers. 
It has edible leaves, stems, roots and seeds . 

56 . FRINGED WATER -SNOWFL AKE S 
Nymphoides indica 
Hindi name: Barachuli 

A gregarious aquatic herb with floating 
leaves, common in shallow ponds and slow 
flowing waterbodies . This herb, which flowers 
throughout the year is a dominant feature of 
wetlands. Rhiwmes, roots and leaf stalks are 
used as vegetable . A bitter herb, used as 
antiscorbutic and febrifuge. 

57. MARSH GLORY 
Ipomoea aqllatica 
Hindi name: Kalamb / Nan. 

Common throughout India and Sri Lanka 
in marshy, water- logged places, this trailing 
runner has hollow floating stems that root at 
the nodes. The flowers open in tlle morning and 
fade by late afternoon. Flowers throughout the 
year except in the rains. Caterpillars of Death's 
Head Hawkmoth feed on its leaves . Tender 
shoots are cooked and eaten. Used as tonic. 

58. MARSH BARBEL 
Hygrophila allnculata 
Hindi Name: Talimkhana. 

Gregarious stands of this 80 em tall, thorny 
shrub are common in and around freshwater 
marshes .!!Dd ponds. Seen throughout India and 
up to 1400 m in the Himalayan foothills. Flowers 
mostly from October to January. The Pansy group 
of butterflies prefer to lay eggs on this plant. TIle 
roots have refrigerant, diuretic, anti-inflammatory 
and tonic properties. 
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Kanha National Park 
A Photofeature 

by Ashok S. Kothari 

ommon angur 

Yellow-wattled lapwing 

Tiger 
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The pretty porcelain crab is related to the hermit crabs 

33. Masquerade 
When a crab is not a crab 

A coconut crab on a coconut tree is a rare sight 
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BeerSe8 

For I have friends who dwell 
by the coast, 

Pleasant friends they are to me! 
It is when I'm with them 

I wonder most 
That anyone likes the sea. 

Lewis Carroll 

W illiam Shakespeare 
may have said, 
"What's in a name? 

A rose by any other name would 
smeU as sweet.» But biologists 
are more particular in dotting 
their i's and crossing their r's, 
and are unhappy when animals 
are called by inappropriate 
names. Thus there are many so· 
called "crabs" which are only 
distantly related to the true 
crabs (Brachyura) . 

One such is the porcelain 
crab, a representative of 
which, Petrolisthes bosei, is 
common on our shores. It is 
doubly misnamed. Firstly, it is 
not a crab, but is related to the 
hermit crabs ( Anomura ), 
though superficially it looks 
more like-a ~ crab. Coloured 
a pretty crimson, speckled with 



innume rable sho rr c reamy 
white lines, it has a fl at body 
and huge, flan ened claws which 
also give it its other name -
broad -clawed crab . The 
abdomen is tucked under its 
body, giving the animal a crabby 
appearance, bur unlike in a true 
crab where it is so tightly stuck 
to the body that some force is 
required to extend it, in the 
porcelain crab it is quite loose 
and can be readily extended . 
They can also be distinguished 
as they have only three pairs of 
walking legs, whereas true crabs 
have four. Here the founh pair 
arc slender rods tucked closely 
against the sides of the body. 

The antennae (feelers) are 
very long. It may rightly be 
named a "brittle crab", as the 
legs and claws are readi ly shed 
at the slightest handling, so that 
most of them are found with 
one o r mo re legs o r cl aw 
miss ing .· While crabs arc 
scavengers, porcelain crabs feed 
on tiny plankton by spreading 
Out the ir third max i II i peds 
(foot-jaws) which have a dense 
fringe of long, plumose hairs 
serving as a net to trap the 
plankton. 

In case one wonders why it 
is called a porcelain crab, the 
name comes fro m a related 
genus, Porcellana. T he true 
porcelain crabs which, inci
dentally, are Brachyu rans, are 
the tiny ones of a size between 
a pea and a marble, found on 
mudflats, whose. body has the 

• t · • • • • • • • • • • • • 

seas h o r e l ore 

The zoaea larva of porcelain crabs has long spines like a dunce's cap. 

ivory grey colour and texnlrc of 
porcelain (e.g. Pbilyra ). Bur, as 
the name po rce la in c rab is 
commonly used for Petrolistbes 

and Porcel/atla, these (Pbilym ) 
are ben er called pebble crabs, 
w hich mo re aptly descr ibes 
their size and shape. 

The larvae of porcelain crabs 
arc macae (just as in tn.e crabs), 
bur can be readily distinguished 
by their ex traordinarily lo ng 
rostral and dorsal spines. 

Another misnomer is the 
mo le crab (Emerita, H ippa) . 
T hey are very commo n o n 
sandy beaches all along the east 
coast ofIndia , though they also 
occur at Rarnagiri . The term 
"mole" truly describes its habit 
o f burrowing rapidly. Like a 
child (or dog) rescnting being 
bathed, they seem not to like 
water. It is amusing, when tile 
tide is coming in , to see 
hundreds of them popping our 
o n the sand as the ourgoing 
swash exposes, for a moment, 
the wet sand . But the next 
incoming wave sends the m 
digging helter-skelter into the 
sand as if in a hurry to avoid 
gening wet. It reminds me of 
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A mole crab as it is seen on the beach (Iefn, 
and with its abdomen extended (r ight). 

the saying, "each one on his 
own and the devi I take the 
hindmost". About 4 cm long, 
their narrow body is shaped like 
a spindle, with the abdomen 
loosely tucked under it. 

