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of pigeons, parakeets and small passerine birds. During the
cool months, visiting Peregrines F. peregrinus were regularly
seen. It was the repeated failure of the Hingol Gadh falcons to
turn up that set me wondering whether all indeed was well.

Falcons tend to be traditional in using nests that are
invariably wrested from other birds like crows. The Laggars
prefer tall, more exposed locations and most of the old trees
have gone, and surprisingly, crows that they generally
supplant, have themselves been greatly reduced. Breeding
successes seem to have become more spaced out with fewer
pairs successfully raising young. With a declining population,
it is reasonable to surmise that the Hingol Gadh pair is no
longer alive and that there has not been any replacement. As
for the Red-headed Merlin, it may be surmised that success
with raising young has not been sufficient to maintain a
healthy population. We need to institute a Raptor Watch as
has been done for Sarus Grus antigone and vultures.

Recreating the aerial displays
I must repeat that no captive rearing project can be considered
a conservation effort unless the end results have the birds
repopulating their former habitats. The initiatives taken by
the Vulture Group of the Bird Conservation Society, Gujarat
(BCSG) need to evolve a strong working relationship with the
various panjrapols in Gujarat and the Wildlife Wing of the
Gujarat State Forest Department to draw up a strategy that
goes well beyond the immediate present. Groves and avenues
of banyan, tamarind and such large trees should be planted
so that, by the time the beleaguered vulture populations show
signs of revival, there are numerous nest sites ready for them
to take over. In any case, these gracious trees have been part of
our countryside and their loss is felt. I would strongly
recommend the development of a blueprint for a massive tree
planting drive involving the large, indigenous trees with action
commencing June 2007 at the start of the rainy season.

Falcons and possibly several of our resident eagles take
over nests of other birds and I am of the firm belief that with
the destruction of trees in the countryside, not only were the

traditional nesting sites lost, but also newer locations became
less available. For fiercely territorial birds, which breeding
raptors are, great pressure, detrimental to successful nesting,
must have resulted from the lack of nesting sites. It needs no
debate to affirm that with the decline in numbers of small
birds and reptiles, the home range of each nesting pair would
have expanded. Might not the time it takes to have large trees
reach full stature prove too late to rehabilitate the existing
pairs of falcons? There have been reports of crows nesting on
the electricity grid pylons, suggesting the possibility of placing
nest platforms over the entire grid inducing, at least Laggars
to take advantage! Here is a conservation effort cutting across
various departments of government and involving amateurs.

Can falcons and eagles be bred in captivity? There have
been successful projects in Europe and America and there is
no reason why we cannot take on similar programmes in
India. I see no difficulty in finding funding provided the
wildlife laws are rationalized. The question remains, “Who
will bell the cat?” Surely there is no harm in initiating a
discussion? With this note, I throw the gauntlet to the Chief
Wildlife Wardens of Gujarat and other states.

As I was mulling over the problem, I received the first
Newsletter of the BCSG Vulture Group. Among the several
difficulties vultures are facing, the most immediate would seem
to be of feeding on carcasses at panjrapols. Men flaying the
dead animals through the day are followed by packs of stray
dogs that over after they have finished with the task prevent
the birds from feeding. Flaying should be carried out in sheds
and the skinned carcasses disposed off in open enclosures
protected by (I repeat) high walls that would keep stray dogs
out. The high wall would serve an additional purpose of
providing a safe place for the vultures to spend the night on
after feeding.

A vigorous vulture rehabilitation program would help in
making it easier to start support programmes for the other
raptors. The bonus would be more and more shady avenues
and groves cutting out the brilliant sunshine, which drenches
the land uninterrupted for at least eight month of each year.
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In Indian Birds of Nov/Dec 2006 I had commented on some of
the articles in the 1968 volume of the NLBW. I find that there
are two articles in the same volume, one by my daughter

Shama and one by myself, referring to the birds of our garden
and its immediate surroundings, which are of historical interest.
The area referred to covers no more than two square miles, but it
was, naturally speaking, a very productive-cum-beautiful area
of considerable conservation importance. Every square yard of
this land is now covered with high rise buildings and there is
no sign of the birds referred to either in the garden or beyond. On
the west parallel to Juhu beach was a thick mass of mangroves

a continuation of the chain of this valuable vegetation stretching
from the centre of Bombay unbroken for several miles to the
North. Some of these mangroves are still in existence, and over
them a war is being fought between conservationists and
developers. It is strange that the Municipality of Bombay has
still not recognised the invaluable role of these unique aquatic
plants in saving our coastline from steady erosion and from
damage by the occasional fury of the oceans. None of the birds
referred to in these two articles are uncommon or threatened,
but it is unusual to see such an assembly of both arboreal, desert
and water birds so close at hand
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Birdwatching in Andheri—Zafar Futehally
This morning (7.1.1968) the Whitespotted Fantail Flycatcher
Rhipidura albogularis was singing beautifully in our garden.
The nine-note song is so well articulated, every note can be
heard clearly and from a long distance. I watched one bird
closely for a while, the white supercilium, the spotted breast,
the smoky brown feathers, and the vivacity of this creature,
which makes it irresistible. Quite near the ground on an
Alamanda bush it did a few somersaults, in the process
devouring some mosquitoes that were hovering around.
While it was singing I noticed a vigorous movement of the
breast and the whole body quivered with the effort that went
into producing the notes. No wonder the result is so rich and
satisfying.

