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Frogs and toads are the most harmless 
form of vertebrate life - neither do they 
peck. nor do they bite. 
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- J.e. Daniel 
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Protecting the endangered blackneck.ed 
crane in Ladakh is yet another example of 
the Indian Army's positive role in 
environmental protection. 

26. The Bottom Gang 

-E. D'Souza 
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Learn all about lobsters in this issue, 
from our series on life in the marine 
environment. 

-Beefsea 
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This new feature begins with the enigmatic 
whitebrowed bushchat, a denizen of 
scrubby; arid grasslands. 

-Asad R Rahmani 
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I Na recent article "Saving the tiger - a challenge for mankind" in the Newsletter of the 
Wddlife Institute of India, one of India's foremost wildlife biologists, A.J. T. Johnsingh, 
reviewed the status of the tiger throughout its world distribution. The article starts with 
the inevitable quotation from William Blake's poetic and magnificent obsession with the 

tiger. which has survived for over two hundred years in the English speaking world. The 
fascination for the tiger that it has created has made the tiger a high conservation priority 
species. Will it survive the inexorable increase in human population and demand on natural 
resources is an open question. Johnsingh is optimistic and hopes that "a handful of 
dedicated conservationists can brighten the future of the tiger". Having been involved 
recently in an unseemly and rather ludicrous parody of the fairy tale query "Mirror mirror 
on the wall, who's the most concerned conservationist of them all?" I feel our predilection 
for internecine self-destructive activities will neither help the tiger nor the conservation 
movement. Johnsingh's optimism is misplaced. 

Considering the heat generated on behalf of the tiger, a dispassionate look at the 
conservation movement in India leaves one with the conviction that there is lopsided 
concern for the tiger. Several other species, children of a lesser God, do not receive the 
attention they deserve compared to the tiger. The lion, the bustard and the lesser florican, 
to cite a few, deserve equal if not more conservation concern. The lion survives in a single 
population which can be wiped out by a catastrophic disease as had happened to a 
population of the African lion. The quest for an alternate home for the lion moves at an 
apathetic snail's pace. The tiger, unlike the lion, has 18 tiger reserves for special protection 
and therefore the tiger has 18 more chances of survival than the lion. It is very likely that the 
lions of Ashoka may remain only on the country's signet. The bustard and the lesser florican 
are gravely threatened with continuous loss of their grassland habitat and are well on the 
way to extinction. Neither the bustard nor the lesser florican occur in tiger country to benefit 
vicariously from the protection, for whatever it is worth, that the tiger habitat receives. 
A proposal from the BNHS 
drafted by Asad Rahmani to 
start a Project Bustard was 
summarily rejected by 
the Indian Board for Wildlife 
at its last meeting. 
The spectacular jumping 
display of the lesser florican 
will soon be a memory only. 
The conservation movement 
in the country appears to 
view its disappearance with 
equanimity. 
The conservation 
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1'~e f' rog ~e woufd " .. W ooiJtg 60 Z « 
J. C. Daniel 
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The chorus at every 

pond and puddle varies 

in timbre and tone from 

the deep' awang' of the 

bull frogs to the shrill 

peeping of the cricket 

frogs. You can easily 

identify each species 

from the medley of 

calls, as a birdwatcher 

can identify birds from 

the calls of a mixed 

flock of birds in a 

forest. Bright blue vocal sacs of the Indian bullfrog ate inflated while calling 
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"Q, frogJae woufd a-wooiHg go, 
wfaetfaer fais anotfaer 
woufd fet faian or HO: 

SO off fae set iH fais opera faat 
2ut as f roggie was crossiHg 

a sif"erg (',roo', 
Q, Itfg-wfaite ~ucli came 

aHd go66fed faian up!" 

N
Oone welcomes the monsoon rains 
with more joy than the frogs and 
toads. As the first heavy monsoon 
shower fills, of an evening, the ditches and 

puddles, it evokes clamorous rejoicing from the 
amorous frogs and toads who had till then 
remained unseen in their summer hide-outs. 
What the Greek philosopher said of the male 
Cicada "Happy are the Cicadas for they have 
voiceless wives" is equally true of the frogs and 
toads, for only the males call. 

All this excitement is 

for a limited period 

only, and once the 

mating frenzy is over, 

the frogs become silent 

and unobtrusive as they 

were before love made 

them throw caution 

to the winds! They are 

the most harmless form 

of vertebrate life -

neither do they 

peck nor do 

The fungoid frog is so named from its resemblance to orange-red fungi in its habitat they bite. 

Hornblll 1997 (2) 5 



_ MONSOON MUSIC ------ ----

The painted frog Ka/oula pulchra is a narrowmouthed frog, coloured grey with orange and red patches for camouflage 

The chorus at every pond and puddle varies 
in timbre and tone from the deep 'awang' of the 
bull frogs to the shrill peeping of the cricket frogs. 
If you are a good and experienced frog watcher 
you can easily identify each species from the 
medley of calls that you hear, as easily as a 
birdwatcher can identifY his birds from the calls 
he hears from a mixed foraging flock of birds in 
a forest. All this excitement is for a limited period 
only, and once the mating frenzy is over, the frogs 
become silent and unobtrusive as they were 
before love made them throw caution to the 
winds! Frogs are the most harmless form of 
vertebrate life - neither do they peck nor do 
they bite. Their protection is only their 
camouflaging colour which blends them into their 
background and their agility which makes them 
escape from your grasping hands as smoothly as 
a piece of wet soap. 

6 

Frogs have a certain sliminess, usually wrongly 
arrributed to the reptiles which are cold and dry 
but never slimy. The toad, on the other hand, is 
dry and stodgy but it has glands, especially the 
parotid glands with a potent poison, situated 
above the exposed tympanum, which makes the 
thoughtless dog that bites it foam at the mouth 
and give up toad hunting for ever. But nothing 
in this world is safe, toads are a speciality food 
for some species of snakes. 