T he firs t pair o f fee le rs 
(antennulcs) are held close to 
each other to form a respiratory 
tube, while the second pair 
(antennae) a re very hair y, 
looking somewhat like lo ng 
handlebar moustaches. The tiny 
eyes, at the end of long thin 
stalks, look like mini ature 
matchsticks. The legs are hairy 
and are hig hly effi cient fo r 
digging; the first pair are the 
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se a sho r e l o r e 

longest. The tail (telson) is long 
and lance -s haped , but is 
normally tucked under the 
body. 

The males are less than half 
the size of the. females. And 
mo le crabs do not seem to 
observe family planning; in d,e 
breeding season, digging up a 
square metre of sand can yield 
enough of the young to fill a 
small borde. 

Other misnomers are the 
coconut or robber-crab (Birgus 
latro ) which is a hermit crab, 
and the king, or horseshoe crab, 
which is evolutionarily closer to 
spiders and scorpions than to 
lobsters, prawns and crabs. 

The coconut crab is the 
largest "crab" in the world, 
compared to which the rock 
crab (Scyllaserrata ) is a puny 15 
cm wide. in india, it is found 
only on the South Sentinel 
Island of the Andaman Island 
group, and at Galathea Bay in 
the Nicobar Islands. Like the 
porcelain crab it too is doubly 
misnamed. Coconuts are not its 
normal diet, nor does it "rob" 
coconuts from trees. But it can 
climb up coconut trees; this 
ability was noted by the Arab 
merchant Soleyman as early as 
the 9th century AD. 

It is extremely shy and 
encountered during the day on 
the Sentinel Island. This is 
because the island is so thicldy 
forested that the canopy of 
branches and foliage allows very 
little sunlight to penetrate into 
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the gloom. In the Nicobar 
Island, it passes the day sitting 
quietly among and between the 
buttressed roots o r in the 
hollows of fallen tree trunks, 
venturing our only at night 
except on very cloudy or rainy 
days. It goes into hiding even 
on moonlit nights. 

Its propensity to climb 
coconur trees seems to be very 
rare, as hardly anyone has seen 
it up such a tree. Even the 
natives of Nicobar Is. do not 
believe that it feeds on coconuts. 
The damage to coconuts is 
attributed to d,e crabs, but the 
real culprits are often rats. But 
the pile of broken coconur shelIs 
as well as husk below the six 
coconut trees on South Sentinel 
Island leads to a strong 
suspicion that these were made 
by coconut crabs, and not by 
rats or monitor li za rds 
(UJrallus). A crab which broke 
its tether and climbed up a 
nearby coconut tree at night 
remained there for the whole of 
the next day, dropping down to 

the ground the next night and 
hurrying off to a boulder on the 
seashore. The tender shoots of 
the palm tree were found to 
have been cut (and probably 
eaten), but none of the coconuts 
had been touched. 

Walking on the ground is 
clumsy. The first two pairs of 
walking legs are used, while the 
small third pair lift the abdomen 
off the ground. Unlike true · 
crabs, coconut crabs can walk 
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(or rather shuffle ) forward, 
backwards or sideways, but they 
prefer to walk forward, except 
when carrying things, when 
they go into reverse gear. 
Digg ing ho les for shelte r is 
done by scooping the soi l by 
the smaller right claw, 
conveying it to the larger left 
claw, which the n shoves it 
away to the left of its body to 
form a 10 cm high pile. After 
fini shing its digging, the crab 
mrns around, backing into the 
pit and hiding its abdomen -
ometimes its whole body - in 

the ho le. 
The claws are too big to be 

used as "hands" while feeding, 
as the large claw cannot reach 
the mouth. The claws pass the 
food mo rse l to the third 
maxillipeds (foot-jaws) just 
outside the mourh which, in 
turn , convey it t o the inner 
mou th parts. 

The coconut crab is highly 
vulnerable; it is on Schedule I 
of the Indian Wildlife Act, 
1972, and killing one is 
punishable with a six months 
jail sentence. But, in the good 
old days before the Act came 
into force, Dr. Robert Grubh, 
Rex Pinlento and others of the 
Society had visited Sentinel 
Island and even brought two 
live coconut crabs, which lived 
at Hornbill House for a few 
months. They thrived on 
cooked rice; chapa tis, coconut 
kernel, chikoos (sapota), lizards, 
sparrows and meat. 'i' 



FLORA AND FAUNA TN 
MUGHAL ART 
Edited by Som Prakash Vern1a, 
Marg Publications, Mumbai, 

Vol. 50, No. 3. March 1999, 
pp. 164. Hardbound Rs. 1950/-

R£1JielVed /Jy Gayarri Ugra 

I n the Introductio n to this 
handsome vo lume, editor 

Som Prakash Verma has 
summarised different aspects of 
Mughal art which incorporate 
flora and fauna in their subject 
matter and decorative design. 
While orthodox Islam discou
rages the depiction of humans 
and animals in "graven inlages", 
the art of the Mughals is replete 
with flora and fauna in 
miniature paintings, ca rpets, 
stone carving and inlay work. 
The dodo Raphl~s CI~Cltllat .. s, 
now extinct, was recorded 
by Mughal miniature painters 
(p. 84), along with other species 
which, mercifully, still exist. The 
Asiatic cheetah A cillollYx 
jllbatlls, also extinct, is painted 
in nunlcrous miniatures, and 
also woven in carpets such as 
the Boston Museum Shikargal1 
(a hunting carpet), which also 
has a simllrgh (mythica l bird) 

attacking the gajasimh, a 
mythical enemy of the elephant. 
The drawing reaches close to 
perfection in the five elephants 
being attacked by a gajasimh 
(p . 64). 

