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Malkhandi - a magic place 
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Though I was only able to stay in this spot in the 

Western Himalayas, about three or four times, it remains in 
my memory as a very special place. The location is called 
Malkhandi, and is situated in Hazara District of the NWFP, 
on the east bank just above the Kunhar River which flows in 
a southerly direction, parallel to, and to the east of the 
mighty Indus river. The whole valley is a popular tourist 
resort, usually called the Kaghan Valley, after the main 
village in that valley. Malkhandi is a small Forest Reserve 
with an Inspection bungalow bearing the same name. It is 
located up a narrow track; about 300 ft above the site of a 
Trout Hatchery and Forest Tree Nursery located along side 
the main jeep track, which follows the Kunhar River 
(34o42’N, 73o34’E). Here is a small dilapidated forest rest 
house, with nearby a much more recently constructed Forest 
bungalow, not open to tourist or non-forest officials, and is 
located amongst a beautiful rather isolated patch of mixed 
deciduous and coniferous forest, with areas both below and 
above the valley largely cleared for terraced cultivation. 

Whilst giving a general description of the area, I can do 
no better that quote excerpts from my diary written during 
one of my last visits to Malkhandi on June 17th 1984. 

After the second day of travel from our home and a 
journey of seven hours from the plains of the Punjab where 
my wife and I had stayed overnight, we were glad to find 
the little rest house still unoccupied by any other traveller, 
and that the bathroom with broken wash basin, still had 
running water.  

Malkhandi is rich in sub-montane vegetation, being 
located at 1,356m (4,450ft) elevation. Surprisingly there are 
no Horse Chestnut trees Aesculus hippocastanum, common 
along the road below, but a good mixture of Mountain Ash 
Fraxinus xanthoxyloides, Pistachio Pistacia integerrima, 
the Maple Acer caesium known locally as ‘Tarkanna’, and 
both The Holly Oak Quercus baloot and Himalayan Silver 
Oak Quercus dilatata, locally known as ‘Ban’, and 
surprisingly some Apricot Prunus armeniaca and Peach 
trees P. persica, as well as the Wild Pear Pyrus pasha and 
the Himalayan Bird Cherry Prunus cornuta, besides a 
scattering of Indian Deodar Cedrus deodara trees, at this 
time of the year bearing beautiful lime green rounded 
female cones on it’s horizontal boughs. Under-story 
included the usual Viburnums, Vitex negundo with pale 
mauve flowers, and many creeping vines of the Vitis (wild 
grape) family. And another slender Maple tree which I had 
not encountered anywhere else before in Pakistan, which 
was identified for me, as Acer cappadocium, which as it’s 
name implies, extends as far west as Turkey and has very 
attractive small silvery palmate leaves. 

Behind our little rest house gurgled a small stream, 
which not only lulled us into sleep at night, but also was a 

big attraction for insects and nesting birds. It would make 
heavy reading to try and list all the typical birds of that 
place, but amongst the common and conspicuous ones were 
the Eurasian Golden Oriole, Oriolus oriolus (Linnaeus, 
1758), whose fluting calls regularly punctuated the drone of 
flying insects. At dawn each morning we were also 
serenaded by the quite pretty little song of the Asian 
Paradise-Flycatcher Terpsiphone paradisi (Linnaeus, 1758), 
so different from its usual harsh contact calls. There were 
two other rather noisy denizens of this small patch of forest, 
the Ashy Drongo Dicrurus leucophaeus Vieillot, 1817, and 
the Black Bulbul Hypsipetes leucocephalus (P.L.S. Muller, 
1776). At this time of year most had families to feed, but the 
males still reserved a short morning period to proclaim their 
songs and the rather itinerant Black Bulbuls always 
announced their arrival in the vicinity with noisy squeaks 
and mewing sounds. There was also a good population of 
Grey-winged Blackbirds Turdus boulbul (Latham, 1790), as 
well as roving parties of restless insectivorous Oriental 
Whiteyes Zosterops palbebrosa (Temminck, 1824), and 
Grey-headed Flycatcher-Warblers Seicercus xanthoschistos 
(G.R. Gray & J.E. Gray, 1846). Less common but regularly 
encountered were two flycatchers which stick more closely 
to a particular piece of hunting territory, The Rufous-bellied 
Niltava Niltava sundara (Hodgson, 1837) and The Grey-
headed Flycatcher Culicicapa ceylonensis (Swainson, 
1820). Many other birds were common and always present, 
including the skulking but noisy Brown-flanked Bush-
Warbler Cettia fortipes (Horsfield, 1845), Great Tits Parus 
major Linnaeus, 1758, Verditer Flycatchers Eumyias 
thalassina (Swainson, 1838), Large Scaly-bellied Green 
Woodpeckers Picus squamatus Vigors, 1831, Long-tailed 
Minivets Pericrocotus ethologus Bangs & Phillips, 1914, 
and Oriental Turtle-Doves Streptopelia orientalis (Latham, 
1790). Surprisingly we heard no songs of the Indian Blue 
Robin Luscinia brunnea (Hodgson, 1837), perhaps the 
elevation was too low for them, nor did we ever hear the 
Spotted Scops-Owl Otus spilocephalus (Blyth, 1846) with it 
double bell call at night, so common higher up in the 
forests. 