In the Bombay area the bull frogs, the males 
decked out in their bright canary yellow suit and 
blue vocal sacs struggle and jostle for the sober 
brown and green females which are artracted by 
their deep, resounding 'awang' c.alls. I used to 
hear them from a small depression near my flat 
in the first few years of my stay in Bombay. But 
the depression was first polluted with-waste from 
our local bootlegger and then the depression itself 
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MONSOON MUSIC 

The Malabar gl iding frog is decked out in verdant green, with bright red webs between its fingers. 

disappeared under a clutch ofhuanents, and with new habitat predators were already in residence. 
that the frogs. The local dragonflies had been quicker off the 

Equallyeatly to breed is the common tree frog, mark and the predatOry dragonfly larvae were 
which often spends the harsh summer months waiting for the tadpoles to drop from the foam 
communally in hideaways inside houses, nest. 
preferably in bathrooms, and goes out to breed Exposure often has dangers for the adult tree 
as the monsoon breaks. Their clapping call is a frogs also. A tree frog visibly engaged in spawning 
fearure of a wet night in forested areas and a tree is likely to fall a victim to the false vampire bat 
or rock overhanging a pool often has their bun- fluttering among the trees in search of prey. 
like white egg mass, an egg mass whipped intO Among all the tree frogs the most extraordinary 
shape by the movements of the male's legs as is the Malabar gliding frog, a handsome species 
they mate and spawn. The developing tadpoles decked out in verdant green on the body and 
drop into the water, but death awaits at every bright red webs between its fmgers . It occurs 
stage. from Goa southwards in the Western Ghats and 

Recently our scientist at the new Conservation can glide with wide spread legs and webbed toes 
Education Centre of the Society adjoining the from tree to tree. 
Sanjay Gandhi National Park noticed several The Sanjay Gandhi National Park has ten 
spawn masses above the water tank built for the species of frogs and tOads, each with its own 
construction of the building. But even in this breeding season. Among all these the skipper 
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MONSOON MUSIC 

Among the rarest, Melanobarrachus indicus was recently rediscovered after years 

frogs are the most visible: and most common, 
and can be seen floating in every perennial pool 
of water throughout the yc:at. They are also an 
exception to the rule that frogs do not call during 
the non-breeding season. You can hear them 
throughout the year. They have also the 
extraordinary habit, when flushed off the land, 
to go skittering along the surface of the water 
before diving, a habit first noted by that obsq-vant 
naturalist - the Mughal Emperor Jehangir. 

The fungoid frog, so named from its 
resemblance to orange-red fungi in its habitat, is 
a forest species mainly of the Western Ghats. Its 
black and scarle:t orange, or red colour is thought 

:'i~:~-?r to be apsom~tic . and ther~fore 
(J / protccove. It IS WIde-spread mthe 

/ b . 
0' _ £ N monsoon ut rerrcats to mOISt areas 

.. , ... ~~::~~\~.~ .. .'t in swruner. 
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Frogs and toads in India occur from below 
the snowline to the plains, all 200 plus species 
of them. Some are common, some arc rare like 
Melanobatrachus indicus which was recently 
rediscovered after years by Karthikeyan 
Vasudevan, a young scientist of the Wildlife 
Institute of India, Dehradun. Some spend 
most of their life underground like the balloon 
frogs and other narrow mouthed frogs . But 
all are above ground for a blitzkrieg of 
breeding during the monsoon. 

Frogs arc very good indicators of the effects 
of water pollution due to their delicate skin 
and that is one area of study the Sociery is 
planning to investigate. [J 

I.e. Daniel was, for many yeaN; Curator of BNHS. He is 
currently the Honorary Secretary of the Society. 
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[THE INDIAN ARMY AND CONSERVATION, 
Saving the Blacknecked Crane 

Maj. Gen. E. D'Souza, PVSM (Retd) 

Photographs: Col. R.T. Chacko 

T
HE Army's role in ecology, especially 
in the fields of protection and 
restoration of our environment, is well 
known. Protection of the endangered 

blacknecked crane Grus nigricollis in its only 
known habitat in India, that is in Ladakh, is yet 
another positive example of the Army's role, 
exemplified in the activities of the Northern 
Command, extending from the ShivaJik Range 
to the Himalayas, especially in high altitude and 
inaccessible areas. 

10 

Apart from pioneering pilot projects in such 
difficult terrain to preserve wildlife, flora and 
fauna, this Command has also been facilitat"­
ing work on such projects undertaken by 
governmental and non-governmental organiza­
tions by providing administrative and medical 
support. It will be recalled that the lare Dr. Silim 
Ali received considerable support in his studies 
in Ladakh, as did Vice Admiral M . P. Awati. 

Besides fulfilling its two major roles of the 
protection of our borders and inremal security, 
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A day-old chick of the blacknecked crane with eggs on the nest (inset) 

the Northern Anny's activities range from social 
furestry, wetland dcvclopmcot, arboricU.trure and 
landscaping of our cantonments, to mobilizing 
resources in checking harmful vehicle emissions, 
wasrc disposal and creating awareness among the 
people. Army families of All Ranks are 
encouraged to actively participate in nature 
conservation through the well sttucturcd Anny 
Wives' Welfare Association (AWWA), in family 
planning, the usc of solar cookers, garbage/wasrc 
disposal, usc of vermicuJrure and avoidance of 
the usc of non-biodegradable packing marcrials. 
During the year 1995-1996, a total of one million 
saplings of endemic varieties were planrcd and 
the dfcct is now readily visible in the fonn of a 
green canopy against the backdrop of the barren 
mountains of the Zanskar Range in Ladakh. 

This wrircr was privy to all these activities, 
and the encouraging results, during a reccot visit 

Hornblll 1997 (2) 

to the Co=and, where he was also invired to 
make a presentation on the environmcot to over 
200 office.rs and their families, reachers and high 
school children in Udhampur, which was widcly 
reported in the local media. 

Since the last few years, Northern Co=and 
has been involved in the study of the endangered 
blacknecked crane, in the Chushul Area of 
Wesrcrn Ladakh, where fortunately there arc still 
some unspoilt wetlands. These arc known to be' 
one of the breeding grounds for many migratory 
birds, as will be evidcot in any checklist of the 
birds sighred in Chushul. The blacknecked crane 
is entirely terrestrial, feeding and nesting on the 
ground. Col. R . T. Chacko, a Bangalore based 
retired Anny Officer and covironmental activist, 
has being carrying out a detiuIcd study of this 
species for some years, in the Changthang Block 
of Ladakh (altitude 4265-4570 metres), the only 

11 



_ THE ARMY AND CONSERVATION 

area in this wild desolation where the blacknecked 
crane, locally known as ChR :lUng 11mg KRrmR 
breeds. The cranes arrive in small numbers in 
early April. A few of them breed there and rerum 
to their wintering grolUlds, possibly in Tibet, in 
October. 

Some of these birds build nests of aquatic weeds 
and grass in marshy areas, while others lay their 
eggs in a hollow on existing islands which grant 
them a certain amount of protection from 
predators. 'The YOllllg' gain marurity at two to three 
years of age and are known to pair for life. 

Increased tourist activity in the area disrurbs 
these breeding cranes, by accident or design, as 
attempts are made to photograph these rare and 
beautiful birds. Instead, awareness should be 
created about the problems faced by the cranes 
during the breeding and hatching season. 

Among the factors responsible for disturbing 
or even eliminating these attractive birds are 
'ownerless' dogs living in and arolUld this habitat. 
These dogs are tough, and capable of swimming 
in the icy waters to get to the islands on which 
nests can be pilfered. 20 such dogs have been 
identified arolUld the impottant nesting areas in 
the l5igul1So. 