In contrast to the vivacious flycatchers there were the
Coppersmiths, Crimsonbreasted Barbets Megalaima
haemacephala, on the top of the
Casuarina trees. Against a pale
blue sky their crimson patch on the
crown and the broad line on the
throat stood out beautifully, and
the pale pink legs acted as a good
foil to the brilliance of its other
parts. I have seen these birds
nesting on a pipal in the busiest
part of Bombay above the din of
traffic and in the most unbearable
surroundings of cement and steel.
There is a hope therefore that in
spite of all the building activity
going on, on three sides of the
garden, the species will continue
to nest and breed here. Salim Ali
describes their colour as grass
green while Whistler calls it
olivaceous; in any case words are
powerless to describe the elegance
of their coloration seen in the
proper setting. Neither author
refers to the conspicuous bristles
that emanate from the base of the
bill. I have been under the
impression that bristles are useful
to insect-catching birds, and
therefore cannot understand this
feature in a primarily frugivorous
creature…[A few lines are missing
here, from the editor’s copy, referring to Shikras and rock
doves.]

A Grey Wagtail Motacilla caspica is always with us in the
winter and one enjoys the sight of its fast undulating flight
accompanied by a merry ta-tit ta-tit. There is never more than
one in our garden at a time, which probably means that the
sort of food on which it lives is not plentiful. The White wagtail
Motacilla alba is never with us, though this morning, a quarter
of a mile away on the flats behind Juhu beach, I saw several of
the species. The books say that caspica is found throughout
the Indian Union in winter, while alba is found in the greater
part of the country. Certainly, in winter, it is difficult to go to
any place in India where the Grey Wagtail is not present.

Recently I have been concerned about the fate of the bulbuls
in the neighbourhood. Until a few years ago the Red-
whiskered Pycnonotus jocosus and the White-browed Pycnonotus
luteolus as well as the Red-vented Bulbul Pycnonotus cafer were
all seen easily and often in the garden. Now only cafer seems
to exist at all, and I hope our small garden will provide space
enough for it. This morning for the first time I noticed what a
clear white terminal band this bird has on the underside of its
tail, which goes to show how easily various feathers and
colours on the birds’ bodies can escape our notice. Even this
morning I only noticed the band because the bird was high up
on a palmyra and the white was the only colour really apparent
from underneath. These birds often nest in our garden but I
think they are finding it increasingly difficult to do so because
of harassment by crows. Some years ago a nest was built on
our Shivan tree Gmelina arborea, but a Black Drongo Dicrurus

macrocercus happened to have built
on the same tree and stood guard
most admirably for its defenseless
companion. The Black Drongo,
which I saw in the garden today,
seemed to have very ashy
undersides and I wondered if it
could be Dicrurus leucophaeus. I was
not near enough to see the white dot
on the cheek, which would have
confirmed that it was a Black
Drongo. I heard the Magpie Robin
Copsychus saularis and the harsh
chek-chek of Blyth’s Reed Warbler
Acrocephalus dumetorum. There were
many Green Bee-eaters Merops
orientalis in the opposite meadows,
which are still, though for a short
time, un-built on.

It occurred to me however that I
was more interested in nothing
down the Latin names of these birds
than in actually watching them, so
I promptly put up my binoculars
and kept them fixed on the bee-
eaters for a long time, and now
several hours later I still enjoy the
scene in retrospect; particularly the
memory of one bird returning
repeatedly to the same spot on the
barbed wire fencing after its sallies

after winged prey. With the Bee-eaters were a group of
completely sandy brown munias, and these were Spotted
Munias Lonchura punctulata in non-breeding plumage. Their
sibilant whistling assisted identification. In the same area there
were a few White-throated Munias Lonchura malabarica easily
identified by the white throats and undersides.

