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aphylla, “Ber” Zizyphus mauritiana and grasses of the arid semi-
desert covered almost the entire floor space. The Babul trees were
the favoured perch and roost of the Black-shouldered kites; they
were so numerous that I shied from enumeration. The Barn owls,
fewer in numbers (45+) perched exclusively on the Khejri trees.
They were most supportive of my attempts at hand-held, snapshot
bird photography. Being nocturnal, they hated to move or fly by
day [unless harassed by crows (Corvidae) and Common Mynas
Acridotheres tristis] so they shut their eyelids and pretended they
had not seen me wielding the camera! The Black-shouldered kites
allowed me no such indulgence.

One flank of this wilderness-niche rested on an irrigation
channel, brick-lined inside and compressed mud on the outer side.
There was one 3km stretch of the channel, which I found extensively
honeycombed with burrows of the Indian desert jird. As they are
diurnal, they were encountered in large numbers always and anytime
of the day. Mischievous and playful though the Desert jirds were,
they were always on high alert against the Black-shouldered kites,
their fierce predators.

This aroused my curiosity about the Barn owl’s prey. One
moonlit night I saw them fly over and beyond the irrigation channel
towards cropped fields. A few days later, I found considerable
rodent burrows in the sandy fallow fields and telltale signs of the
presence of more gerbils. As they did not show up by day, I
presumed that they were the kindred species (Family Muridae),
the Indian Gerbil Tatera indica, which being nocturnal, would be
the natural prey of the Barn owl.
Then came the summer rains. Unfortunately, for the gerbils, there

was one spell almost round the clock for five days; constant drizzle
interspersed with sessions of heavy downpour. When the skies
cleared at last, there was not a single gerbil to be seen anywhere.
Their burrows had been flooded and damaged. When I did not see
any Black-shouldered kites either, I made haste to the perches of
Barn owls. They too had cleared out to the last bird. The unusually
excessive rainfall had evidently triggered the survival instinct
among gerbils to move out to higher ground (sand dunes). There
was just no evidence of any of them having perished through
predation or any other calamity. Likewise, the Barn owls and the
Black-shouldered kites having lost their prey-base must have felt
obliged to look for pastures anew. I missed their presence but was
happy to have witnessed at first hand a law of Natural History
operating at such a fundamental level. Not just, that, I was also
able to see for myself the fascinating architecture of gerbil burrows.
As is believed, the burrow of the male was a straightforward tunnel
with one entrance and one exit. However, the burrows of females
had several interconnected chambers each leading to a separate
exit. As the female gives birth to four or more at a time, she needs
larger space and more than one exit for a quick get-away by her
progeny in an emergency. So here was another elementary survival
strategy on display. Today, much of this habitat of the gerbils has
already been encroached upon by the unsatisfied demands of
urbanization and the Green Revolution. Just as Tara Gandhi opines
that the prey-predator dynamics could very well have inspired “the
fables and stories of mysterious mass suicide by Lemmings” so
also the life history of the gerbils in India may become a mere
story or a fable soon.
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Towards the end of 1960, during an evening walk, Salim Ali
suggested that we form a Birdwatcher’s Field Club of India. “It
will encourage members to observe wild birds in the field, and
make notes carefully, on the spot about their activities.” He said
that a great deal of work had been done on the taxonomy of birds.
“We have enough specimens in the collections of the Bombay
Natural History Society, the British Museum of Natural History
and the Indian Museum in Calcutta. The time has now come to
study the life histories of our living birds about which we know so
little. We do not even know the incubation periods of some of our
common birds like the bulbuls.”

There was silence for some time and I broke in to say, “What
about the theory that a bird in the hand is worth two in the bush?”
I am glad he did not flare up at this misguided bit of humour.

Our walk and our talk continued. I said that in the Journal of
the Bombay Natural History Society (B.N.H.S.), in its
‘Miscellaneous’ section, the majority of notes related to birds. “Was
it necessary to have a new organisation?” He was insistent that a
separate Society, specifically devoted to birds, was necessary to
make progress in ornithology and particularly, to get a large number
of people involved in this fascinating and useful hobby. He said he
was surprised at the response to the Book of Indian birds since its
publication in 1941.

At that time, I wrote a monthly column, called “Birdwatcher’s
Diary” in the Times of India, Bombay. I was also giving regular
broadcasts on birds, which in fact resulted from one of the officials
of A.I.R. Bombay, noticing my column in the Times. I was thereby,
beginning to acquire a modicum of knowledge of our birds.

At a later meeting, Salim suggested that I start a “Newsletter
for Birdwatchers” which would be the medium of the proposed
Birdwatcher’s Field Club of India. In the end, the Field Club
remained an idea. The “Newsletter” became a more tangible product
and, I believe, succeeded in Salim Ali’s objective of creating a
greater interest in birds.