The green grass iIi the wetlands arolUld the 
two lakes l5igul 150 and 150 Nyak is an attraction 
to the locals to bring their livestock for grazing. 
In doing so, some of these animals inadvertently 
destroy the nests and often the eggs. 

The data collected by Col. Chacko during the 
working season of 1995, during the fourth year 
of his study, revealed that the total population of 
blackneckcd cranes in the Ladakh region was 22, 
of which nesting cranes were about 10. Of the 8 
chicks hatched, only 6 were able to survive, 
lUlderscoring the urgent need for protective 
measures. 

The Ecological Cell of the Northern 
Command, through the Army Division 
responsible; for Ladakh, is extending full support 
and administrative cover to Col. ChackO to ensure 
the successful conclusion of the study. 
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The Civil Department in Jammu and Kashmir, 
and allied environmental agencies have 
acknowledged that the presence of the Army and 
the sustained interest taken by the officers and 
men, has resulted in a perceptible curtailment in 
illegal poaching, illicit grazing and tribal invasion 
in the lower Dachigarn forest, home of the famed 
Kashmir stag, theh_gul. The most recent census 
conducted by the Wtldlife Institute of India, in 
collaboration with the State Wtldlife Department, 
shows a welcome increase of the endangered 
hRngul from 115 in 1994 to 290 as this goes into 
press; the habitat covered in the census included 
Dachigam National Park, Tral, Dogra and 
Sanargalla. 

The Northern Command Eco Ceil is 
maintaining close liaison with the State Wtldlife 
Protection and Socia! Forestry Department of 
Jammu & Kashmir, to coordinate various 
environmentally related activities towards the 
common cause - the protection of the rare and 
endangered species of wildlife. The Army has 
expressed concern in more ways than one, to 
ptovide the necessary impetus to ecology and 
nature preservation . To brin~ the desired 
awareness to the rank and flle of Northern 
Command, presentation and workshops on 
ecology with the help of trained resource persons 
ftom the Bombay Natural History Society, are 
held annually for middle piece officers, junior 
commissioned officers and troops, and service 
families including high school children. The 
guiding theme throughout the Command, which 
we have taken care to widely advertise, is: 

" H you want to do something 
likely to last, 

plant a tree. " 

Maj. General E. D·Souza. PVSM (Retd) Is truly on "Old 
soldier' of the ecological battlefront. He Is deeply 
Involved In the Nature Education actlvmes of the 
BNHS. This article Is wrttten In cOIlaQprotlOn with Maj. 
Gen. Prakash Gokarn. AVSM and Col. I? T. Chacko 
(Retd). 
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Bombay's Nefarious Pocket I ( , ~aving the Forest 

.".,..~ I,..... ... s 
- -_ t~':. I.-..s 

It was by sheer chance iliac I saw H~ .Th~~u:for the H~ (1996, No.4). I 
(1997, No. 1) yesterday at Hingolgadh, -:vhi~f~~~¥d I am very Impressed by the get-up. 
has become synonymous with embattled Nature 4 lli?gr.ld that the BNHS in recem years is 
- a citadel from where an almost last ditch battle beginning to bare its teeth against such abuses 
is being fought for the cause of nature as the felling of Arunachal's priceless forest 
conservation. Perhaps, like the excellent and resources. 
very timely write-up on the Borivli National Park, Bill Aitken 
a piece should be produced on Hingolgadh. 

"Bombay's Other Jungle" is a lovely artide-
as indeed is this entire issue of Hornbill. 
Congratulations! In 1971 and 1976, my Bombay 
interlude, it was BNP which kept me sane. I 
remember a rather heated discussion as to why 
the Park was necessary. All the usual rhetorics of 
species going extinct were aired. My simple 
assertion was "Borivli National Park is important 
because Bombay is there." The greatest disservice 
to the Park was done when it was closed to the 
public at the behest of a h yper-activist 
Environment Minister. By keeping people 
interested in conservation out, the Park is 
destined to be destroyed. I wonder how many 
illicit breweries are operating within the Park. 
On one of my last walks there with the late 
Dr. Silim Ali, I vividly remember going up the 
Yavoor Road and seeing a bird flit over a 
distillery! BNP should stand for Bombay's 
Nefarious Pocket. 

Let us have more such articles and more such 
beautiful photographs. Above all, the Indian 
people must never be debarred from partaking 
of the wilderness, the ~ya». It would be like 
closing rhe Taj Maha! to visitors . 

People cannot be motivated for a cause they 
cannot relate to. Fine words and lovely publica­
tions are meaningless unless we have popular 
involvement. We all, nature lovers, must stand 
shoulder to shoulder in this desperate fight and 
we look to the BNHS to lead. 
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Lavlcumar Khacher, 
Hingolgadh. 

Survival Stories 
Going through "Oddest Ancient Oaf Alive" 

in the Hornbill (1996, No. 4) raises a question. 
- Why do some animals survive for long periods 
of time, while others die out after a few million 
years? 

Irawati Harshe, 
Bombay. 

Why do plants and animals become extinct? 
Nutan G. Mobharkar, 

N ashik. 

Beefsea replies: Both these questions are two sides 
of the same problem. 

The cause for extinction is rarely single. Usually 
it is a combination of factors that uverwhelm a 
species. There may be a specialisation of habit and 
habitat, an absence of adaptability to changing 
environment, a low rate of multiplication, a 
diminution of the food supply, and the appearance of 
a new predator. 

Conversely, a liTIing fossil or relict has sumved 
because i t has enjoyed a sufficient supply of 
food, freedom from overwhelming enemies or 
competition, R-nd has not hR-d to meet CR-tRStrophic 
chR-nges of climR-te or geogrR-phy. If it had the 
misfortune to foee the last factors, it has been able to 
escape to an isol4ted or inconspicuous hR-ven, or to 
make good its losses becR-use of its internal Tlitality 
R-nd regain its former abundance and range. 
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1udiau Wifdffowers 
Text and Photographs: Isaac Kehimkar 

WHh the ftrstfew showers, tuberous plants begin to emerge. Flowers ohome appearftrst, but 
100I'I fade. Thus, with each week of the monsoon, there are always new colours to look for. 

r?\ HILLTURMERlCOurcuma~_ 
'd1 Hindi: Pahadi Haldi 

Bright yellow flowers come packed in each bract, OIl a purple aowned spib among ita 60 an 
long, canna-like leaves. Flowering is seen from June to September in Western Gbaa. '!be small 
almond-siZed tubers are boiled and eaten. 

~ BDmLE CHLOROPHYTUMChkmIphytum tuberosum 
'G:I Hindi: Safed Musli 

Clumps of this herb can be seen all along central and pcuinsuIar India in suitable regions. TIle 
erect scape carrying white flowers is longer ~an the leaves and this feature distinguishes it from 
other Chlorophytums. Flowers are seen from June to J~ Bxtract3 of the tuberou8 roots are used as 
a general tonic. Leaves, sold as monsoon produce, are cooked and eaten. 