In the words of R . Nath, in 
his chapter o n Mughal archi
tecture (p. 149), "A Mughal 
habitat could ra re ly be 
conceived without trees, plants 
and running water". Babur, 
the founder of the dynasty, 
is survived by a ri ch legacy 
of gardens at Agra, Dholpur 
and in Afghanist an . The 
Mughal ga rdens in Kashmir 
bear testimony to this legacy, 
which reached a peak in 
the times of Jehangir and 

We are grateful to 

e v e w 

Shah J ehan. Acco rding to 

Verma, Babur (1526-30) has 
g ive n a graphi c account of 
Indian flo ra in his memoirs, 
BARURNAMA, (pp. 109-110). 

T he we ll kn ow n Ustad 
Mansur was commissioned by 
Jehangir to prepare illustrated 
folios o n flowers. These arc 
po rtraits of flowers painted 
rea listically. T hey are embel
lished with flo ral borders that 
a rc imitated by the textil e 
industry and in Indopersian 
carpers being made in India to 

thi s day. The Indi an carpet 
industry owes almost its entire 
range of fl o ra l and faunal 
design to its Mughal origin, a 
minuscule part being influ 
enced by the C hinese and 
French traditions. Informatio n 
o n the original museum pieces 
among such carpets is well 
documented by Syamali Das 
(pp. 133-48). 

The editing, designing and 
production of this book bear out 
the hallmark of Marg Publica
tions. Just one disappointment: 
lack of space appears to have 
res tricted the number of 
illustrations one would hope for 
in a premium qualiry book on a 
subject which promi ses a 

memorable visual feast.~ 

SETH PURSHOTAMDAS THAKURDAS & DIVALIBA CHARITABLE TRUST 
and 

MEHTA SCIENTIFIC EDUCATION & RESEARCH TRUST 
for financia l support for the publication of Hombi/l. 

Their consistent support is greatly appreciated . 
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71te Vounq Naturalist 
Do fishes breathe air? No, fishes breathe d isso lved 

oxygen in the water with the help of g ills. 
Do fishes sleep? Yes, but with their eyes open. 

They shut tileir pupils as they have no eyelids. 

EEL 

"'IC:::: J ; __ • 

Are eels fishes o r snakes? Eels are fishes 
with ribbon-like bodies. Their sense of 
smeU is better ti13l1 most fishes . By day mey 
hide in crevices along rocky coasts, and at 
night they hunt for food . Some, like the 
electric eel can give a shock powerful 
enough to kiU a man. 

Does a fi sh shoot to 

hunt? Yes, an Archer-fish 
does . On sighting an 
insect on plmts o r rocks 
outside tile water, tile 
Arc her fis h 

to the water. 

STONEFISH 

ARCHER-FISH 

Can a stone kill? Yes, if it happens to be a 
Stonefish. Stonefishes look just like stones 
on the shaUow seabed. But if you step on 
one, the poison in the spines on its fins 
cm kill you within 311 hour. 

E·ShY 
acts 

Compiled by 
V. Shubhalaxmi and Vibhuti Dedhia 

ANGLER FISH 

Can fishes fi sh? Angler fish do. T hey have 
a modified spine which forms m angling 
rod with a brush-like tip. When the fish is 
hungry, it buries itself in the sea bottom 
and wriggles its spine to attract 311 unwary 
fi sh, which mistakes it for a worm. 

Ca n m ales g ive birth ? Male 
seahorses C3l1 . They have a pouch 
on their beUy where tile fcmale lays 
eggs, leaving the m ale much 
pregnant with eggs in its pouch . 
When the young hatch, they pop 
Ollt of their fa ther's pouch and 
'iwim away. 

FLYING FISH 

SEAHORSE 

Can fishes fly? Yes, of course. When in 
danger from big fishes, the Flying Fish 
jumps out of water, and is known to glide 
over a 100 m above water. The elongated 
fins on the side o f the body and the 
specialised tail enable i t to perform this 
unusual task . 
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CROSSWORD 
Across : 
J. Place of o rigin of a tiger (7) 
2. Cactus leaf is a modified .. . (4 ) 
4. Largest Indian snake (6 ) 
5. A male and female Asian elephant can be identified 

by their ... (4) 
7. Largest moth (5) 
8. Ho rn of a deer (6 ) 
1 J. Bird that lays its eggs in odler's nests (6 ) 
12. Largest mammal o n land (8 ) 
13. Myanmar is d,e highest exporter of ... wood (4 ) 
15. Asiatic lio ns arc o nly found in me .. . (3) 
16. Nail of a Tiger (4 ) 
20. TI,e only snake to make a nest to lay eggs (9 ) 
22. A foreign fUm o n snakes found in Brazi l (8) 
25. Plant eating animal (9 ) 
26. Insects have ... legs (3) 
28 . A fruit which is a flower (3) 
3 J. Animal with lo ngest lifespan (8) 
32. Marine cousin of to rto ise (6) 
34. Builds a foam nest for laying eggs (8) 
36. Japanese dish prepared from puffer fish (4 ) 
37. Young o ne of a butterfly (11) 
38. Study o f plants (6) 

Down : 
3. ational animal (5) 
4 . atio nal bird (7) 
6 . Official name of Bo rivali Natio nal Park (6, 6 ) 

