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DUDHWA NATIONAL PARK 

Snake in the Grass - Python molurus 

A twig snaps und erfoot like a pistol shot 

in the eerie silence, the breeze whispers in the trees, 

leaves rustie, a phantom sound perceived only by 

the sixth sense. Mohammad Naseem, our guide, 
draws us close, warning us to be comp letely silent, 

as we walk along a sandbank through the tall 

elephant grass. Suddenly he stops short, poinring at 

the gro und. \XIe come upon our first pug mark, 

large eno ugh to be &om the kind of forepaw that 

can kill a man in one blO\v, and we pray that we will 

see its owner too. But no luck today, and we leave 

the trail with ti,e uncanny feeling that the tigress has 
seen us, even though we haven't seen her! 

The Dudh wa National Park website said 

"more than 30,000 insects" ... a paradise for an 

insect freak. '11,at clinched it. I boo ked m)'self 

on the impendin g BNHS trip to Dudhwa in 

Lakhimpur Kheri district, along the Ind o- epal 

border. And what a trip! 

Rivka Israel and I got together at CST 

Mumbai on 6'h March, 2004, to board the 
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QAVATlII W. UORA 

Pushpak Exp ress. \XIe atrived in Luckn ow amidst 

the co lo urful revelry of H o li , with g reat 

trepidation left the station, go t drench ed in 

magenta and yellow o n the way to the guest 
house, but still managed half a day of sight seeing 

and watching garden birds. 

Next morning, we were o n OU f way to 
Mailani. As the train sped past lush green wheat 

fields, our bird count began with eight graceful sarus 

cranes, peacocks in mango orchards, pied 
kingfishers hO\'ering over village ponds dense with 

water chestnut, and a rare singleton, the shabby, 

scrappy scavenger vulture. More mundane sightings 

included glistening black drongos, perched on the 

electric lines all tile way, and any number of cattle 

egrets in ti,e poo ls and puddles along the track. 

From Mailani, it was a gruelling two hours on the 

dusty, cob bled roads of !tar (Ulta?) Pradesh, till 
we reached the somew hat coo ler lew habitat of 

Dudhwa ational Park, where moist grassland and 

dense saaJ forests dominate. 



MErotIl MOMAVA 

Hum ans are advised to stay in the jeep, as 

rige rs walk free .. . it's their homegr ou nd! You 

also save yourself the indubit ably hair raising 

expe rience of coming face to face with a rhino. 
\X'ith the possibility of elephant herds from Nepal 

joining these excitements, we had anticipated a 
ho l.iday not for the faint heart ed. And we soo n 

discovered that we were right. But no animal, as 

Rivka says, can match the menace of man. Two 
days earlier, the forest guard o f Shitiapur beat, 

Shesh Giri, had been hacked to death by armed 

poacher s. I am told that poachers lay traps even 
across the jeep track in the forest . They come for 

tile riger and the rhin o, of which ther e is a closely 

guarded population of 18 in the Park, enclosed 

by eleCtric fencing. 

I r is 3 p.m. on 8'" March as tile lasr of the 

participanrs arrive, and we are informed by the 

inimirable Mr. P.B. Shekar, our gro up leade r, thar 

the re will be a bird walk along the railway track 
inside the Park. Wandering off alone is stricti y 

DUDHWA NATIONAL PARK 

Small blue kingfisher Alcedo atthls perched over a Taal 

forbidden, putring mosr of the flowe rs and insects 

beyond m y re ach , so I jo in the dedicated 

birdwarcher s thar form the core gro up in any 

B HS camp. D ane rs and co rm o rant s are 
perched on bare branches, spreading o ut their 
wings to dry, moorhen and teal swim in small 
flocks in the water, while chestn ut-headed bee­

eaters half-hover and swoop at their flying targetS, 

the gnats and midges swar ming in the evening 
light ove r the lake. All along we see Rohini trees, 

whose ro und red fruit yields the kumkum that 

Inman women wear o n their forehead s. Dr. M. R. 

Almeida , our botanist gro up leade r, points out 

the violet spikes of PogoJ/' 1IJon bengalfllJiJ, the onJy 

confi rmed herbal antid ote for the venom of the 

viper EcbiJ corino/IIJ, which I hope I shall never 

need to test on myself. 