(]) PINK STRIPED CRINUM LILY Crin_IR#foIi.",. 

Large showy, fragrant, white flowers with reddisb-pink stripes are seen dUring the first few 
weeks of the monsoon. This Amaryllis grows throughout India and is cultivated in gardens too. 
Crushed and roasted bulbs are used as a rubefacient in rheumatism and their juice is used to treat 
earache. 

f9\ YELLOW GROUND STAROurculigo orchioides 
'G:I Hindi: Kali Musli 

Bright yellow stal'olike flowers are seen at the base of the plant that springS from an erect root 
stock. This herb occurs along the moist Himalayan fuothills from Kwnaon eastwards to the northeast 
and in the southern peninsula. Flowers in February, May to July. Ayurvedic formulations of this 
plant are used as general tonic, diuretic, and for treating colic and diarrhoea. 

r.!'\9 SOUTH INDIAN SQUILL ScilfR.hytu:inthi_ 
'f.J.:J Hindi: Safedi Khus 

Purple blotches on its leaves identify this herb unmistakably, though sometimes the blotches 
are absent. Tiny purple flowers adorn the dainty little scape that can be seen from May to August 
throughout central and peninsular India. Extracts from the root stock are used as expectorant, 
cardiac stimulant and diuretic. 

e DRAGON STALK YAMAmlwphophallJlScomtnUtR.tus 

Flower stalks appear, often in groups, just before the onset of the moosoon. Flies are lItUiKUd 
by its stink and pollinate this flower. Leaves identical to cdiblesumn, Ol' elephant foot yam, oome up 
later. Adivasis sell flower stalks as monsoon produce. It is essential to cook the chopped flower 
stalks along with the acidic fruits ofGl~ pin_til. and tamarind to kill the calcium oxalatr that can 
give an unforgettable itch in the throat. 
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Moltsoolt MQ9ic 

HilL TURMERIC YELLOW GROUND STAR 

EDIBLE CHLOROPHYTUM SOUTH INDIAN SQUILL 

PINK STRIPED CRINUM LIIX DRAGON SL\LK YAM . 







Seashore Lore 
26. The Bottom Gang 

Of metal was her armour bright, 
With gems of many colours {)J7erspreadj 
The tawny jacinth, yel/Qw chrysolite, 
The emerald green of hue and ruby red. 

Beefsea 

L wnped together as "shellfish" are two 
diverse groups of animals - one 
comprising oysters, clams and snails, and 

the other of lobsters, prawns and crabs. 
Lobsters are probably the most well known 

of the latter group, being an epicure's delight. 
With their cousins - the prawns and crabs -
and many other less known jointed-limbed 
relatives, they form the Crustacea - the crearures 
with a hard "crust" on the outside. While this 
outer "shell" is thin in prawns, it is thicker and 
harder in lobsters and crabs because of the deposit 
of lime. This hard shell or outer skeleton is 
wonderful as armour against enemies but 
constitutes a serious obstacle to continuous 
growth. While we, with our skeleton inside our 
body, can grow steadily from babyhood to youth, 
the shell prevents this in Crustacea. This handicap 
is overcome in a unique way. From time to time, 
lobsters and all other Crustacea cast off their outer 
skeleton. The shell splits, and the soft animal 
creeps out of it, as if discarding a shirt or coat. 
While still soft, the animal increases a little in 
size. At this time, the soft creature is vulnerable 
to its enemies and therefore hides in a crevice or 
cranny among rocks . The new "shell" now 
hardens, and further growth stops until the next 
moulting. TIlls occurs frequently while the animal 
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is young, but at 
longer intervals as it 
grows older. 

Another unique feature is 
the abil ity of an animal to 
automatically throw off a limb. 
If you hold a lobster or crab by 
its leg or claw, you will be left 
holding the limb while the animal 
drops to the sea bottOm and walks 
or swims away. The limb breaks 
off at a particular place, where 
a flap closes the wound to ~~~~ .... "'-..... 
prevent loss of blood. And 
this autotomy or self-amputation 
is not a permanent handicap. A small bud appears 
where the limb was cast off and, at the next moult 
a fully formed (though somewhat shorter) limb 
appears. The regeneration of a lost limb is 
somewhat akin to a lizard shedding its tail and 
growing a new, shorrer one. 

The hard skeleton is divided into rings or 
segments jointed on each other: While the outer 
shell is continuous, it is thinner at the joints, so 
that movement can be achieved. Each leg, or 
limb, is made up of hollow cylindrical segments, 
each joined to the next, but moving only in one 
plane. But as each successive joint is hinged in a 
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- SEASHORE LORE 

Homa,us, the true lobster of Eu,ope and America, has 
massive claws, ideal for defence and the gourmet's delight. 

different plane, the tip of the limb can be moved 
in almost all directions. 

Unlike the European or American lobsters 
(HomaP'USspp.), which have huge claws or pincers 
that serve to defend them against enemies, our 
lobsters do not have these. Instead, their body is 

This flat, glassy, long legged creature is a phyliosoma, 
the larva of spiny lobsters. 
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armoured with many spines, scattered all over 
the body, with two much longer ones over the 
eyes. To distinguish them, they are called spiny 
or rock lobsters (l'IInulirus spp.) or sometimes 
sea-crayfish or sea-crawfish. (Crayfish are fresh 
water relatives.) 

The lobster's body has two main parts; the 
front half called ccphalothorax, roughly equivalent 
to the head (cephalus), and chest (thorax) being 
fused together and bearing five pairs of legs with 
which the lobster walks on the sea bottom. The 
rear half - called lobster tail by the gourmet -
is acruaily its abdomen, On its lower side are 
delicate flaps called p1eopods or abdominal 
swimmerets. While prawns swim with their help, 
in lobsters they serve as attachment for the 
thousands upon thousands of eggs in the female. 
But lobsters can swim baclc:wards for short 
distances by flapping their abdomen under the 
body and repeating this flapping motion. 

Scuba divers know that the sea is not silent. 
Contributing to the cacophony of sounds and 
noises under water are spiny lobsters. They make 
squeaky, scratching sounds by rubbing the long 
antennae (feelers) across the forward part of their 
body. 