On this visit we were easily able to locate the nearby 
Asian Paradise-Flycatcher’s nest besides the steam. Shaped 
like a triangular wine glass, it was not decorated on the 
outside with spiders egg cacoons, as is so common with this 
species, but cleverly woven at the tip of a drooping slender 
branch and made mostly from fine grass and root fibres. 
The rather sparsely downed chicks were newly hatched and 
the female still spent short intervals brooding them, so that 
we avoided going too close to see them. Within a stones 
throw of this nest was a Eurasian Golden Oriole’s nest in a 
Pistachio Tree, with three young almost fully fledged and 
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showing streaked breasts and lime yellow upper plumage. 
Two of them bulged half over the side of their rather 
inadequate hammock shaped nest, waiting to be fed. Their 
nest seemed to be woven exclusively from grass. We were 
impressed by the regular visits of the male to feed them, as 
he usually takes only the briefest perfunctory shifts on the 
nest during incubation. Less than a hundred yards from our 
Rest House were two more conspicuous nests. The most 
exciting for me, a Long-tailed Minivet’s nest which was 
welded between three slender forking twigs, high up in the 
crown of a small Acer sp., tree. The nest iself was decorated 
outside with flakes of lichen and quite conspicuous. The 
female was incubating and sitting tightly whenever we 
passed the nest. The Ashy Drongo’s nest was rather untidier 
in appearance and did not look substantial, being woven 
into the fork amongst the uppermost branches of a small 
tree, and built in a rough shallow cup shape with root and 
bark fibres. The female also seemed to be still incubating, as 
we did not see any sign of young being fed. During our 
leisurely walks around the forest track we had other 
memorable moments. Watching an Asian Paradise-
Flycatcher, foraging around the horizontal branches of a 
moss-draped oak bough, which flushed and seized a large 
Sphengid Hawkmoth. Flying to a lower branch, the hapless 
moth was jiggled around in its bill, until one by one the 
wings were scissored off. During the last stages of this 
process, the heavy abdomen of this large moth twice slipped 
from its bill, only to be quickly recaptured in a downward 
swoop. 

We also watched a Black Bulbul, which had already 
caught a large female Preying Mantis before we noticed it; 
of which we could clearly see it’s struggling legs visible on 
either side of the bird’s blood red bill. Perhaps this was not 
a usual meal for this largely frugivorous bulbul, because it 
hesitated several times, perched motionless, before finally, 
after more that several minutes, bashing the insect against a 
twig and swallowing it in several rather jerky gulps. So 

much was going on around us in the sun dappled glades and 
we were also entertained on the evening before our 
departure, by watching a party of Slaty-headed Parakeets 
Psittacula himalayana (Lesson, 1832) with fully fledged 
young, feeding on the tiny purplish brown flowers of the 
Smoke Bush Cotinus coggyria. The young, well able to fly 
and feed for themselves, seemed more keen to beg from 
their parents with much curious head bobbing rather than to 
enjoy the flowery feast. One final treat during that visit was 
the opportunity to watch for a prolonged period a pair of 
Speckled Piculets Picumnus innominatus Burton, 1836, 
foraging on low shrubs. This species is distinctly rare and 
local in Pakistan, occurring in only several widely scattered 
localities. My diary notes describe how we had just returned 
from our morning walk when by the Rest House we were 
attracted by their weak tinny single noted calls. They were 
able to hang upside down on pendant twigs and perch 
sideways on slender branches, their tiny grey green feet 
with two toes firmly gripped around each side of the twig. 
They did not use their tails as a support when ascending a 
vertical branch yet they seemed very proficient at so doing. 
I noted that their white breasts were dotted in vertical 
radiating lines with blackish grey small crescent marks 
turning lower down to solid grey black spots, and that their 
wing coverts were a lovely shade of golden olive, whilst 
their stubby tails were blackish grey with the outer tail 
feather clearly showing white outer webs when they flew. 
They are so small that they can search for insects along the 
lower shrubs or more slender twigs, which are inaccessible 
to the heavier woodpeckers. Like all small birds they 
seemed particularly restless and constantly on the move, 
fluttering into the air to reach an adjacent twig, rather than 
hopping along a branch as their larger cousins usually do 
when foraging. 

The birds obviously loved this place as well, and as it is 
a reserved forest, I hope it will ever more remain a magical 
place.
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1873, in Melghat Tiger Reserve, Maharashtra 
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F. R. Blewitt first collected a specimen of this owlet 

from the dense forests of eastern Madhya Pradesh on 14th 
December 1872 (Hume 1873). A. O. Hume dedicated the 
bird to his friend and placed it in a new genus that he 
erected for it, calling it Heteroglaux blewitti (Hume, 1873). 
In the foothills of the Satpura Mountains north of Shahada 
in Maharashtra, India, the endemic Forest Owlet that was 
thought to be extinct was rediscovered after 113 years on 
25th November 1997, in a tropical dry deciduous forest, by 
American ornithologists (King and Rasmussen 1998). 

 Subsequently during the surveys conducted by 
Bombay Natural History Society (BNHS) from June 1998 
to June 1999, four nesting pairs of Forest Owlets were 
recorded in Toranmal forest range (Maharashtra) between 
400-500 m. elevation, in October 1998. Three of these nests 
were found at Shahada, while one nest was found in Taloda, 
about 30 km from Shahada (Ishtiaq 2000). Further, in the 
second phase of this study, conducted from 28 January to 22 
February 2000, 25 Forest Owlets were located from two 
new sites in Maharashtra and Madhya Paredesh. Forest 
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