India: Birds, Tigers & the Taj Mahal | Jan. 27 —
Feb. 10, 2026 | by Steve Grace

Naturalist Journeys Tour Leader Stephen Grace with Bill, Anne, Arden, Arlana,
David, Dottie and Bobbie.

Tues., Jan. 27 Arrivals in New Delhi | Roseate House

The tour nearly ended before it began.

A powerful winter storm gripped much of the United States, threatening to ground half our group before they
reached India. Bill, Anne, David, Dottie, and Bobbie managed a narrow escape by moving their flights forward
ahead of the storm. Those of us already in India faced a different complication: Republic Day.
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On January 26—India’s Republic Day—the capital’s airspace closed for national celebrations, leaving Arlana and
Arden navigating the logistical maze of an internal flight from Assam, where they had enjoyed a pre-tour birding
and safari extension in search of marvels such as the Great Hornbill and the Greater One-horned Rhinoceros. At
the same time, | was making my way to Delhi from the frozen, high-altitude world of Ladakh, where | had just
finished searching for Snow Leopards and Himalayan Wolves. Weather and geopolitics do not always cooperate
with nature tours, but this time the pieces aligned. By evening our scattered travelers converged at the elegant
Roseate House, and the calm of the hotel felt like a hard-won victory.

Delhi itself proved to be more than simply a rendezvous point. It offered our first glimpse of India’s surprising
ecological richness—proof that even one of the world’s largest cities can support remarkable wildlife.

While David and Dottie opted for a restful afternoon at the hotel, they were rewarded with a private balcony
visit from Alexandrine Parakeets. With massive crimson bills and long tapering tails, these regal birds are among
the largest parakeets in Asia. Despite the ease with which David and Dottie saw them from their room, the
species would prove surprisingly difficult for the rest of the group to find during the tour.

Bill, Anne, and | headed into green spaces and quickly confirmed something that surprises many first-time
visitors: the capital hosts remarkably rich birdlife. The Delhi region has recorded more than 400 bird species, and
birders often note that Delhi ranks among the most bird-rich capitals in the world—rivaled mainly by Nairobi.
Geography explains much of this abundance. Delhi sits where the ancient Aravalli Ridge—one of the oldest
mountain systems on Earth—meets the floodplain of the Yamuna River, creating a natural corridor that funnels
migratory birds and sustains wildlife within a megacity of more than twenty million people.

For Arden, Arlana, and Bobby, the introduction to Delhi was more cultural than ornithological. Walking through
Old Delhi is like stepping into a historical palimpsest, where medieval fortifications, Mughal monuments,
colonial structures, and modern commerce layer upon one another in streets alive with motion, sound, and
color.

By evening, the tension of travel had given way to anticipation as we gathered for our first communal meal.
Joining us was Avijit “Avi” Sarkhel, our guide for the journey ahead. Avi is an accomplished birder and naturalist,
but his deepest expertise lies in the shadows of the forest—India’s small cats. Jungle Cat, Asiatic Wildcat, and
the diminutive Rusty-spotted Cat are far more elusive than the famous tigers and leopards, and few naturalists
know their habits as intimately as Avi.

Over plates of spice-rich cuisine—gamely tackled by the newcomers and enthusiastically embraced by India
veterans like Arden and Arlana—Auvi outlined the days ahead. Stories of wildlands, rare birds, and hidden
predators began to take shape as the group settled into the rhythm of travel.
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The storms were behind us.

The group was finally together.

And with a seasoned Indian naturalist leading the way, our journey into the subcontinent’s remarkable birds,
wildlife, and culture had officially begun.

Wed., Jan. 28 Drive to Chambal River | Chambal River Safari Lodge

The day began with a generous breakfast at the Roseate House—made-to-order eggs, fresh baked treats, and
bright tropical fruits—fueling us before we left the urban sprawl of Delhi behind. Our destination was Chambal
Safari Lodge, but as often happens on birding journeys, the road itself became part of the experience.