Like their cousins, the crabs, spiny' lobsters 
hold their eggs under the abdomen. The female 
mates shortly after moulting, when the male turns 
her over and sticks two patches containing sperms 
on her abdomen. Many days later, when the eggs 
are extruded, she scratches these patches with 
the tips of her legs, and the sperms fertilise the 
eggs as they come out. Each egg has a lirtle stalk, 
and the eggs are stuck to the swimmerets by a 
kind of glue secreted by the swimmerets. When 
freshly extruded, the eggs are otange-yellow, and 
the lobster is said tG be berried or in berry, As 
the young grow inside, the yolk is used up, and 
the eggs tum black. In due course, they burst 
and the larvae (babies) come out and drifr in the 
sea over long distances. These larvae are flat, 
glassy transparent, have long, spidery legs and 
are called phyllosoma. 
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Because stale fish is used as a bait for catching 
lobsters, they are mistakenly regarded as 
scavengers. Actually they prefer live clams, 
mussels, sea urchins, and a fish if they can catch 
one. Despite their hard shells, spiny lobsters fall 
prey to groupers, skates and dogfish. And they 
should be handled carefully. You can hold them 
by their thin long antennae (feelers ). If holding 
them by their cephalothorax, be careful not 
to have your hand wrapped around it, 
as the lobster will flap its abdomen 
and badly gash your hand. 

Sometimes I have wished that 
spiny lobsters could be 
hypnotised just as the true 
(clawed) lobsters can, so as to 
hold them motionless. It is 
somewhat like hypnotising a hen. 
Place the hen's beak against the floor 
and draw a chalk line straight away 
from the tip of its beak. Or a hen can also 
be hypnotised by tucking her head under 
the wing and whirling her about. (But don't 
let the SPCA catch you doing this! ) To 
hypnotise a lobster, stand it on its head, 
with the claws teSting flat. Bend the 
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trawl catches. (Trawl nets are operated over sandy 
sea bottom.) His surmise that they also live on 
soft bottoms was pooh-poohed by 'expens'. But 
he was vindicated when it became known that 
spiny lobsters migrate in an offshore-inshore 
pattern. Off Bimini, in the Bahamas, thousands 
of spiny lobsters march in single file over areas. 
Each individual holds the tail of the one ahead of 

it by hooking it with its front legs, or flicks it 
with its antennae to maintain contact. 

Thus, the vulnerable abdomen is 
protected from predators by 
the animal behind. 

I could not repress my 
mischief once when I tried 

to see if this trait is found in 
our lobsters. I took several 

animals (remember they were 
cheap in those days ) and 

positioned them in single file inside 
a round plastic pool. I closed the ring 

by placing them in a circle. The lobsters 
went round and round until I was finally 

tired and left them in the late evening. 
Next morning, when I came to see 

them , they had dispersed. 
tail slightly inwards, stroke 
its back a few times and 
remove your hands . The 
lobster will remain motion-

The squat or slipper lobster Thenus or;entalis is a 
flat-bodied cous in of the spiny lobster. 

Possibly they do not hold 
their single file formation at 
night. 

less, balanced on its rostrum (nose) and claws! 
At the Taraporevala Aquarium, we have 

studied spiny lobsters in great detail, and have 
also raised some controversies. In the good old 
days, before the expon of lobster tails began, 
25 em long lobsters could be had for 75 paise; 
now a 15 em one fetches Rs. 25. As there was no 
detailed study on their fishery since 1933, I 
undenook a survey and was fonunate to record 
a fourth species occurring at Bombay. 

Spiny lobsters are caught along rocky coasts, 
because·they can hide in crevices after moulting, 
while the new shell is hardening. So my colleague 
raised a hornet's nest when he observed them in 
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Close cousins to spiny 
lobsters are the squat lobsters, also called by 
various other names like flat lobster, slipper 
lobster, flapjack or, rather inaptly, sea cockroaches. 
While most (Scy tlR.rus ) are quite small, one 
(Throus orientalis) grows sufficiently large to be 
of commercial value. The front of the body is 
flat like a spade but the abdomen is quite rounded. 
The front border of the body forms a straight 
edge, with the eyes right at the tips. The antennae 
are broad, flat, and rounded plates with irregular, 
serrated edges. When disturbed, it rolls up like 
an anteater and tucks its legs under the flat body. 
This action, plus its orange brown colour, help it 
to survive without any special defence organs.[J 
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,~NE of the most chatacteristic fearures of 
\!J:j the Simla Hills is that the sout1'!em sunny 
slopes ate bare whilst the northern slopes are 
more often than not completely forested. 
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Consequently from a southern aspect many of 
the hills appeat as grassy slopes cutiously topped 
with a fringe of trees. 

From Bahli to Deo, neat Sarahan, where the 
main trade route is joined, the road is very lonely 
and I have often wondered for what purpose it 
was built because it is used hatdly at all. All the 
trade between Tibet and India takes the direct 
and shorter road along by the Sutlej and up to 
Narkanda. This upper road is only of use for local 
traffic, which would be served just as well by the 
ordinary hill track, and for such as myself who 
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wish for a cool journey in the summer, for the 
bed of the Sutlej between Narkanda and Sarahan 
lies at about 3,000 ft and is terribly hot at this 
time of the year. This, I think, is the solution of 
the problem. I suspect that in days gone by some 
Viceroy or Governor-General wished to visit 
Chini and, wanting a cool journey, gave the order 
for the road to be built. 

After five miles the road descends abruptly, 
first through oak forest and then through a rich 
growth of deciduous trees with a thick bamboo 
underwood. Lower down this gives way at 6,000 
ft to an open forest of Pinus /ongjjiJIia. 

Taklech lies in a narrow valley, thickly wooded 
on the protected side, down which a little river 
runs steeply to join the Nogli Khud some 800 ft 
lower and a mile away. Its waters ran crystal dear 
until the late afternoon when they became doudy, 
due, I believe, to the mdting of snow high up 
near their source. 

Taklech, and the hillside before Dharangarl, 
is a home oftheja/di aru l , the tree that provides 
the little round apricots that ripen early. They 
were not yet ready but I made of them an 
admirable addition to my diet by boiling them 
with honey. 

That evening, just as it was becoming dusk, a 
Spinetail swooped down towards the bungalow 
and was gone in a flash. These are the fasrest of 
all birds and with their robust bodies and pointed 
wings, shorter than in other swifts, are easily 
recognised and curiously resemble some of the 
more modem fighter planes. 

Two and a half miles away from Taklech and 
at a height of only 4,309 ~ the lowest point 
reached on the expedition, the road 'crosses the 
Nogli Khud, a tutbulent little river that here runs 
through a considerable gorge. The Upper Link 
Road, ho)Vever, soon atones for this fall from 
grace by climbing 5,121 ft in the next seven miles 
to attain an altitude of 9,400 ft at Dharangati. 

For five tedious, tiring, interminable miles the 
track twists up a shadeless hillside towards a ridge 
I Zardaalu is Persian for apricot. J aldi aTU translates as 
early ripening peach - Eds. 
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that looks deceptively like the end of the climb, 
but when I reached it I was horrified to see that 
Dharangati was a further two miles away at the 
top of a sort of pass over another and higher ridge. 