The first momin g, and speaki ng of reptiles, 

can one ever forger the sight of the rock python 

that we see in Kishanpur. It lies basking in the 

sun, gorged and sluggish after a meal that can be 
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seen externally from its dilated midbod y. A rush 
to look closer, a scre am fro m o ne panick y 
member , and it begins to slide away with amazin g 
rapirlity for such a huge crearure. (Only after our 
rerum to Mumbai are we able to assess its true 
size from the pho tograph s .. . it was 12 ft long! 
And then I am nOt surpri sed that th e lad y 
screamed .) I have trouble convincing her that it 
is not venomous, is not moving to attack us, and 

judging from the sudden , sharp, ammoniacal 
smell o f urine that all of us can discern, it is more 
alarmed than angry, and o nly wants to ge t away. 
That is not to und erestimate the tremendous 
st ren gt h o f a 12 ft lon g p yt ho n, wh ose 
consrncring musculature can put paid to an adult 

human being 
More reptiles - a mugge r lies basking in 

Suheli river, half draped over a fallen tree trunk, 
so absolutely motionle ss and mud covered that 
it appears to be a stone relic from the Jura ssic 
period. It s mottled blue, brown and purpl e 

colour ing is revealed only when we see anoth er 
one swimming in the same stream later o n. But 
nothing seems to animate this one so I ng 
as we watch it. A blue-eared kingfisher perched 

o n a branch ruffle s its purpl e-blue and white 
plumage, its brilliance reflec ted in the Stream 

Tbe 11eavy nectar ami pollen 

o f tb e flowers 

o n tb e trees attracts ants , 

bees and purple sunbirds , 

whJe redvenLed, blackbeaded 

and redc beeke d bulbuls 

visit tbe trees in abundan ce . 

And und o ubt edly waiting 

to pounce o n Lbem 

is tbis sbort-toed eag le. 
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below, then it takes off to roost . That night there 
is commotion in the jungle, an alarm call that 
lasts more than six minutes. Some say it's the chital, 
othe rs insist that it is hog deer, but neither way do 
we get to see the large feline that set it off. 

We leave the Fores t Rest Hou se early 
morning in four jeeps, usually with just a cup of 
tea and biscuits for fuel. An empty stomach, it 

seems, is conducive to good birrling: it sharpen s 
one's senses and the eye sees more than it would 
if o ne had fed liberally on the kind of hot 

paratha s that follow o n our rerurn . The spartan 
menu o f Dr. Silim Ali's field camp s must have 
had a purpose other than mere econom y, I think, 

as we drive under a canop y of saal, shisham and 
haldu trees. The luck y ones see a flight of 
ho rnbills, sjx, seven, eight, they recount excitedly, 

whe.n we rerurn to camp . Both the Oriental pied 
and grea t pied! aseem says his day is mad e, 
for he has rarely seen more than four or five at a 
time in this forest. The final tally at the end of 
the trip is 97 species of birds alone . My ow n 
atte ntion keeps rerurning to the inrncate inter ­
relationships displayed in the towerin g red silk 
cot ton o r semul trees that grow wild in the whole 
area from Luckn ow to Dudhwa. The heavy 
nectar and pollen of the showy red flowe rs 

Short -toed eagle keeps watch for prey 



attracts numerou s ants, bees and purple sUllbirds. 

Th; red-vented, black-headed and red-whiskered 

bulbu ls co me to the tree in abu ndance, delicately 

pickWg o ff insect s and sippi ng nectar from the 

flowers. And undo ubted ly waiting to po unce on 
them are the raptors: the great crested, serpent 

and short-toed eagles, and the black kite. Out side 

the Tiger Reserve, driving through Kishanpur, I had 

seen sevet'l I ndian white-backed vulrures on a red 

scmul, while Rivka counted at least 44 on one tree. 

Oth er tree s co ming into bloom o utside 

the Tiger Reserve are the palash, wreathed with 

bri ll iant ve rmi lio n flowe rs that yield a dye 

used to play Holi in the old days. T hey evo ke 

images o f Chaitra, o f spring warming to summer 

(and examinati on fever!). So does the go rgeo us 

red eryth rina, which harbo urs the same bird­

insect-flowe r food chain as the red and vellow 

semul. 