A routine roadside stop quickly turned into our first impromptu birding session. Peering over a fence into a
wetland beside the road, we found it alive with birds: Red-naped Ibis stalking the shallows, elegant Black-winged
Stilts picking delicately through the mud, and the wonderfully cryptic Common Snipe, nearly invisible until it
moved.

As we continued south, roadside wires and rising thermals produced a steady parade of raptors. A Shikra flashed
past in swift pursuit before dropping into a roadside tree, while a Changeable Hawk-Eagle perched regally on a
post. High overhead, the wedge-tailed silhouette of an Egyptian Vulture drifted across the pale sky.

One of the day’s most charming discoveries came in an unlikely place—a concrete road tunnel. The small
drainage holes lining the tunnel walls were filled with Bank Mynas. In a perfect example of behavioral flexibility,
these colonial birds had adopted the tunnel’s concrete weep holes as substitutes for the earthen riverbanks
where they normally excavate nest cavities. Dozens of birds popped their heads from the openings, the entire
scene equal parts charming and biologically fascinating.

By early afternoon we arrived at Chambal Safari Lodge, where a farm-to-table lunch offered a warm introduction
to classic Indian cuisine. The meal centered on staples found across the subcontinent: rice, dal—a rich lentil stew
seasoned with spices—and chapati, the unleavened flatbread used to scoop up every bite. Particularly
memorable were the lodge’s house-made pickles, including garlic, mango, and turmeric, their bright acidity
cutting beautifully through the meal.
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Refueled, our taste buds tingling and senses tuned to wild India, we stepped out for an afternoon of birding that
quickly delivered a remarkable owl trifecta. A Brown Boobook appeared first, perched quietly in the shade. The
name “boobook” is onomatopoeic, derived from this bird’s resonant two-note call that echoes through forests
at night. We were keen to see what Merlin describes as this hawk-like owl’s “unsettling yellow eyes,” but it kept
them firmly closed. Soon after, we located a pair of Indian Scops-Owls roosting close together, their bark-like
camouflage rendering them nearly invisible against the trunk. Finally, three Spotted Owlets provided the most
animated performance of the trio, flying between perches and sitting openly in full view, their bright yellow eyes
blinking in the light—owls that seem to treat daylight as merely another stage for mischief.

As we continued exploring the lodge grounds, Indian Gray Hornbills moved heavily through the trees while
Brown-headed Barbets called with their rhythmic, metronomic notes. The name “barbet” can be a bit
misleading. The barbets of Africa and Asia belong to Old World lineages, while the New World barbets of the
American tropics belong to separate families. Although they share similar habits—cavity-nesting, fruit-eating
birds of tropical forests—the two groups are not especially close relatives. In fact, New World barbets are more
closely related to toucans and toucanets of the Americas. Those flamboyant fruit-eaters dominate the forest
canopy in the New World. In the Old World tropics, similar ecological roles are filled by barbets themselves as
well as by hornbills—large birds with oversized bills that often remind visitors of toucans at first glance. The
resemblance, however, is only superficial. Hornbills belong to an entirely different branch of the bird family tree.
These parallels—barbets in the New World and Old World, and toucans in the New World alongside hornbills in
the Old—reflect birds evolving to fill similar ecological roles in tropical forests on different continents, a classic
example of convergent evolution.

Warblers provided another interesting taxonomic lesson. Many North American birders are familiar with the
colorful New World warblers of the family Parulidae, but Asia’s warblers belong to entirely different Old World
lineages. Careful searching through the foliage brought excellent views of Greenish and Hume’s Warblers,
members of the leaf warbler family Phylloscopidae. Old World warblers dress modestly in greens and browns
but often sing exquisitely, while New World warblers trade musical refinement for dazzling color.