The view from Dharangati compensares for 
the endless climb. Dharangati looks across the 
deep valley-of Mangalad Khud to Hansbeshan 
(17,500 ft), a magnificent mountain whose sharp 
peak rises above precipices ... To the right is a 
long ridge, which runs in a wooded semi-circle 
to join a spur of the great mountain itself, and to 
the left is a fine view of snow-capped peaks. 
Around the bungalow is forest, the home of 
Monal, Koklas and Kalij pheasants, all of which 
may be seen dose by. 

On our arrival there was no rest-house keeper 
to be found, so we sat ourselves down on the 
hard boards of the verandah and shivered, for 
there was a cold wind blowing. After half an hour 
the chowkidar turned up, opened the place and 
boiled me some water. I S"at in peace, drinking 
coffee and admiring the view. 

The rest of the afternoon was not peaceful. 
Sheba discovered a remarkable triple echo and 
spent two happy hours barking at three imaginary 
dogs which invariably hurled back her abuse word 
for word from the forest over the way. 

It is an easy descent of 3,000 ft through forest 
to the bridge over the Mangalad Khud. After 
crossing it the track runs across precipices and 
steep sunny slopes to join the main Hindustan­
Tibet road at Deo. It was a hot and thiFsty walk. 

Saraban is in two parts. Below the road is old 
Sarahan, a typical hill village: above the road is 
Durbar Saraban, the summer capital of Bashahr 
State. The bungalow is situated between the 
two.The Sutlej Valley is wide here and gives a 
fine view of snowy peaks. Beyond Saraban the 
road enters the Sutlej Gorge and runs fairly level 
at about 3,000 ft above the river bed. The scenery 
is impressive but the valley is so narrow and the 
sides are so high that views of the snowy peaks 
are limited and remain so until Sangia is reached. 

The bungalow at Chaura, although, like all 
these forest rest-houses, situated in a place of great 
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The Monal pheasant provided colourful feathers to decorate the headdresses of royalty. 

narural beauty, is rendered almost uninhabitable 
by the swarms of flies that infest it. With the 
notable exceptions ofN atkanda, Bagi and Sang/a, 
all the bungalows along my route were swarming 
with flies, and they arc: the one great drawback 
to this trip. 

Finally there arc: good apricots ro be had here 
and having at last found something good to say 
about the place let us hasten to leave it. 

Four miles from Chaura there is a fine view 
down the Sudej Gorge and from there for a 
couple of miles the road is bad and crosses some 
uncomfortable precipices which arc: especially 
unpleasant as the road has no parapet. After this 
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there is a steady descent to Soldanga Nullah with 
its squalid serai, dose to which is the first sign of 
Tibetan influence, a prayer wall. 

After a long two miles climb Paunda was 
reached at the end of a most exhausting day's 
walk. The ttansport was miles behind and did 
not arrive until dusk, as it had ~n badly held 
up by the flocks of sheep and goats, and it had 
been a hard task to manage the mules over some 
of the difficult stretches of road. 

As the transport was still tired from the 
previous day's exertions I decided to have an easy 
day on the 28th and ro mm for Nachar, only 
four and a half miles up the road. 
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The mu.k deer was seen in the Ba.pa Valley - a naturali.t' . paradise. 

It was a pleasant early morning's walk and by 
ten o'clock I was sitting on the verandah of the 
Nachar forest bungalow eating luscious white 
cherries from the garden. The bungalow is an 
attractive two-storied building and struck me as 
being palatial ... subsequendy I was surprised to 
learn that it had been condemned as unsafe some 
years ago! 

As the southwest monsoon proceeds up the 
Sudej Valley its influence decreases so that it is 
possible to divide the adjacent regions into three 
climatic zones - a wet zone which extends to 
Paunda, a dry zone (where the influence of the 
monsoon is slight) which begins there and 
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extends to within 30 miles of the Tibetan ftontier, 
and an arid zone (where the monsoon disappears) 
beyond that. 

As a consequence of this change of climate 
the vegetation and butterfly fauna of the dry zone 
is very different from that of the wetter regions 
nearer Simla. The rich forests of Spruce and 
N arkanda Pine are now replaced by Cedars 
(Deodars), and lower down the characteristic tree 
is the Chilka Pine, of which more anon. 

There is thick cedar forest round the bungalow 
and a pretty view over the treetops to the 
mountains on the other side of the valley. Close 
by is the local school, doubdess an admirably 
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conducted instirution but apparently run on non­
repression lines; a little beyond is a picturesque 
building wruch I took to be a monastery, for it 
bore a clerical air and , unlike the school, was 
wrapped in monastic calm. 

The building did not collapse during the night 
and hortly after dawn we set off into the great 
unknown. Being by this time in good training I 
trotted down the steep road to Wangru ... much 
to the astonishment of Sheba, who is 
unaccustomed to such levity on m y part. 
However, there was method in my madness as I 
righdy suspected that the 5 or 6 miles along the 
Sudej Gorge would be unpleasantly hot later in 
the day. It must be admitted that I did not trot 
up this stretch on my rerum journey, for a more 
unpleasant climb during the middle of the day it 
has not been my lot to experience. The hillside 
radiates the heat like the outside of a furnace , 
the road is steep, so steep that mo t of it is 
stepped, the steps being placed JUSt so far apart 
that it is impossible to climb with any rhythm, 
the surface is loose and rough and I was tired at 
the end of a long walk. How I should have loved 
a quart of beer when I arrived at the tOp. Ali I 
had was Nescafe and that was as nectar! 

If I were to write a murder Story without any 
doubt at all I should make its setting the Wangru 
bungalow, for a more forbidding spot I have never 
seen. It stands stark and lonely on the bare craggy 
lUUside above the Wangru bridge, where the Sudej 
rushes with incredible fury through the gorge, 
penned into a width of a mere 25 yards between 
the cliffs. I made no stop here but hurried past. 

The Sudej is a frightening river. Its fury and 
power must be seen to be believed. Looking 
down upon it from near Taranda I had wondered 
how it had cut tills terrific gorge straight across 
the Himalayan ranges. On seeing the river at close 
quarters it was no longer hard to understand. 

The road runs along the gorge and for seven 
miles keeps close to the Sudej except for onc 
stretch where it climbs steeply over a bluff. The 
scenery is bare and grim and the noise of the 
river is deafening. At the seventh mile the track 
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turns left up the hill to Urni and almost 
immediately the forest road to Kilba branches 
off to the right, descends for a mile and, after 
crossing the river, begins the stiff ascent of four 
miles to Kilba. 

From the Shirang La (18,000 ft), ten miles 
beyond Shipki, we also obtained a long series of 
a hitherto unde cribed race of Pan,assius 
stoliczkan us. 