'9 . Po llutant gases in the air come down as ... rain (4 ) 
10. It's o ut of place in a garden (4 ) 
12 . Neither parasite no r symbio nt it is .. . (8) 
14. O ldest plant (4) 
17. Largest marine mammal (5) 
18 . Flying fox is a .. . (3) 
19. Tallest g rass (6 ) 
21 . Flesh eating animal (9 ) 
23 . Both plants and flesh eating animal (8 ) 
24. Plain Tiger is a .. . (9 ) 
27. Spiders have .. . legs (5) 
29. Extinct bird fro m Mauritius (4 ) 
30. Pitcher plant has ... modified into a pi tcher (4 ) 
33. Predator means .. . (5) 
35. ... leaves used in garlands and is also a food plant 

o f Plain Tiger (3) 

Answers'on page 11 
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Children do care 

I AM worricd about the rhino, please make prints of it. -I1lc rhino 
is almost cxtinct. I would love to become a member ofthc hornbill 
club. You published my sister's drawing, can you publish mine? 

A lisha Tibmvaia,4th Std, 
j.B. Petit School, M'''nbai 

~~ 

Saved or Doomed~ 
WE have startcd talking about 
hills and mountai ns playing an 
important role in extracting, 
literally, moisture from the air. 
As populations grow, and the 
multi farious needs for water 
increase, the mou ntains will 
have to be given greater and 
g reater attenti o n . I have 
mentioned e lsewhere, that 
ce rtain va lleys rece ive more 
precipitation than others. These 
valleys must be identified and 
their water regimes monito red. 
ForestS in such valleys must be 
carefully protected - the local 
inhabitantS should be compen-
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sated generously for not utilising 
thc resources that they perceive 
as being traditio nally t hei rs. 
Identifying such valleys hould 
not be difficult now that we have 
satellite imagery: In the upper 
Beas system, the Solang Nallah 
at the head of the va lley, the 
Jagatsukh Nallah with Dev 
Tibba's rampartS at itS head, and 
the drainage o n the southern 
side of the Khanpari ridge above 
Manali are examples of valleys 
which form cloud build-ups, and 
hence, must be wetter than 
othe rs. Similarly, all the 
westward drainage of the Parvati 
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- Sainj alia watcrshed has 
powerful updraftS and as such, 
the G reat Himalaya n dtional 
Park assumes a grea ter 
significance than merely as a 
means of preserving Himalaya n 
flo ra and fauna . Vege tatio n 
cover, and mo re important, the 
quality of its .compositio n, Illust 
be given great attentio n. 

During the last two decades 
there have been frequent reports 
of fl as h floods from the Beas 
Valley in Himachal Pradesh. It 
may be argued that there is 
greater media coverage because 
Manali has become a popular 
tourist draw. I do wish it were 
so, but my familiari ty with this 
section of the Himalaya has a 
very different story to te ll. 
Twenty years ago, the mountain
sides were densely clothed by 
forestS . Even the river bed had a 
good many giant trees of 
Himalaya n beech with their 
cha racteristic black barked 
trunks of immense girth - trees 
that had been standing for a 
century or more _ Had floods 
that we have been experiencing 
of late been equally frequent 
down the ages, these stands of 
large trees would not have been 
there. No, the recentS floods arc 
due to unimaginative and 
flagrant di s rega rd for the 
dynamics of Nature. Meteoro
logistS and expertS have been, for 
instance, unable to explain what 
produced the devastating flood 
of the Beas on the fateful night 
of 4th SeptembcJ, 1996, when 
massive damage was caused to 
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the pres tigio us Snow and 
Avalanche Srudy Establishment 
(SASE), and an entire luxury 
hotel was swept away. The 
awesome power of Narure left 
everyone in a trauma which is 
sti ll palpable. For the past so 
many months, I have been 
attempting to understand what 
had happened and in aU humility 
I have an answer. Be they water 
shortages of Abdasa, Kuteh and 
Marwar, Rajas th an o r the 
rampaging floods of the Teesta 
and the Brahmaputra, lives must 
be adjusted to narural situatio ns 
wilh deviarions possible o nly to 
certain limits. The capacity to 
know these limits and adjusring 
to them is what m akes rhe 
human species so unique. If 
thcre arc frequent disasters, 
might nOt we be transgressing 
the limits? 

Lavkllmar Khachcr, 
Gmldhillagar. 
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A Friendly Invader 
THE editorial by Mr. J .C. 
Daniel , the Alien In vasion 
Hombill 1998 ( 1) , was vcry 
interesting. Further to this, I 
would like to add that I use the 
water hyacinth to make the soil 
porous. The collected hyacinth 
is dried, and used as mulch in 
the so il for culti va ting 
vegetables. Regular use of this 
invader helps m akes the soil 
porous. Vegetables like carrots 
and potatoes grow extremely 
well in this soil. 

SlIehal Patel, Sttrat. 

Corals of Mumbai 
IT was a relief to fmd from the 
" Poems in Stone" (Horn bill 
1998(3), that humans arc not the 
only ones to indulge in war with 
their attendant boundary 
disputes, no man's land, counter
offensives, and tactical retreats. 
Isn't it a pity that these lovable 
crcarures tOO behave in the same 
and crueimaJUler - albeit in self
defence? Why do corals blcad1? 

MmlJaret D'SoUZII, irri. 
Authors ' rep ly : In most 

coral s, the co lour is no t in 
their skeletons, but in the li ving 
tissue. This colo ur is due to the 
one-celled plants, zooxanthellae. 
U nder adverse conditions, sum 
as starvatio n, insufficient light, 
o r warm sca water the corals 
th row off their zooxanthcllae 
and appear bleached. 

