
The way to paradise
It so happened that one cool January morning, as I was getting 
ready to have breakfast, the telephone rang. Would I be free to 
come along to the Junior School urgently? Well, I am used to 
such calls and the tone of the voice at the other end suggested 
some urgency as well as desperation. I said I would be there in a 
few minutes and hung up.

Life in a residential school, tucked away in the countryside, 
surrounded by wooded areas, fields, and scrub, is full of 
excitement. Calls such as these invariably mean some local crisis. 
It could be that a snake had strayed into one of the classrooms, or 
an injured creature had been spotted. Very often baby birds would 
be ‘rescued’ by sympathetic passers-by, leading to elaborate 
discussions on how to take care of them. I was wondering what 
was in store for me that morning.

Jyothi greeted, and ushered me, into to the dark, and empty, 
‘language’ room, located at one end of the Junior School, close to 
the Small Banyan Tree. “There is this Paradise Flycatcher female 
that got into the room last afternoon, and has been stuck here 
ever since. We tried to shoo it out but it does not seem to be able 
to figure its way out.”

I peered into the darkness, and tried to locate the bird. In 
that early morning hour, the winter sun was yet to rise above the 
Cave Rock hill, and so, though the room had three windows and 
a ventilator, it was still gloomy inside. As I stepped in, I heard the 
flutter of wings above me, and spied the rusty-brown and white 
bird, with a black head and crest, land on the metal beam, several 
feet above my head. It seemed quite cheerful, and energetic, 
despite the involuntary fast enforced upon it, for the last several 
hours. (Birds need to feed constantly as their rate of metabolism 
is quite high.) 

I was told that there were several attempts to get the bird out 
of the room, since it was trapped, and I could see the evidence 
of this in the form of the broomstick attached to an extra long 
pole, and several branches and twigs littering the room. When 
chased, the bird flew at top speed, from one end of the room to 
the other, narrowly missing the beams, and metal girders, when 
chased. It would fly to the roof of the room, avoiding the door, 
and windows, that were left open for it to exit. Even after an 
hour of chasing by several staff members (witnessed by eager 
students from a safe distance), the bird refused to leave the 
room. So the windows were left open overnight, hoping the bird 
would leave when given some privacy. But the next morning, 
sounds of the bird’s fluttering wings, and the harsh calls, greeted 
people; it was still refusing to leave its high perch. 

Even as I observed it, the flycatcher—a juvenile male, with the 
pair of streamers just beginning to push past its tail—kept dashing 
from one end of the room to the other, and even when left alone, 
refused to come to the dry branches kept for it at window-level, 
and find its way out. When agitated, it would fly even higher 
towards the tiled roof. After observing it for a few minutes, I 
thought of two possible strategies to get it out: one would be to 
darken all the windows, and ventilator, and just let the light come 
in from the door; and the second was to remove a couple of tiles, 
so that the bird could escape through the roof, close to which it 
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kept moving when alarmed. Finally we felt the latter would be 
less-time consuming, and so we sought the assistance of the 
Building Department.

Within minutes, Jayaram, the trouble-shooter, was there, 
and had assessed the situation. He climbed onto the roof and 
removed the tiles. As soon this was done, I picked up the broom 
and chased the bird, and as predicted, it flew upwards, spotted 
the light from the sky, and in a minute was out in the open—free 
at last!

A few days later the same individual was found trapped in the 
Junior School’s auditorium, which was open on three sides, and 
covered with a roof supported by metal beams, and girders. Again 
for the entire afternoon, the bird kept flying up and down the 
length of the auditorium at top speed, attracting a lot of attention 
from the students and staff-members, and prompting someone 
to suggest that the bird was practising for the forthcoming Bird 
Race! This time we decided to leave it to figure out how to 
escape, since the auditorium was open on three sides, and it did 
not take much intelligence to find a way out. Sometime in the 
evening, when all the people had left, the bird slipped out, and 
was missing the next morning.

Both these episodes left us wondering about how stupid the 
bird was, not to realise that by just coming down from its high 
perch, it could have escaped. A few days later I was struck by 
these sentences from ‘The life of the Robin’, David Lack’s classic 
study, where the author describes the method used for trapping 
robins to study them by ringing:

The trap found most convenient in the present investigation 
was a small version of the American house-trap. It consists of 
simply of four walls and a roof of wire-netting, five feet high 
with a base three feet six inches square. It could be carried 
conveniently by two people, and was placed on flat ground, 
food being scattered inside. The bird enters by a small funnel at 
ground level, and, once in, it hardly ever finds its way out again. 
This is apparently because, when alarmed, the habit of a bird 
is to fly upwards, hence it does not notice the exit at ground 
level. Of all the birds which entered the house-traps, only house-
sparrows and an occasional blue tit were able to go in and out 
regularly without getting caught; house-sparrows are perhaps 
more intelligent than most birds.

Perhaps the Paradise Flycatcher too is not as smart as the 
sparrow. So much for its stunning looks!
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1. Indian Paradise-Flycatcher Terpsiphone paradisi.
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