Flycatchers offered a similar naming puzzle. A Red-breasted Flycatcher and the lively Grey-headed Canary-
Flycatcher appeared nearby, but these birds belong to the Old World flycatcher family Muscicapidae. The
familiar flycatchers of North America, by contrast, belong to the entirely separate tyrant flycatcher family,
Tyrannidae. The shared name reflects similar feeding behavior—darting out to capture insects in flight—rather
than close evolutionary relationship.
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All this ornithology and taxonomy, however, quickly faded into the background once the birds appeared. What
mattered most was the simple pleasure of birding itself—the challenge of finding them in the foliage and the
reward of finally seeing them well as their subtle beauty revealed itself.

A particular favorite among the group was the Indian Thick-knee. This ground-dwelling bird, built for life along
open riverbanks and fields, possesses giant eyes—an adaptation for crepuscular and nocturnal hunting. Thick-
knees belong to a family distributed across much of the world’s warm regions, with relatives occurring from
Europe and Africa to Australia and the Americas.

As evening approached, the day offered one final jewel. An Orange-headed Thrush emerged quietly in the fading
light, its rich plumage glowing against the forest floor. Despite the name, the subspecies found here shows
orange extending well beyond the head across much of the body. This striking bird belongs to the family
Turdidae—the same thrush family that includes the familiar American Robin.

Above us the sky began to fill with movement. Indian Flying Foxes—among the largest bats on Earth—launched
from their roosts and crossed overhead. With wingspans approaching five feet, these immense fruit bats
commute nightly across the landscape in search of figs and other fruiting trees. At first glance we mistook them
for giant raptors, their long wings beating slowly as they sailed across the darkening sky. Only after a moment
did the shape resolve itself—fox-like faces, membranous wings, and the unmistakable flight of bats. Watching
them pass overhead felt almost prehistoric, as if great shadowy creatures of the night were emerging to begin
their ancient commute across the Indian landscape.

The wildlife did not stop with nightfall. Using a handheld thermal scanner attached to his phone, Avi detected
the heat signature of a Common Palm Civet moving through the darkness. Despite its catlike appearance, the
civet belongs to a different lineage entirely—the viverrids—more closely related to mongooses than to cats.
Watching its sleek form slip through the trees was a memorable end to the evening.

Dinner that night set the tone for the remarkably high culinary standard that would continue throughout the
tour. Many dishes emerged from the restaurant’s traditional clay tandoor oven, whose intense heat produces
the distinctive smoky flavors that define much of North Indian cuisine. At one point we watched the cooks
prepare naan by pressing the dough directly onto the blistering hot inner walls of the tandoor—a fascinating
process as the flatbreads clung to the clay sides, baked in seconds, and were deftly lifted out with metal
skewers.
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The meal began with cream of pumpkin soup, followed by salads and starters such as chicken shami kebab—
delicately spiced minced chicken patties enriched with lentils—and paneer tikka, cubes of fresh Indian cheese
marinated in yogurt and spices and roasted in the tandoor.

Main dishes offered a wonderful introduction to the diversity of Indian cooking: fish curry simmered in a
fragrant spiced sauce; moong dal, a comforting stew of split mung beans; gobhi adraki, cauliflower sautéed with
fresh ginger; baigan ka salan, eggplant cooked in a rich, nutty curry; paprika-spiced baby potatoes; and herbed
green peas. These were accompanied by crisp papadam—thin, brittle wafers made from lentil flour that puff
and blister when roasted—along with cooling yogurt, fresh roti and naan from the tandoor. Roti is a simple
whole-wheat flatbread cooked quickly on a hot griddle, while naan is a softer, thicker bread baked directly on
the inner walls of the tandoor oven. Perfectly steamed rice completed the spread. Dessert—a warm apple
cinnamon tart—closed the meal alongside tea and coffee.

Throughout the tour, chefs struck a perfect balance with seasoning. Dishes were richly flavored with India’s
remarkable palette of spices, yet the heat level was thoughtfully adjusted for our group so the food was never
overwhelmingly hot. Everyone in the group loved the cuisine from beginning to end. Avi added another
dimension to these dinners, offering engaging cultural and culinary commentary as we ate. More than a superb
birder and naturalist, he proved to be a passionate foodie and cultural interpreter—our bridge between worlds
as we experienced India through both its landscapes and its cuisine.