II 
MY teacher sl;owed us somc 
beautiful photOgraphs of the 
Corals of Mumbai , H ombill 
1998(3). She later asked us to 
fi nd out where the Coral Sca was 
located. Despite trying, I was 
w1able to locate it in the adas. Can 
you answer this query for me? 

K. C. Beena, Kml1l 1Ir. 
Authors' reply : The ora l 

Sea is nca r Australia . It is 
bounded o n the west by 
QueenslaJ1d (eastern Australia), 
o n the north by ew Guinea, 
Papua, Solo mo n Islands, on the 
east by Santa Cruz Islands and 
New H ebrides IslaJ1ds, aJ1d ew 

aledonia Islands, and o n the 
south by 30· S latirude . It is so 
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named because it has the Great 
Barrier reef on its west, and most 
of the islands have coral reefs . 

f0~ 

Are Arm y officers 
better naturalists ? 

I HAVE just received Hombill 
1998 (2 ), 111 whi ch the 
Miscellanea sec tio n carries 
contributions made by arm y 
officers. I am not suggesting that 
army officers were, or arc more 
gifted namralists than d,e od1er 
members of the Soc.iety. As you 
know it just happens that d1is 
profession simply places the 
officers in a position of advaJ1tage 
than others throug h their 
frequent travel. For instaJ1Ce in my 
37 years in lU1iform I was located 
at 25 different unspeci-fied army 
locations in practically every bio
geographic w ne of the COLU1try. 

The simation is the same today. 
Of course, in the period of Major 
General H ardwicke and Col. 
Burton (1857-1952) the BNHS 
was a mag net to which army 
officers were attracted in drovcs. 
They made usentl contributio ns, 
so can the present generation. But 
times have d1aJ1ged aJ1d we have 
to get those new men in unifom1 
inc.lined towards narural history 
and re-establish d,cir links wid1 
the BNHS. 

Lt. Gen. Baljit Singh, 
Dist. Ranchi 

&is: We thank WWF- I for 
allowing liS to print the picmrc of 
the Hangul deer by Lt. Gen. R.K. 
Gaur in HUl1Ibill \ 999( I ). 
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PUI'ple Sunbird 

Text: Anil Mulchandani 
Photographs: Dinesh Shukla 

The Asiatic wild ass is a star altraction of the little Rann 
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Suddenly, from nowherc, a wolf 
of impressive size appeared in 

front of us, just a hundred 
ya rds beyond the forest 
department gate to the Little Rann 
Sanctuary. We could not have 
hoped for a more exciting start to 
our trip , which would take us 
through five different habitats -
the sa line desert wi Iderncss of the 
Little Rann of Kutch, marine 
ecosystems of the Gulf of Kutch, 
deciduous fores t s of the Gil', 
tropical thorn scrub forests and the 
Velavadar National Park - in a 

span of just 10 days. This little 
explored circui t o f Saura shtra 
offers some prolific bird-watching 
opporn1l1itics in Asia, and a chance 

to sce some of the rarest of wildlifC 
species, including the Asiatic lion 
and the Indian wild ass. 

Linle Rann of Kutch 
Wc arrived at Dasada in d1c 

evening, and set ofF on a jeep safari 
into the Little Rann at dawn the 
ncxt day. A drive across this flat 
wilderness is an exhilarating 
expericnce. The kecn wind blows 
unchecked, flirting wid1 your shirt 

and tousling up your hair. Shimmer
ing mirages seem to fiU the horiwn 
w ith water, m aking the Rann 
resemble an w1endi.ng sea coaSt. 

The Indian wolf is the prime 
predaror of the Little Rann 

Sanctuary. But today, the wolf 
population in this arca has declined 
drastically. The young are clubbed 
to death by me Bharwad herdsmen 
to prevent increasing attacks on 

their li vestock, resulting trom the 



decline in po pulatio n of the b lackbuck and 
chinkara in the Rann. 

The star artractio n of the Rann, however, 

is the Asiatic wild ass - a well muscled, chesmur 
brown and white member of the Equidae family. 

TI,e best way of approaching these wild asses is 

by walki ng up to them. Being chased by trucks 
and car has made them wary of vchicles . 

TI,e graceful Indian gazelle - chinkara -
is another threatened resident of the Rann. This 

gazelle is severely dccimated by poaching, despite 
the arca being a Sanctuary. It is much sought 
after by thedl<fars, a semi-nomadic tribe that sells 
game meat at the local bazaars. 
TI,e chinkara is not easy to sec in 
the open for any Icngth o f time. 
I t heads straight fo r cover in the 

bushes at the slightest distur
bancc. Visitors to thc Lirtle Rann 
in the ea rly I 970s could see large 
he rds o f blackbu ck in the 
peripheral scmblands, and in the 

rolling grasslands of Pung beyt 
in the hinterlands of the Lirtle 

travelogue 

are the resident duck species. Coots numbered 
several thousand o n the open water lakes ofNawa 
talao. T he white, black and g lossy ibis arc a 
commo n sight at the wetland. Sandpipers, snipe, 
lirtle stint, red shank and other waders populated 

the reed beds. Grass lands around the marshes 

abound with birds such as the purple sunbird. 
By sunset, we were looking fo r the Houbara 

bustard , a winter visitor o f this regio n. A buff 
coloured bi rd, it is difficult to spot in the desert, 
bur in flight ti,e white mirrors on the wing, set 

off by black frames, make pectacular viewing. 
We noticed a marsh harrier roosting on the open 

Rann. But today they are extinct 
in the Sanctuary. The sam c fate 

awaits the chinkara.unless steps are 
taken to stop poaching in the area. 