I might mention here, that when the members of the Executive
Committee of the B.N.H.S. heard about the proposed “Newsletter”,
they were very upset and said that the B.N.H.S. itself was woefully
short of members. A new organisation would result in further
depletion. In one of the A.G.M.s of the period, there were only six
members present and so their fears were justified. On the other
hand, both Salim and I felt that if the “Newsletter” succeeded in
kindling an interest among amateurs they might later decide to
join the B.N.H.S. I cannot quote figures, but it is my impression
that several young people, who first became subscribers of the
“Newsletter” at Rs. 5/- per annum, later joined the B.N.H.S.
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Producing a newsletter in those days, without computers,
involved hard labour. The typist in Dynacraft (the organisation for
which I worked) stayed close by and on a couple of days in the
week he agreed to come at 07:00 hours to the office where I dictated
the matter for publication. Fortunately, D’Cunha was an excellent
typist and knew where to put the prepositions (unlike some of the
typists I had to deal with later). After the material was typed, the
problem was to transfer it on to stencils and then process it through
the ‘Gestetner’ cyclostyling machine. I must here pay tribute to J.
S. Serrao, the senior stenographer of the B.N.H.S., at the time. He
agreed to do the stenciling at my house in Andheri. This involved
a one-hour sweating journey in a crowded suburban train, and over
a mile’s walk from the station to our house. Serrao was almost as
excited about the “Newsletter” as I was, and without his help and
his deep interest in the subject, the “Newsletter” may have failed
to take off.

Now let us proceed with describing the issues commencing
from December 1960 onwards. It is a shame that I do not have the
first issue, and I cannot remember at all what it contained. It must
have been an interesting one judging from the comments I received
and which I published in the January 1961 number.

“Thank you for the first Newsletter…I feel that we should
start making members and collecting fees now,” K.S. Shivrajkumar
of Jasdan, Saurashtra.

“I have read the copy with great interest. I am all for such a
group,” N.L. Khanolkar, Pune (Mr. Khanolkar was a well-known
educationist).

“I have seen the first of your ornithology bulletins and I must
say it reaches a very high standard. I shall look forward to seeing
further copies. Will you please ask Salim to pay my subscription
to this service?” Loke Wan Tho, Singapore.

As many of our readers know, Loke was one of the most
generous, as well as the most competent of people, we have known.
He financed many of Salim Ali’s expeditions. Once when Salim
complained about his troublesome old vehicle, Loke wired back,
“Buy a new jeep immediately. Why the hell am I earning so much?”
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Loke’s secretary, Ann Talbot Smith, set an example by sending the
subscriptions before the last day of every year.

“Thanks awfully for your letter of the 6th and for the bulletins
for birdwatchers. I am afraid that these arrived after most of our
team of birdwatchers had gone for the N.C.C. camp. I am however
keeping them and will distribute them next term,” Jim Gibson,
Ajmer.

J. T. M. Gibson was the Principal of Mayo College, and perhaps
the only Englishman who received both the Padmashri from the
Government of India, and the Order of the British Empire (O.B.E.)
from the Government of Great Britain.

Finally let me quote from someone who is still present and in
Bangalore, “I am sure the News Letter can be developed into a
first rate journal on ornithology. I shall be glad to give whatever
help I can…” Joseph George, Dehra Dun.

Joseph George indeed lived up to his word, proof reading the
Newsletter manuscripts after it started to be printed by S. Sridhar
in Bangalore, from 1988 onwards.

In the first issue of the Newsletter, apart from these comments,
there was a note on bird ringing in India by Shivrajkumar. “To
study the pattern of migration Dr Salim Ali asked me to continue
netting independently on a small scale in Jasdan. Nets were put up
on 10th/11th and 20th/21st October 1960, and yielded 360 birds of
which 263 were migrants…For both the amateur bird lover and
the serious student, bird netting and ringing can be of great
educational value. It is also exciting. One never knows what will
next turn up in a mist net during the migration period.”
It was a tragedy for ornithology and for his friends that
Shivrajkumar died so early. I remember operating with him during
the netting sessions in Jasdan and the excitement of recovering
previously ringed birds in the same area. A couple of species which
I enjoyed handling at the mist nets in company with Shivrajkumar
were Orphean Warbler Sylvia hortensis and Greater Whitethroat
Sylvia communis. Warblers, such lovely innocent creatures even
in the hand, unlike several others who used their beaks and claws
to good effect, seemed to love the Hingolgadh environment. The
thorn forest and scrub was their ideal habitat in the 1960,s and
there were several recoveries of these two species in almost the

same area over a few years
It is interesting to note that in this Newsletter

I reproduced an item from “Current
topics” in Times of India of 17

December 1960. The note referred to
the “…shame but true, that we had
done little in the last 10 years to add

to the knowledge passed on to us by
the British about the migratory birds which enter

and leave this country every year.”
The final item in this Newsletter (No. 2) was

an extract from the Christian Science Monitor of
November 10, 1960. It recorded the extraordinary fact

that “In Miami, Fl., a wildlife sanctuary is located in the heart of
a man made pandemonium of noise and activity. The inhabitants
of this sanctuary are burrowing owls, and the only way to see
them is to get a ticket and get on a plane. As the plane taxis out to
take off position, the owls are clearly visible on the grassy areas
along the runways.” [To be continued.]

Burrowing Owl by Sachin Jaltare.
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