Dudh wa I atio nal Park was created in 1977 

to protec t the swamp deer or barasingha, which 

we now watch from a machaan across a jhee l in 

Sathiana. IvY)' binoculars foc lis on one, twO, then 

a h undred o f th em , br o wsing beyo nd th e 

watcrspread that hos ts co rmorants, darters, coo t, 

teal, black stork, white-necked stork , pint ail and 

jacana, and if you loo k long and hard, bush larks 

Bankey - the two ton dandy 

DUDHWA NATIONAL PARK 

o n the g ro und . I watc h th e antl ers o f o ne 

magnificent male barasingha as it raises its head, 

then lowers it again, lazily croppin g off the grass, 
unaware o f my attenti on. It is rlifficult to choose 

o ne's favourite among the ungulates here: the 

dappled cheetal that moves in small herds o n the 

fringes o f the fo rest and is easily seen, the less 

numero us darker coated hog deer that raises its 

tail in alarm and bo unds away, samba! which we 

never saw, or the smaUest one, the red-brown 

I ndian barking deer M III/tioms 1I11/1/ljok. 1 t is tOO 

quick for me to get a really good loo k, and the 

o nly o ther nnle I saw it was in a cyto logy lab, 

where even the mos t weU cared for animal look 

pathetic at best. 

Next morning we are in for a Star sig hting, 

the rruno s o f D udhwa . Th e air is miSt laden as 

we drive thro ugh the forest , our hands sti ff in 

the morning chill, clutching camera and binoculars. 

The jeeps stop at a fore st pos t where a Shaheed 

Smaarak or memorial stand s: a grim remind er 

of the fate of two forest personnel killed at night 

by a tige r. Neve r und erestim ate the aweso me 

strength o f nature, it tells its silent story. Here we 

mo un t a ro ug h woo den mach aan, and two 

elephants are brought alongside for us to clambe r 
on, fou r at a time. The mahout tells us that our 

Bankey - the debonair dandy -

is a two to n alplla male, 

from wbom the taal is named. 

H e revels in his superio r status, 

domina tin g the other rhin os 

in the encl osure, 

so that there is talk 

of relocatin g bin, to give 

th e other males an opportunity 

to breed. 
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mount is named Pushpakali, and a heftier flower bud 

would be hard to find. Her regal pace and sturdy step 

are reassuring, until we enter Bankey taa1, a slushy, muddy, 
leech infested swamp, where the elephant grass bru shes 

against our legs. Khair trees, which yield kattha, grow 

near the fringes of the swamp, with carton nests of 

tree ants on their sparse-leaved branches. Ashy primas 

and many warblers ilit among the reeds. As we go 

further into the slush, the elephant stumbles and totters, 

and keeps trying to go off on her own, but is prodded 

back on course by the mahout with a mean looking 

iron al1kllsh. He stands astride Pushpakali's massive 

shoulders to get a better view, and then point s out the 

hero of the day, Bankey. 

A monument of Insect architecture - termite hill 
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Bankey - the debonair dand y - is the 2000 kg 

alpha male around here, from whom the taal is nam ed. 

He revels in his super ior status, dominating the 17 other 

rhino s in the 29 sq. km enclosure, so much so that there 
is talk of relocating him to give the othe r male s an 

opportunity to breed . What we firSt see is an ugly, warty 
rear end, and we have to manou vre the elephant past 

him for a lateral vie\v. Then we appreciate the awesome 

powe r of the animal within the slaty grey armoured 

shroud of a skin. Even from our vantage point atop 

Pushpakali, his dimen sions are imposing. The horn is 

about 18 cm long, to give an indication of the total 

size. He humph s and snorts, and sends shivers down 

our spines. FranticaUy, I capture as much as I can on 

camera, and then vent ure a clo ser look through 

the binocu lars. He bare s one long tooth, and the 
mahout advises us that Bankey has had enough, 

so we proc eed as rapidl y as Pushpakali 's legs 

will carr y us through the swamp on to the 2 km 
mud track. The seemingly end less ride, seated 