The painted stork inhabits the grassy marshland 

By noon, we headed for the Bajana lake 
where scores of commo n Indian sandgrouse were 
landi ng fo r their afternoon d rink. A flock of 
fl amingoes moved gracefully over the water, their 
beaks probing fo r algae and molluscs, and a few 

dozen rosy pelicans floated over the calm water. 
A pai r of huge San,s cranes, with their vivid red 

heads strode til rough the grass, and congregations 
of mo re than 6000 demo ise lle and commo n 
eastern cranes in flocks of 1000 ro 1500 each, 
began their spectacu lar spiraling descent on the 
water for their mid-day roost. The Comb duck 

(Nakta), spo tbill and the lesser whist ling tea l 

ground in fro nt of our jeep - harriers roost in 
this manner rather than in ti,e bushes in the Little 

Rann. 
The night sky was a canopy of sta rs as we 

made our way back to Dasada . We saw pelicans 

fishing in the m= nlight at the wetlands of Patdi 

village, a jackal crossing ti,e road and a lo ng ea red 
hedgehog o n the roadside. It was early morning 
when we set out for ]amnaga r, a six hour journey 
from Dasada. There was great e.xcitement as we 
left the Ibnn, as we proposed to visit the coral 
fringed islands of the Marine ational Park the 

next day . 
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Salt flats of the Little Rann are under threat from sa lt factories 

Pirman Island. The journey began in 
the presence of three dolphins which 
rose over the surface of the water, 
elegantly diving back into it just paces 
away from the nose of our boat. The 

islands o n the way wcre forested by 
mangroves, the canopy harbouring 
darters, cormorants, egrets and reef 
heron. Presently, looming up in the 
distance was Pirotan island. Bur the 
tide began to turn earlier than we 

expected, forcing us to wade in knee 
deep slush to reach the island. Soon 

The wetlands, scru b and grasslands covering 
the beyts of the Little Rann of Kutch, support an 
enonnous diversiry of wildlife spread over 4950 

sq. Ion of salt flats. These are under thrc.~t from 
salt works that are clearing the vital green cover, 
polluting scarce fresh water resources with roxie 
bromide, and from over-grazing by free ranging 
cattle, sheep, goats and camels. 

Marine National Park 

We had verified the tide timings, and found 
them su itable for an early morning cruise to 

we reached Pirotan, the home of the 
unique puffer fish, where crab plovers, 
sanderlings, turnstones, a Terek's sandpiper, an 
oystercatcher and other birds had gathered to 

make the most of the cache of marine life left by 
tlhe tide. Jacka ls searched for crabs in the rocky 
shores, and gulls and terns skimmed the water. 

The natural habitats of the Gulf of Kurch 
are under Severe threat as pollution is rampant, 
with the 200 km coastline from Jodhia to Okha

Mithapur littered with refineries, oil exploration 
projects, cement factories, chemical factories, 
thermal plants, salt works and fertilizer plants. 

Developmental changes being 
planned by some industrial houses by 

2000 AD will funher pollute the 
water, and destroy the coasta l 
environment. Unless majo r protests 
are registe red now, the Marine 
National Park and Wildlife Sanctuary, 
India's first marine reserve, may be 

irreparably damaged. 

The Gir Sanctuary 

The puffer fish is an unique resident of the Marine National Park 

On the fifth day o f our tour we 
reached the Gir by 4.00 pm . We 
could not wait to meet the king of 

Gir - the Asiati lion , and set our 
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immediately tOwards the Sanctuary. Gir is spread 
over 141 2 sq. km. Its sc rubla nd , ri ve rine 
evergreen flo ra and hiU tracts are fed by seven 
rivers, interspersed with lakes, reservoirs and 
marshes. A few Sam bar, chital, some hare, plenty 
of mongoose, and hordes of langurs were seen. 
The lion, however, eluded us the first day, bur 
gave lIS an audience on the second day. What we 
had mistaken for a large bush, suddenly revea led 
itself by standing up and crossing the road! The 
few lions which do nOt react to human approach 
have given rise to the erroneous notion that the 
lions in the Gir are tame. A glimpse of a lion 
prowling through the forests will assure you that 
it is as fierce as the tigers of Kanha or 
Ranthambore. Even more remarkable sights were 
those of a large panther which passed by our bus 
ignoring our presence, and that of a chousingha, 
the only mammal with two pairs of horns. 

TIle bi rdlife was pretty impressive too -
tree pie, parakeet , grey dro ngo, painted 
partridge , painted sandgrouse, paradi se 
flycatcher, golden oriole, magpie robin , crested 
hawk-cagle, crested serpent eagle, black cagle, 
shikra and grey tit were among the many birds 
we saw. At the Kamleshwar dam, we saw darters, 
painted storks and basking marsh crocodiles. 

The Velavadar ational Park 
Next morning, we made an early start for 

the Velavadar National Park, where it easy to 

fdrget that you are not in the African Savannahs. 
Not only do the grasslands resemble those of 
Masai Mara and the Serenge(i , bur they are 
teeming with antelopes -among the handsomest 
of their kind in the world. There are about 1000 
blackbucks in the national park, but during the 
dry season the numbers double to around 2000. 