A little beyond the Cholru bridge the road 
climbs steeply to Kilba. Here for the first time I 
saw the Chilghoza Pine (Pinus gerardialla ), the 
tree that produces the oily edible nuts (more 
corrccdy ecds) known as chilghozas. The trec 
looks very like the Blue Pine (Pi"''' excelra) of 
Simla but the bark is smooth and the needles are 
in cluster of three. The wood is soft and only of 
use as firewood, but is admirable for this purpose 
as it is very oily. 

The rest house at Kilba is about 800 ft above 
the river and some 300 ft above the village wruch 
is the range headquarters and like Nachar has a 
dispensary and a sub-post office. Umi is to the left 
across the valley and behind it is the rugh snow 
peakofPandusar (19,000 ft). Straight up the Sutlej 
Valley to the right is a fine view of the KaiJas Peaks. 
In front of the bungalow, on a lower terrace, are 
walnut and Spanish chesmut ttCes, the lancr an 
importation that does well in these partS. 

Having left .the main road with its slight bm 
pernicious taint of civilisation I was now in 
unspoilt country among a primitive and 
courteous people. Certainly, the atmosphere at 
Kilba was friendly for not only did the resthouse 
keeper refuse his legitimate dues for supplying 
me with a hot bath and firewood, bm the range 
officer was most helpful and the compounder's 
son insisted on feeding me, giving me eggs for 
breakfast and a monal for dinner (let us forget 
that it was the close season for the latter), and 
generally entertaining me. 

Early on the morning of the 30th we set off for 
Sangla. The road descends steeply to the Sudej and 
then runs for twO miles close besides the river, a 
comparativc.ly tranquil sttCam here. Not far from 
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its junction with the Baspa River is one of the 
celebrated 'jhula' bridges, a form of strUcture which 
forrunately I had no occasion to use. A suong wire 
is stretched tightly ftOm one bank to the other and 
along it runs a wheel from which is suspended a 
wooded seat. The traveller, having commended his 
soul to providence, sits on this and, hanging on 
for his life, is pulled across the river. Sometimes 
rope is used instead of wire and this is even more 
alarming as the rope sags badly in the middle and 
sways violently from side to side. 

The road turns up the Baspa Valley dose to 

the point where the two rivers meet, a sombre 
but beautiful SpOt. The contrast between the 
waters of the twO rivers is interesting: those of 
the Sutlej are dirty brown but those of the Baspa 
River arc milky grey (a sign that they have their 
origin in a glacier), and after their confluence 
the twO screams continue to run separately for a 
hundred yards or so before mingling. 

The lower parr of the Baspa Valley is very like 
other tributary valleys that I had seen. It is narrow 
and steep and the river rushes down it in a series 
of cascades and rapids . For the first thousand feet 
the track climbs through a sparse growth of 
Chilghoza pines but above that cedar forest is 
entered and it continues to run through this until 
the middle valley is reached. 

The track is bad and only just passable for 
mules, especially in one place where it has been 
overrun by a fine scree. 

After seven miles the river rushes down 
between two cliffs in a series of waterfalls and 
the track zig-zags steeply over the hillside dose 
to the right. At the top is a small cree-covered 
plateau and beyonq and a litde below me lay the 
beautiful valley I had come to see. 

Without a doubt the valley was once a chain 
of lakes, probably formed by the moraines of 
glaciers flowing down from the south. I do not 
think that anything else can account for its 
topography which is so different from that of 
any other valley in this part of the Himalayas, 
for its floor is wide, perhaps a mile across in 
places, .and is fairly level and set at a gentle slope. 
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It is well cultivated and doned with fruit and 
walnut trees . The northern side is dominated by 
twO great peaks, the first (19,500 ft ) above 
Sangla, and the second (21,150 ft), a very graceful 
mountain, some ten miles further on. This side 
of the valley is toO steep to suppOrt much 
vegetation but the southern side, where the slopes 
are more gradual and the mountain tOpS are 
hidden, is thickly covered with fme cedar forest. 

T he valley is a naturalist's paradise, for in 
addition to fish in the river, there are Panther 
and Black Bear in the forest, as well as Koklas, 
Kalij, Monal and Tragopan Pheasant; and Brown 
Bear, Snow Leopard, Bharal, Musk Deer and 
Snowcock high up on the hillside. Furthermore, 
if anyone were hardy enough to shut himself up 
here for the winter (the valley is snowbound for 
three months), he would find fme skiing slopes 
on the southern side of the valley. 

The bungalow, which is situated where the 
valley narrows and where the second of the lakes 
probably ended, is large and solid and was 
undoubtedly built as a fishing lodge for the 
recreation of lonely DFOs from Nachar. 

The obvious and most direct way home, had 
I known about it when I plarmed my journey, 
was over the Rupin Pass (15,000 ft ) directly 
opposite Sangla and to Khadrala via Rohru. But 
coolies are needed for this and also a tent. There 
would have been litde difficulty over the former, 
but the laner I did not have with me. 

There are also three other tracks leading out 
of the valley, all of which are impassable for mules, 
of which one leads over the shoulder of the Sangla 
mountain to Shongrong on the Sutlej, and thence 
across the river by jhula to Chini; a second crosses 
the Dhauladhar range above Chitkul to join the 
Rupin· route, and a third goes to Gangotri over 
the very high pass at the end of the valley. 

The return to Chharabra by 'bus was even 
worse than my outward journey, as the driver 
was a popular soul \vith many friends on the road. 
However, every journey comes to an end 
sometime and I arrived at Wildflower Hall JUSt 
as the sun was setting.1:l 
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Text and Photographs 

Asad R. Rahmani 

During the last twenty years there have been very few sightings of this rare bird. 
A denizen of desert areas with scattered shrubs, it was believed to be 
limited to eastern Rajasthan and Gujarat. But it appears that there are 

more birds than meet the eye - the whitebrowed bushchat requires you 

to venture into its arid, scrubby terrain. 

The future of this small, grassland bird is closely linked with the Indira Gandhi Nahar 
Project, which has brought in its wake large scale ecological changes. Due to misuse, 
water logging and salinity is increasing all along the IGNP, with the result that purely 
desert and dry grassland birds, including the whitehrowed hushchat, are decreasing 

at an alarming rate. 
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THE BIRDWATCHER 

MONG the 1200 species of birds 
of the Indian subcontinent, 71 
species have been listed as 
threatened in India in the book 
" Birds to Watch" published by 
BirdLife International. Stoliczka's 

whinchat or the whitebrowed bushchat Saxi&o/a 
nuu;rorhymha is one among them. It is so named 
after Ferdinand Sroliczka, who first described it 
in 1872 from specimens collected at Rapar and 
Bhuj in Kutch. 

This bird is found from Pakistan, east of the 
Indus river through Haryana, Aligarh and Meerut 
in Uttar Pradesh, eastern Rajasthan and Gujarat 
(Deesa, Kutch and Kathiawar). Twice it has been 
recorded from Mghanistan. 

