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On 1 January 2010, my wife Raka, Sanjay Sondhi, and 
I set off on a seven kilometer trek in one of the most 
promising birding areas of the Garhwal Himalayas, 

often visited by us earlier, the Kedarnath Musk Deer Reserve 
(Rudraprayag district, Uttarakhand, India). That day our route 
started from Chopta (3,000 m), via Tunganath temple (3,700 m), 
going up to the Chandrashila peak (4,000 m). We spotted the usual 
birds: Himalayan Monal Lophophorus impejanus, Altai Accentors 
Prunella himalayana, Eurasian Sparrowhawk, Accipiter nisus, and 
Lammergeier Gypaetus barbatus, but had no luck with the rarities 
we wished to see. 

While returning to Chopta, at noon, the cloudy weather 
suddenly became chilly, as it started raining, followed by snow. 
We took refuge in a small rain shelter just 200 m below Tunganath 
temple. We unfurled umbrellas, and were planning to put our 
cameras back into our rucksacks when suddenly Raka noticed, 
from a distance, what she believed to be Himalayan Monal, 
coming on to the stony trail, from the steep grassy slopes below. 
My binoculars soon revealed, to our utter delight and surprise, 
that it was a covey of Snow Partridges Lerwa lerwa, just what we 
had searched for all day on these mountain slopes! The birds 

moved ahead slowly into tufts of grass. While Raka watched 
and I quietly approached them on my knees, Sanjay, who was 
left behind, wondered from a distance what was going on, but he 
quickly assessed the situation and followed. My camera clicked 
every move these birds made. With the leader marching ahead, the 
covey moved slowly, and steadily in the snow. Suddenly, I realized 
that the birds had stopped moving, and all the individuals had 
crouched on the ground, in identical postures, while looking up 
at the sky. I too turned, and saw a juvenile Golden Eagle Aquila 
chrysaetos circling just above us; an adult of the same species circled 
close to it. Alarmed by these predators the partridges cowered 
motionlessly. Their vermiculated dark brown and black backs were 
perfectly camouflaged in the dry grass and snow around them. 
As the eagles circled closer, the partridges responded by slowly 
turning their head and body synchronously with the eagles. This 
gave me enough time to move closer to these birds, which had 
by this time accepted my presence. Soon the raptors lost interest 
and moved away.

Gradually the birds stood up, first the leader and then the rest, 
and started foraging while moving up the slope, away from me. I 
followed them. I realized that the leader remained more vigilant 
to the threat of the eagles, than to my presence. Finally the group 

came close to a point from where the entire valley was visible 
below. Just then one of the open umbrellas that was placed 

hurriedly on the stony trial, blew a few meters in front 
of a small gust of wind, and scared the entire flock. 

The leader took off first, followed by the party, 
all gently gliding down the vale, and melting 

into in the Rhododendron companulatum 
shrubberies half a kilometer below us. We 

returned to Chopta after this unique 
sighting, having forgotten all 

the tiredness and 
chill of the 

trek.
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Fig. 1. Landscape of our Snow Partridge experience.

Fig. 2. A covey of four Snow Partridges Lerwa lerwa emerged on to the 
stony trail.

Fig. 3. Suddenly they froze in their path …

Fig. 4. … and hunkered down to merge perfectly with their 
surroundings.

Fig. 5. A juvenile Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos circled  
over the covey.

Fig. 6. The leader of the covey glanced up at the predator …

Fig. 7. Covey members behaved just as their leader did …
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Fig. 8. As the threat moved away, the leader relaxed …

Fig. 9. … and the covey began feeding tentatively.

Fig. 10. In the tense moments, the leader ignored me, 
concentrating entirely on the eagles.

Fig. 11. The covey took off down into the valley.
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