Velavadar is one of the few Jndian parks 
where the wolf breeds regularly. Jackal and jungle 
cat are easily seen in the grasslands, and the fox 
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driven out by the rising population of th" two 
larger canines - wolf and jackal - is push"d to 

the periphery of the park. Fox dms can Ix s""n 
in late winter in the scrubby areas around th" 
park, and jackal more often in summ"r in th" 
grass lands. Nilgai is a common sight, whit.: birds 
like the Bhavnagar sand lark, warblers, sirkeer 
cuckoo, swallows, quail and francolin abound . 
The common Indian, sported, and th" painr"d 
sandgrouse gather at water sources; d"mois"ll" 
and common crane fl y over the park in good 
numbers. Three waterholes, rather ug ly in 
design, are vital to this arid area, ~-specially in 
summer. 

And evening is the time for Velavadar's 
greatest spectacle, the return of harriers - in 
numbers known to exceed 1500 from nearby 
COttOn fields and grasslands - to their roost. 
Velavadar may be the largest roosting place for 
harriers in the world.It harbours ~hat i! easily 
one of the greatest congregations of birds of prey 
in the world. 

Of all the harriers seen here 75% have been 
identified as Montagu 's, the rest arc almost 
entirely Pallid Harriers. A few dozen Marsh 
Harrier are seen at the roost. Hen Harriers have 
also been recorded . " I have see n and 
photographed a Pied H arrier in the Bahl plains,n 
says Dilhaz Jaffrey, a wi ldlife photographer from 
Dholka, "in fact according to me the Bhal region 
which includes Velavadar alone has enough 
birdlife to satiate a photographer. " As the 
Montagu's seems to feed almost entirely on 
locusts, a major agricultural pest of Saurashtra, 
there is a strong case for giving special importance 
to Velavadar National Park. It is now up to the 
larger conservation organisations of the country 
to bring this fact to the notice of the powers that 
be, that measures to protect Velavadar and other 
areas will bring manifold benefits to the natural 

world ofindia . 'i' 
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Lt. Col. (Retd .) S.H.. Banerjee 

T he thoughtless shooting of 
blackbucks and chinkara 

by some stars. brings o ut the 
ugly fact that the so called 
princely leisure of killing 
innocent anima ls by the 

they dared to commit this crime 
in a Bishnoi area, and hence their 
deeds came into the limelight. 

Bishn oi communities are 
well known for the sac rifices 

they have made to protect 
nature s ince their Guru 
Jammeshwarji Maharaj (pop
ularly ca lled Jamboji ) launched 

Bishnois 
The protectors of 
Blackbuck 
privileged class s till exists. 
These lords and ladies enjoy
ing high s tatus in soc iety 
would have certai n ly gone 
unchallenged . Unfortunate/\', 

30 

this seer far back In 
1542 AD . Born in 1508 AD, 
in Pipasar, a vi llage ncar 
Jodhpur in Rajasthan , Jamboji 
\Va a man of great foresight . 
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When he was just seve n 
years o ld there was a severe 
drought in his village, during 
which he realised that mankind 
was headi ng rowards a major 

catastrophe. Later, he preached 
twenty-nine principles fro m 
which the na me Bishnoi 
(Bish - twenty and Noi - nine) 

was derived. These prin
ci pies preach va rious 
aspects of brotherhood, 
penance, fighting social 
evils, reserving rights for 
women, wild life pre 
servation and kindness 
rowards animals. Bishnois 

treat these principles as 
a religion and follow 
them with utmost devo
tio n. A Bislmoi will not 
tolerate killing of wild 
animals and felling of a 

green_ tree. 
Unfortunately, very 

little record is available on 
the sac rifices made by the 
Bishnois ro protect nature. [n 

1661 AD, twO women namely 
Karma and Goura from a 
vi llage ca lled Ramasari in 
Jodhpur district laid down tileir 
lives to protect Khejri (Prosopis 
cillcra,';a) treC's by clinging on 

to thcm. Khejri is a hard y 
tree, growing in the desert, 
which is probably why they 
adopted this tree for protec
tion. However, Bishnois pro
tect all trees and resist their 
destruction . 



A major sacrifice recorded in 
the history of the Bishnois was 
in 1787 AD, when Maharaja 
Abhay Sing h , th e king of 
Jod hpur, M arwar, sent hi s 

minister Girdhardas in search of 
wood. The king's men reached 
a village Khejrala , and started 
cutting Khejri trees next to a 
house owned by Ramukho r. 
Ramukh or's w ife Amrita 

Beniwal was making curd when 
she hea rd the sound of the axes . 
She came ou t and pleaded wi th 
the ki ng's men not to Cllt the 
trees. When her pleas fe ll o n 

dea f ea rs, she and her thlT<: 
daughters clung to the trees and 
were killed by the king's men. 
Many mo re Bishnoi women and 
111cn ca nl C fo rwa rd and 

sacrificed their lives afte r her. 

Six ty- nine women and twO 
hundred and ninety-four men 
were killed in a bid to save the 
trees. On hearing of this mass 
sacrifice, the penitent Maharaja 
Abhay Singh came to the village 
and promised the Bishnois that 
he would not Cllt trees in futu re. 
To com mem o rate thi s g rea t 
sacrifice, a shaheedi mel. is held 
each yea r in Khejrala. This 
sacrifice motivated the Chipko 

move ment initi ated by 
Sunder la l Bahug un a in t he 
Garhwal Himalaya. 