When I joined the Centre of Wildlife and 
Ornithology at A1igarh in 1991, I started Aligarh 

--- --

district surveys. Practically no work on birds had 
been done in this area. I made a rough list of 
birds which were likely to be found in the district, 
especially the uncommon ones. I was intrigued 
by a remark in the HANDBOOK that Stoliczka's 
whinchat was found in Aligarh district 
(Incidentally, the HANDBOOK erroneously 
mentions that A1igarh is in east Uttar Pradesh 
while it is actually in the western part of the state). 
I searched all the likely areas without success. 
Then I went through all my bird records of the 
Rajasthan surveys done in the 19805 in search of 
the great Indian bustard, but there again I drew 
a blank. Even while searching for bustards or 
floricans, I used to keep records of all the birds 
seen, especially the rarer ones, but I had not seen 
this species anywhere. The next step was to 
enquire from other ornithologist friends , but 

A seepage wetland near IGNP - this modified habitat has already begun to decimate the numbers of Stoliczka's whinchat 
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none of them-hadseen this elusive little bird. 
During the last 20 years there have been very 

few sightings of this rare bird. A team of Dutch 
ornithologistS saw a male and several juveniles 
near Khara vi llage, between Phalodi and 
Pokharan in western Rajasthan on 2nd August, 
far back in 1978. Khara is the very same area 
where I had stopped many times in search of 
bustards, but I had not noticed this species. Ben 
King, the intrepid American ornithologist and 
entrepreneur saw it in the Desert National Park 
in Rajasthan and Richard Grimmert of BirdLife 
International saw " a male (and probably a 
female)" in the Sudasari bustard enclosure inside 
the Desert ational Park on 17th February, 1982. 
Sudasari is another area where I had camped 
many times. How did I miss this bird? The 
answer was not difficult to find. 

The whitebrowed bushchat is similar to other 
Saxicola species found in the desert region. 
T. J. Roberts, the famous ornithologist from 
Pakistan, thinks that it is very similar in general 
appearance to the whinchat Saxicola rubetra, while 
juvenile males are probably inseparable in the field 
from female or subadult males of the whitetailed 
stone chat Saxicola kucura, another chat of the Indus 
and Gangetic river systems. The tail pattern of 
males in flight is similar to wheatears (Denallthe ), 
commonly found in the deserts. Considering itS 
habitS and habitat, the whitebrowed bushchat 
comes closest to the collared bushchat Saxicola 
torquata. However, the male torquata is 
distinguished from the malemacroriJyncha in having 
a black chin, black tail and in the lack of a white 
supercilium. Moreover, torquata is slightly smaUer 
than macrorhyrn:ha, but the females and juveniles 
can be confused in the field. The illustration in the 
PICfOIUAL GUIDE TO THE BIRDS OF THE INDIAN 
SUBCONTINENT is not accurate. I must have 
misidentified this species as the juvenile of some 
'Other chat. 

My friend M. K. HimmatSinhji of Kutch, one 
of the most experienced ornithologistS of India, 
wrote that he had never seen this bird in the wild, 
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although it was first described from a specimen 
collected in Kutch district. The much travelled 
Dr. M.K. RanjitSinh, celebrated for his prodigious 
memory of rare animals and rare sites, had also 
never seen the whitebrowed bushchat. Dr. T. J. 
Roberts said that he had not seen the whitebtowed 
bushchat during the 28 years of his ornithological 
work in Pakistan. So, the question was : What 
happened to the whitebrowed bushchat in most 
of itS distributional range? We know that many 
species have become rare or have disappeared 
due to hunting, habitat destrUction or bird trade, 
but who would kill an uncommon, mouthful of a 
bird for food? ItS dryland habitat has been modified 
due to irrigation, but not everywhere. There are 
still vast areas in Rajasthan and Gujarat, and even 
in partS of Uttar Pradesh, the so-caUed wastelands, 
where this bird should be present. It was not 
selectively trapped for trade, which is another 
cause for the decimation of many song and cage 
birds. 

I submitted a smaU project to the Oriental Bird 
Club which readily agreed to fund it through 
money given by Cygnus WIldlife Holidays . I did 
my first survey in February 1993 in the Thar desert, 
during which I was able to spot only four 
individuals of this enigmatic bird. Later, two more 
surveys were conducted under a project on the 
wildlife of the Thar. This project was funded by 
the World Wide Fund for ature-India. The fourth 
survey of the Thar desert was conducted in May 
1994, under a project on Grassland Ecology, funded 
by the U.S. Fish and WIldlife Service. I covered 
aU the four seasons, and searched aU the 11 districtS 
of the Thar desert, and Kutch, except Bhavnagar, 
Jamnagar and Rajkot in Gujarat. 

During the first survey in February-March 
1993, I saw four whitebrowed bushchatS near a 
small village called Undu, at the border o f 
J aisalmer and Barmer districtS. During the second 
survey in July-August 1993, one whitebrowed 
bushchat was seen in the Desert ational Park, 
on 25th July, 1993, in a smaU green patch in an 
extremely dry area, 15 km before Phulia on the 
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The arid, saubby grassland which is the natural habitat or this bushchat is typical or Ra;asthan and Gu;arat 

Khuri-Phulia road. Another bird, perhaps of the 
same species, was seen in flight for a few seconds 
on the same day near Bhiyand village on the Shiv­
Kanasar road in Banner district. It disappeared 
into a roadside plantation and could not be 
located again. These sighrings were shorr, so not 
much could be learnt about the behaviour of this 
rare species. 

Six months later, we sct out on a third survey, 
during January-February 1994 which was the most 
productive, as 81 individuals of this species were 
located at 16 different sires. Once we had identified 
the species, and got familiar with its behaviour 
and habitat, it was not difficult to locate. In Diyarra 
area of Bikaner district, where we watched this 
bird fur tWo days, 25 individuals were seen in one 
day. In Sam and Sudasari areas of the Desert 
National Park, 13 individuals were located in fuur 
days. 
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The typical habitat of the whitebrowed bushchat 
in the Thar desert is dry and sandy with low herbs 
and shrubs of 50-70 cm height and scartered 
bushes, as is present in the greater parr of the Thar. 
I realisod then mat this whinchat is not such a rare 
species as was supposed It inhabits dry, arid areas 
where not many ornithologists go. It was always 
uncommon and paochily distributed, as is the case 
even now. It might have disappeared from many 
marginal areas of its distributional range, such as 
western Uttar ¥radesh, eastern Rajasthan and 
Haryana. I must admit, howevet; that no proper 
survey has been done in these districts, bur in the 
Thar, which must be its stronghold, it is fairly 
common in certain areas. We only need 
ornithologists to look fur it. Any rakers willing to 

do a thorough study on this species? [J 

A.R. Rahmani. has been a profeSsional omffh%glst fOf 
over 20 yeOfS. and Is currently Director. BNHS. 
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