We turned in early, knowing that tomorrow’s departure would come well before sunrise.
And for once, the reason had nothing to do with birds.

Thurs., Jan. 29 Taj Mahal | Bateshwar

The day began with the kind of anticipation reserved for world wonders. Before dawn we set out toward the Taj
Mahal, but the morning air had other plans, wrapping Agra in a dense winter fog that hid the monument from
view, as hazy as India’s distant past.

India’s history stretches across immense spans of time. Long before the Taj Mahal, the subcontinent had already
witnessed the rise and fall of ancient civilizations—from the urban sophistication of the Indus Valley more than
four thousand years ago, through the philosophical flowering of early Hindu traditions, to centuries of powerful
regional kingdoms. In the early sixteenth century a new empire emerged when Babur, a Central Asian ruler
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descended from both Timur and Genghis Khan, established what would become the Mughal dynasty. Over the
next two centuries the Mughals built one of the most powerful and culturally sophisticated empires in the
world. Under rulers such as Akbar, Jahangir, and Shah Jahan, architecture, art, literature, and science flourished
across northern India.

Shah Jahan, the fifth Mughal emperor, ascended the throne in 1628. His reign was marked by extraordinary
architectural ambition, but also by a deeply personal tragedy. In 1631 his beloved wife Mumtaz Mahal died
during childbirth. Grief-stricken, Shah Jahan commissioned a monument that would serve as her mausoleum
and as a symbolic vision of paradise itself.

With that story in mind, we approached the gates.

At first the Taj remained invisible behind the fog. Then slowly the sun began to burn through the mist. Shapes
emerged. The great white marble dome and minarets materialized gradually, as if the monument itself were
rising out of the haze. Even for those who had seen photographs countless times, the moment carried a quiet
sense of disbelief.

The Taj Mahal is often described simply as a tomb, but it was conceived as far more than that. The entire
complex represents a vision of the Islamic paradise garden: a perfectly symmetrical landscape divided into four
quarters by reflecting water channels. Those pools provided us with the classic mirrored view of the
monument—and, of course, the obligatory group photograph.

Up close the artistry becomes even more astonishing. The marble surfaces are decorated with pietra dura—
intricate inlays of semi-precious stones forming delicate floral patterns. Qur’anic calligraphy climbs the
archways, the letters subtly increasing in size as they rise so the script appears perfectly proportioned when
viewed from the ground. Even the four minarets incorporate a subtle engineering insight: each tilts slightly
outward so that in the event of an earthquake—a serious concern in this seismically active region—they would
fall away from the central mausoleum rather than onto it. That slight outward lean also creates a visual
correction, making the towers appear perfectly straight to the human eye.

The scale of the project remains staggering. Construction took more than twenty years and involved more than
twenty thousand artisans drawn from across the Mughal world—India, Persia, and Central Asia—while artistic
influences reached even farther. The exquisite pietra dura inlays that decorate the marble reflect a technique
that originated in Renaissance Italy and traveled east along trade and diplomatic networks before being
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perfected by Mughal craftsmen. The result is both an expression of imperial power and one of the most
enduring architectural statements of love ever created.

Even here, however, wildlife was part of the scene.

High on the marble dome two Egyptian Vultures perched like pale sentinels. Black Kites circled effortlessly
overhead, masters of India’s urban skies where they thrive as opportunistic scavengers. In the gardens, Common
Mynas strutted along the pathways while Rose-ringed Parakeets flashed green through the trees. From the
canopy came the rising, liquid call of the Asian Koel, a cuckoo whose brood-parasitic strategy places its eggs in
the nests of unsuspecting hosts.

From the rear terrace we looked out across the Yamuna River, where the birdlife proved even richer. Black-
winged Stilts picked through the shallows alongside a Pied Avocet. Ruddy Shelducks rested on the sandbars,
their cinnamon plumage glowing softly in the fog-filtered light. An Asian Woolly-necked Stork stood tall among
Red-wattled Lapwings, while farther downstream an impressive Great White Pelican floated like a pale barge on
the quiet water.