The Eishnois treat all fo rms 
of life with hig h esteem . The 
blackbuck (A utilope ccrvicapra) 

li s ted in Sc hedul e I of the 

Wildlife (Protectio n) Act, 1972, 
is the only true antelo pe fo und 
in India. They were once seen 

in la rge herd s in the a rid 
areas of Gujarat, Rajas than, 

H aryana, Punjab, Uttar Pradesh, 

Madhya Pradesh, up to O rissa 
in the cast and also in sollthern 
Indi a. Four races, namely 
rajputarlac, ccrvicapra, centralis 

and rupicapra, were recognised . 

natur e w a t ch 

became th e All Indi a Jeev 
Raksha Bis hno i Sabha 
(AIJRE S) with its office at 
Abohar in Punjab. T he Punjab 

government has accorded the 

status of Sanctuary ro thirteen 
Bis hnoi vi ll ages in Abohar 
where more than four thousand 
blackbucks thrive. The AIJ RES 
is the wildli fe protection wi ng 
of the Eishno is. 

Bishnois have played a major role in 

preventing the extinction of the blackbuck 

in India. They are an embodiment of a 

classic example of man and animal living ill 

perfect harmony. 

H owever, on ly tw O races, 

rajputa1lae and cervicapra, are 

recognised at present . Today, 
o nl y small herds arc seen in 
Rajasthan, Gujarat, Harya na, 
P unjab, Pi libhit a nd 
Chandraprabha areas in Utta r 
Prades h, Kanh a in Madh ya 
Pradesh, and in Po int Calimere 

Sancnrary and Guindy Natio nal 
Park in Tamil adu . The ir 
habitat being mainly dry areas 

and scnrb fo rests makes them 
vulnerable to poachers travell 

ing in vehicles , armed with 

rifles and guns. 
The Bishno is formed an anti 

hunting committee in Punjab 
which in 1974 was renamed the 
Bishnoi Jeev Raksha Sabha. 

Fro m Janu ary 15 , 1975 it 
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It wo uld be no exaggera
tion to say that the Bishno is 

have played a m ajor role in 
prcventing the ext inction of 
the b lackbuck in Ind ia. They 
arc ,\11 embodiment of a classic 

example of man and animal 
living in perfect harmony. 
Shari ng their crops with wild 

animals, the adoptio n of an 
o rphan blackbuck fawn by a 
Bishno i woman a nd b reas t 

feeding it along with her own 
baby are probably not unheard 

of. We must all be grateful to 

J amboji who taught the twcnry
nine principles of life to the 
Bi shn ois , who veheme ntl y 

follow his teachings evcn roday 
and, we hope, w ill do so 

tomo rrow. ~ 
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Abdul Jamil Urr. and arender Jethwa 

Village ponds, or talabs as they are known in 
Gujarat, are a common feature of the rural 

landscape. Although these are primarily created 
to deal with water shortage, they are usefi..l for 
many other purposes. The dry talabs of summer 
often attract water birds when they arc 
overflowiJ1g with water during monsoon. If t11e 
ponds have small islands with trees they become 
suitable nesting groUJ1ds for colonial water birds 
such as the stork, cormoraJ1t, heron, egret and 
the spoonbill . 

In 1996, we conducted a bird survey of the 
wetlands and ponds in and around Ahmedabad. 
We were especially interested in the nesting of 
the Pelecaniiformes and Ciconiiformes. Although 
quite a few village ponds had heronries, the most 
impressive was the one in the village ponds of 
See laj, abour 20 km from the fringe of 
Al1medabad. This waterbody covered an area of 
10 acres, and had a large island with numerous 
Acacia, Prosopis and Ficus trees. During the peak 
summer months there were no nesting birds. But 
on 27th J UJ1e, we saw abour 20 openbill storks 
sitting on the tree tops. Their brilliant white 
plumage gleamed like fresh snow in the distance. 

The first monsoon showers in Ahmedabad 
came aroUJ1d 15th June, in 1996. The openbills 

had begun nesting soon 
after the initial showers. 
On 30th J UJ1e, we counted 
abour 125 open bill storks, 
many of them in an 
advanced stage of nesting. 
Most of the nests of this 
species were located on the 
eaSt side. By 2 nd July, 
abour 200 open bills were 
sighted feeding in the dried 
wetland. Some white ibis 

and cattle egret nests were also spotted. Until 
this stage it had not rained enough for the pond 
to ftll up with water. The tank was filled much 
later in August; by this time the openbi lls had 
finished nesting. 

The Seelaj heronry is very important as it has 
consistently provided nesting grounds over many 
decades. Some loca ls even said that they 
remember this heronry from as far back as their 
memories can take them. In Gujarat, the general 
attitude towards life forms is non-destructive. 
However, socio-economic factors seem to be 
taking priority over this attitude. This results in 
felling of trees for firewood and timber, and 
wetlands being drained for development. Birds 
of any heronry do not move far from the heronry 
site for feeding or collecting nesting material. 
However, changes occurring in the immediate 
vicinity of the heronry, such as application of 
pesticides in the agricultural fields and draining 
of wetlands, are slowly taking their toll o n the 
bird population. 

These, among other factors, have be kept in 
mind while drawing up a conservation 
programme for this heronry. Efforts should be 
made to educate the villagers about the 
importance of a wetland to help conserve it. The 
Seelaj heroney appears quite safe at the moment, 
bur it may not be long before we sacrifice it to 
satisfy other developmental priorities.'i' 

. .. .. . .. .. . .. . .. .. .. .. .. .. .. . .. .. .. .. .. . .. .. .. .. .. . . .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. .. 
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