Some distance away from the house in small creek near
Juhu there was a large group of Common Swallows Hirundo
rustica hawking insects above the water. Probing in the
squelch with rapidity and in the manner of pneumatic drills
was a flock of Little Stint Calidris minuta. Their black legs
and the absence of any white on the wing indicated that they
were not the Temminck’s Stints, which occasionally associate

White-browed Bulbul Pycnonotus luteolus
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A flight down memory lane—2: Photographing birds
in the Nineteen-forties
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Some months ago, one of my former pupils handed me a
laptop and said, “You write so much, perhaps this will
help”. It took me some time to learn how to operate the

machine and here too another former pupil came to my aide.
Heading a large education consortium, he had computer
instructors who would come over after school and guide me
through the basics. Fortunately I had taught myself typing
years ago and so, once I learnt how to open the systems, I took
to the marvelous invention like a duckling would to water. It
was just a matter of time before I got onto the Internet and
what a revelation it was! At every stage, Aasheesh helped me
tide over difficulties by long-range tutoring from Hyderabad.

It was through Indian Birds that I discovered websites and
bird groups on the Internet and very tentatively opened the
one carrying photographs by the Delhi group. Since, during
my student days I had been a very active and rather
precocious young member of the Delhi Bird Watchers’
Society, I asked to be taken on the group. I hoped to go out
bird watching should I have a layover at Delhi during my
seasonal spring and autumn migration between Gujarat and

Himachal Pradesh. I never expected to see the daily flow of
messages into my mailbox. It was a delight to realize how
many young people were going out bird watching and taking
photographs. Some of the pictures were excellent. Suddenly,
there was a personal message for me from among the crowd.

Rajesh Shah, a youngster I had encouraged in Ahmedabad
was posting some delightful photographs and suggested I
join the group in Bangalore where he had shifted. From
Bangalore there came an added deluge of messages and an
invitation to join the Tamil group. Each time I open the
computer now, there is mail awaiting me that would be
worthy of some up and coming executive! With so many
people active, I wonder why we cannot vie with the RSPB of
Britain with its million-odd members. But here I digress.
Seeing this deluge of photographs on almost a daily basis, I
could not but recollect my own young days when the scenario
was so very different.

My very first attempt at bird photography was with a
Kodak box camera. It was in March 1945, or possibly 1946, I
had been reading the then leading bird photographer, Erik

with them. A solitary Pond Heron Ardeola grayii came up and
established itself aloofly on a patch of mud where it could
feed undisturbed. A Pariah Kite Milvus migrans resting on a
pylon called its usual shrill cry cheel, from which it gets its
Indian name. So in the brief space of an hour I had seen over
thirty species in this apparently uninteresting area. There
must be, of course, many other species here as well, and I
will pursue them on another Sunday.

Birdwatchers’ Field Club outing—Shama Futehally
On Sunday 19th February, the Club met, not as it usually does
at Tulsi, but at Andheri: breakfast at our house, and then a
walk through the ‘meadows’ behind the house to Juhu.
Although the area is being rapidly built up, on this trip we
saw enough that was new and interesting to make it a
memorable walk.

First, Rosy Pastors: two or three of them feeding off a
blossoming silk cotton tree. We got a very good view of these,
they did not fly off for a long time. Then there were the
wagtails, a couple of white wagtails, and some Eastern Grey.
There were plenty of European swallows. On the side of the
road we were following, I saw one or two Tree Pipits, merging
beautifully with the background, and a group of five or six
Ring Plovers was startled into flight. There were many flocks
of ordinary sparrows but one of them proved to consist in
part of Brown Munias as well, established on barbed wire
fences, taking off frequently to indulge in a short circular flight,

returning to the identical spot again and again. Another
discovery was one rather unusual bird, the Desert Wheatear.
As far as I remember, this was perched on a stone wall and
then on a boulder. There were two of them, some distance
from each other. A thrilling new species, and if we had seen
nothing else, they would have made the day.

Another lovely bird we saw was the Collared Bush Chat
on a fence, one single male with a bright rose-orange breast,
black head and back and white patches on the neck. We had
a long and excellent view of this bird rummaging among the
dust for food.

Later we settled round a creek with a few small islets,
reputed to be covered over completely with migrant birds
sometimes; but now had only a few stray Sandpipers, one
Spotted; on Little Egret, and a couple of Common Kingfishers.
Then we walked along beside the creek on a dirt track, thick
mangrove vegetation at the side and there were Blyth’s Reed
Warblers by the dozen in the bushes. Incidentally, there was a
train of camel-wallahs coming along and I had a jerky ride
along the road. Once we were arrested by a loud and harsh
chuk-chuk from the mangrove, punctuated by scuffling and
the sound of creaking twigs. Dr. Salim Ali identified this as a
Large Reed Warbler, uncommon in the area. But the bird,
did not respond to our various eager claps and hisses, and
remained hidden.

That makes about fifteen inspiring species, a revealing
total for this otherwise dull and stony stretch of ground.