Leaving the Taj, we visited a place far less famous but perhaps equally moving: Sheroes Hangout. This small café
is run by survivors of acid attacks, a crime that has scarred many women across South Asia. Rather than
retreating from public life, the women here have built a space defined by resilience and independence. Meeting
them was sobering and deeply human—an encounter that reminded us that strength often reveals itself most
clearly after hardship. These women are true heroes, moving beyond terrible injustice to build new lives for
themselves. We shared tea and treats and purchased their handicrafts, beautifully made pieces created as part
of programs that help them develop new skills and financial independence.

Later in the afternoon we drove to the ancient temple complex of Bateshwar. Along a sweeping bend of the
Yamuna River stands a crescent of more than one hundred Shiva temples, most dating to the eighth through
tenth centuries. For centuries the shifting river buried many of the shrines beneath sand before modern
conservation efforts restored them to view.

The temples created a remarkable setting for birding. Indian Pond-Herons stood statue-still along the ghats—the
stepped stone landings that descend to the water’s edge—while a White-throated Kingfisher flashed brilliant
turquoise wings and its oversized red bill. Pied Kingfishers demonstrated their extraordinary hunting technique,
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hovering in mid-air before plunging into the river below. Later one perched obligingly on a wire, allowing perfect
views. Above the temple roofs Little Swifts wheeled through the sky.

Back at the lodge the day offered one final nocturnal surprise. With the help of his infrared scanner, Avi once
again located a Common Palm Civet moving quietly through the darkness, its masked face glowing briefly in a
flashlight beam before it slipped back into the night, leaving us with one more mystery in a land layered with
ancient lore.

Dinner that evening unfolded with the easy rhythm of travelers settling into a journey—stories traded across the
table, the bird list growing longer, and minds still turning over images of marble domes, ancient temples, and
the birds threaded through them all.

Fri., Jan. 30  Sarus Cranes | Chambal River Boat Tour

Heavy fog rolled in overnight, forcing a change of plans. Our morning river safari was postponed until afternoon,
turning the day’s first hours into a terrestrial search across the wetlands and agricultural fields surrounding
Chambal.

The mist proved atmospheric and strangely perfect for our first target: Sarus Cranes.

At first they appeared only as silhouettes—three immense shapes standing motionless in the haze. As the fog
shifted, the forms resolved into two adults and their colt. At nearly six feet tall, the Sarus Crane is the tallest
flying bird on Earth. Their pale gray bodies and brilliant red heads glowed softly through the fog.

Few birds carry deeper cultural resonance in India. Sarus Cranes form lifelong pair bonds and are almost always
seen together. Their fidelity has long made them symbols of devotion in Indian poetry and folklore. In this way
they mirror their North American relatives, the Sandhill Crane—another species whose pair bonds endure for
decades.

As the morning progressed, the wetlands revealed their full cast of characters. Flocks of familiar Northern
Pintail, Green-winged Teal, Gadwall, and Northern Shoveler paddled quietly through flooded fields. Overhead
came Knob-billed Ducks, their heavy bills and white wings unmistakable in flight. A careful scan through the
scope produced one of the morning’s prizes—a Ferruginous Duck, a scarce winter visitor here.
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A roadside stop soon turned into an unexpected raptor tableau. An Indian Spotted Eagle perched in a tree on
one side of the road while a Steppe Eagle occupied another tree opposite us. Between them, in perfect golden
light, stood a Purple Heron—long-necked and statuesque. Dottie captured the moment beautifully, describing
the heron’s “sculptural beauty.”

Storks followed in rapid succession. Painted Storks with their long yellow bills and elegant pink tertials. Black-
necked Storks towering above the wetlands. And Asian Woolly-necked Storks moving deliberately through
shallow water.

