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a Paradise Flycatcher reported by me in my column in the Times of
India. Subsequently this poem was published in several
anthologies, here and abroad, but strangely Salim did not approve
of a poem in our Newsletter. This is what the poet wrote:

Paradise Flycatcher
White streamers moving briskly on the green
Casurina, rouse the sleepy watcher
From his dream of rarest birds
To this reality. A grating sound
Is all his language, spelling death
To flies and moths among the leaves
Who go this way to Paradise.
But he, in mask of black, with tints of green,
Is legend come alive to the dreamer
Whose eyes are fixed on him in glad surprise.

So many years ago, his predecessor
Came—it was an afternoon like this—-
And clung with shaking streamers
To the same casurina, catching flies:

But Fate that day, and not the dreamer,
Fixed his eyes on him and shot him down.
He lay with red and red upon his white,
Uncommon bird no longer, in the mud.
The live one flashes at the watcher
Chestnut wings: the dead is buried in his mind.

Coincidentally, Salim wrote about a Paradise Flycatcher in
Kanheri National Park. His account will please the reader “While
out with some visiting ornithologists the other day, we were
fortunate enough to witness the charming sight of an adult, male,
Paradise Flycatcher, white, with particularly long tail-ribbons-
bathing at a forest stream. From a leafy shrub on the bank, the bird
flew down obliquely to the water for about ten yards. As soon as
he broke the surface he suddenly spun round with ruffled plumage
creating a splash and wetting himself thoroughly. In the same action
the bird faced right about and flew back to his perch where he
shuffled his feathers and preened himself. He repeated this
manouevre three times at about two minute intervals, as if for the
special benefit of our visitors who were naturally in ecstasies Many
birds, swallows, bee-eaters, drongos, and others, bathe on the
wing in this manner. The deliberately rapid swing on touching the
water to create the spray is an action very distinct from feeding or
drinking from the surface as many such birds often do.

There was another note by Salim Ali in this issue about a
meeting in the Indian Institute of Agricultural Research New Delhi
to examine the problems of non-insect pests of agriculture (e.g.,
birds, flying foxes, squirrels, etc.) It was decided to take up research
on the life histories of the various animals incriminated in order to
be able to devise proper control measures “How we are going to
find...the seven field ornithologists needed is the problem.
Ornithology has been so completely neglected by our Universities
that ready-made ones will be hard to come by”.

So we see that it was as late as 1961 that Ornithology was
given some importance by Government beginning with the 3rd
Five Year Plan.
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On the 25" of February 2003 1 was leading a field survey for a
research project of our organisation entitled, ‘Effects of pesticides
on bird population in the mango orchards of Malda district, West
Bengal.” The selected orchard was situated in the Jadupur area in
English Bazaar block, 6km south of Malda town, (Malda district,
West Bengal). In the orchard I saw a group of men spraying
pesticides directly into the mango trees Mangifera indica. This is
a common practice in the mango orchards of Malda district, when
mango blossoms open between January and March, to keep mango
buds free from insects and fungus.

While [ watched, I noticed many dead insects falling from the
tree. The pesticide was lethal. Around 11:30hrs I saw a sparrow-
sized bird suddenly drop to the ground from a branch of a mango
tree ¢.25m from me. For amoment the bird was motionless. Through
binoculars I identified it as a Common lora Aegithina tiphia. It was
alive and vigorously flapping its wings in an attempt to fly. It
looked sick and hoping to help it I started moving closer. The

Common lora is one of many bird species in Malda district, affected
by the spraying of pesticide, either directly or as a result of
consuming pesticide-coated insects. Before I could reach it, the
bird was suddenly snatched up by a House Crow Corvus splendens.
The House Crow flew with its prey to a mango tree ¢.30m from me.
Through my binoculars I could see that the Common Iora was still
alive. It was trying to free itself from the crow’s clutches, and
uttering frantic squeaks, ‘cheee...cheee...cheee’. The crow held
the iora under its feet and began plucking feathers from its body
with its beak and started feeding on the iora. Soon the opportunistic
House Crow was surrounded by a murder of its brethren. Disturbed,
it clutched the iora in its feet and flew out of my sight, disappearing
into the orchard.

The mortality of birds and insects due to the indiscriminate
use of pesticides in our fruit orchards is a serious threat to our
wild fauna and requires further study