on a jerky ea rthquake, calls to mind Aldous 

Huxley's words on his fi rst elephant ride up 

Amber Hill in Rajasthan "1 returned full of respect 

for Hannibal, he crossed the Alps on elephant 

back." 
That evening we go to T iger Haven, where 

we meet the legendary but controvers ial Bill y 

Arjan Singh. Hailed by some for his lifetime 

achievement in tiger conservation, criticized by 
others for aUegedly "contaminating" the tiger gene 

poo l, he continues his good work. On his private 
land, chickpea is grow n for the peacocks as well 

as their less glamorous females, which step 

delicately in the fields, feeding on the soft new 
sprouts. Sugar cane is planted on the rest of the 

farm. Here too, we see yellow-headed wagtails, 

pied bushchats, ashy ptinias and od,er seed eaters, 

typical grassland birds in plenty. Sunset is falling 

over Tiger Haven, and the powers that be must 

give it a thought . IfIndia is unable to come to an 

agreement with Nepal to manage the seaso nal 

flooding in this region, another kind of sunset 
may descend on Dudhwa ational Park. 

The problems that beset Dudhwa ational 

Park are as varied and numerou s as its habitat s 

and biodiversity. Patrolling this vast 490 sq. km 
of grassland, swamp, water bodies and moi st 



deciduous forest, intersected by 40 km of railway track, 

is a Challenge in logistics for the notoriou sly ill-equipped 
forest department. The extensive area of the Park also 

reduces the chance of seeing "glamorous" species like 

the tiger that draw public intere st and mana gement 

attention, which are more ofte n 
Bandhavga rh. 

seen in the smaller 

defore statio n in epa l has led ro 
Aooding of the River Sharda, which last year washed 

away latge tracts and rendered ho meless scores o f 

villagers who are camped some 40 km away, in thatched 

mud hut s, with nothing but their few head s o f buffalo 

to scrape togethe r a living. Excess Aood water that 

remains stagna nt in the taals of Dudh wa has killed 

much of the vege tation, and bare, leaAess, dead trees 

DUDHWA NATIONAL PARK 

Five o f us take a forty minute walk to Dudh wa statio n, 

alo ng a jeep track between rowe ring saal trees and 
eno rmous ter mite mounds. We foUow twO sets of fresh 

tiger pug marks, an adult and a juvenile, scanning the 
undergrowth, hoping we migh t see them yet, but they 

exit the path just before the railway track appears. At 

the statio n, which must be the o riginal Sleepy Hollow 

(it takes half an hour to buy a ticketQ, we rest dreamily 

against o ur little hill o f backpacks. A "s her" was seen 

here the previous evening. There is my incentive for the 

next trip' A shrill whistle interrupr s the Aow o f thought, 

and J join the rest in a hur ried scramble to boa rd the 

stand stark against the bright afternoo n sky. A Another raptor, the crested serpent-eagle , is seen in the Park 

member says "]sn'( this a graveyard of trees!" 

and I cannot help agreeing. We drive on through 

grass land, Aushing out a startled pair o f black 

partrid ge . Pas t the breeding gro und of the 
Bengal flo rican, but asee m tells us that it is yet 

to appear, despite its breedin g seaso n having 

started . 

O n the eveni ng of 121h March, we return 

to the bridge ove r the Suheli, where we first saw 

the croc . All day, my eyes have been scannjng 

the canop y, hop ing to sight a hornbill. There arc 

jamu n trees enough for them to nest in. I sit 

silently, alone with my thou ghts, regretting that 

we missed the tiger, which all of us were dying 
to see. Th e others toO are slipping into return 

mode, talking abo ut the trip that was. Suddenly 
there is a cry " Hornbill, hornbiU'" Exc itement 

breaks ou t again, the magnificent great pied 
hornbiJJ Blleero; bitol'1l;; is perched o n the branch 

of a distant trec. a ne!" and then 1 see 

an unforge ttable sight - two bird s take wing, 
the ir wing tips Aapping up and down, the 

rhythmic wing beat steady as they sail across from 

one side of the vaUey to the othe r, infinitely more 

complex and gracefu l than any man-made Aying 

machine. TI,e tiger is forgotten, and my day is 

made. What better crowning glory for a BNI-IS 

trip than these cousins of William, the Society'S 
own hornbilll 

Da ybreak on 14'h March , we say our 

good byes reluctantly, as it has been a great camp. 
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