The hedgerows brought smaller quarry. Plain Prinias and Ashy Prinias flicked restlessly through the vegetation,
though only Avi managed a clear look at the far more elusive Delicate Prinia. A short walk nearby produced an
Isabelline Shrike, its pale sandy-buff plumage giving the species its curious name. “Isabelline” refers to a light
sandy or grey-buff color common in desert birds. The word is often linked to a piece of European folklore in
which a queen named Isabella vowed not to change her undergarment until a siege ended, the fabric gradually
fading to a dull yellowish-beige.

The morning also delivered one of those small but meaningful travel moments. When we stopped to bird
alongside a road, several local villagers approached with warm curiosity. Soon phone cameras appeared and
photographs were exchanged. Conversation flowed easily, a reminder that curiosity about strangers runs both
directions. Travel, at its best, dissolves distance into shared human moments—and it is often these unscripted
encounters that linger the longest.

Gradually the fog lifted and sunlight spread across the fields. Sarus Cranes appeared again—first a family group
of three, then four birds standing near the roadside. In the clear light, their colors were even more striking: pale
gray bodies, long coral-red heads and necks, and slow deliberate movements that give cranes their unmistakable
elegance.

The return drive delivered the sensory collage that is rural India. Modern transport trucks thundered past ox-
drawn carts. Women in bright saris stepped through villages like moving brushstrokes of color. Cows wandered
freely along the road, goats watched from doorways, and the air carried the mingled scents of wood smoke,
incense, diesel and earth.

After lunch we finally reached the Chambal River, one of the last relatively intact major river ecosystems in India.
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Two boats carried our group into the broad sandy channels of the river. Small Pratincoles patrolled the
sandbars, their swift, buoyant flight recalling swallows. Our primary target was the Indian Skimmer, a
remarkable bird whose elongated lower mandible slices through the water’s surface as it flies. The bird skims
low over the river with its lower bill trailing in the water, snapping shut instantly when it touches a fish—a highly
specialized feeding technique known as touch-trigger feeding. Because the strike is triggered by contact rather
than sight, skimmers can feed even in very low light and often forage at dawn, dusk, or night. Closely related to
the Black Skimmer familiar to many North American birders, the Indian Skimmer differs in its cleaner black-and-
white pattern and its bright orange bill tipped with yellow, rather than the bold red-and-black bill of its American
cousin,.

Unfortunately, the Indian Skimmer is now classified as Endangered, with its global population estimated at only
a few thousand individuals. The species depends on undisturbed sandy riverbars for nesting and has declined
due to dam construction, sand mining, and increasing human disturbance along South Asia’s great rivers.

Fortunately, we found many skimmers resting on sandbars and sweeping low over the water, their elongated
bills slicing the river’s surface like delicate blades—a mesmerizing spectacle of motion, precision, and
adaptation. At times several birds skimmed together, their long bills tracing parallel lines across the river like
living calligraphy written on water—an echo of the elegant script carved in marble at the Taj Mahal.

Navigation proved briefly adventurous when both boats grounded on sandbars. Our boatmen took it in stride,
rolling up their trousers and stepping into the river to push the vessels free. What might have been a mishap
instead became part of the experience.

Once we reached deeper water, birdlife and wildlife only improved.

Great Thick-knees stood along the shore, a welcome addition to the Indian Thick-knees we had seen earlier.
Anne astutely pointed out that the birds’ apparently backward “knees” are actually ankles—a reminder that
birds walk on elongated foot bones while the true knee joint lies hidden higher up in the leg beneath the
feathers. It’s a structure inherited from their dinosaur ancestors, whose long lower legs and elevated ankles
produced the same distinctive stance we see in birds today.

Giant reptiles—close evolutionary cousins of both extinct dinosaurs and their living descendants, birds—
dominated the riverbanks. Mugger Crocodiles basked along sandy margins, but the true star was the Gharial.
Critically endangered, this crocodilian is unmistakable for its extremely long, narrow snout—an elegant
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adaptation for catching fish in swift river currents. Adult males develop a bulbous swelling at the tip called a
ghara, which amplifies their vocalizations and plays a role in courtship displays.

Golden light illuminated Pied Kingfishers hovering above the river before plunging for fish. A Long-legged
Buzzard perched on a distant ridge, while overhead passed a flock of Bar-headed Geese. These remarkable birds
migrate across the Himalaya at extraordinary altitudes, among the highest-flying birds on Earth. For Arden and
Arlana—who had watched a documentary years ago about the geese’s extraordinary physiology without ever
expecting to see them—observing them in person was a special moment.

For a few moments the river grew quiet again, our boat drifting slowly through the wide sandy channel.

Then came perhaps the most exciting sighting of the afternoon: the Gangetic River Dolphin.

These shy freshwater cetaceans are effectively blind, navigating and hunting using echolocation. Observers
usually glimpse only a brief arch of the back or a fleeting dorsal ridge. But one boat was treated to something

extraordinary—a dolphin leaping fully clear of the water.

As sunset turned the river gold, more dolphins surfaced quietly in the glowing current—a hopeful sign in a river
that still supports them.

Along the banks we also spotted a Nilgai, India’s largest antelope, and even a fleeting view of a Striped Hyena
slipping across a distant hillside.

It felt like a fitting finale to our time along the Chambal—a river system still rich with life.

Tomorrow we would leave its quiet floodplains behind and head toward a very different landscape: the dry
forests of Rajasthan.
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Sat., Jan. 31  Drive to Ramathra Fort | Kailadevi Wildlife Sanctuary

The time had come to bid a reluctant farewell to the Chambal—and especially to Bachchu, our local naturalist.
Gentle in manner but commanding in his field skills, he possessed the kind of intuitive eye for wildlife that turns
fleeting shapes and vague sounds into clear sightings. Many of us carried away more than memories; his hand-
painted shirts, decorated with local birds, became both souvenirs and small works of art.

The journey toward our next destination was endlessly absorbing. The road carried us first through the restless
energy of Agra before gradually easing into the slower rhythm of rural India. Villages passed in a steady
procession. Children waved from doorways. Farmers moved through fields with oxen and plows little changed in
centuries. At one point our vehicles were halted entirely by a vibrant Hindu prayer procession winding along the
road—music, color, and chanting transforming the delay into a brief cultural window.

Even a funeral procession we encountered felt markedly different from Western expectations. Rather than
somber quiet, there was movement, chanting, and a sense that the ritual was guiding a soul onward rather than
simply marking an ending—an expression of the region’s deep spiritual traditions.

By afternoon the landscape changed again as Ramathra Fort rose above the surrounding countryside. Built in
the seventeenth century, the citadel crowns a hill overlooking scrub forest, farmland, and a quiet lake that forms
the edge of Kailadevi Wildlife Sanctuary. The setting felt almost theatrical —stone ramparts, distant ridgelines,
and the muted greens and browns of the semi-arid landscape stretching toward the horizon.

From the fort walls we looked down on a Vishnu temple and the patchwork of farms and hamlets below. We
had entered Rajasthan, the historic homeland of the Rajputs, whose warrior kingdoms once dominated much of
northwestern India. Over centuries these rulers alternately resisted and allied with the Mughal emperors who
built monuments such as the Taj Mahal. Some Rajput princes served as powerful generals and governors within
the Mughal Empire, while others fiercely defended their independence from hilltop forts like this one. Rajasthan
today remains a vivid expression of that heritage—often called the “land of kings,” famous for its hill forts,
colorful turbans, sweeping moustaches, and a cultural identity distinct within India’s vast mosaic of traditions.

But the lure of wildlife quickly reclaimed our attention. After our first of many delicious meals here, we climbed
into two open-topped jeeps and descended from the fort, driving through the village below. Riding in the open
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vehicles, waving and calling greetings to the friendly people who paused along the rural roads to welcome us,
we joked that we must have looked like visiting royalty descending from our hilltop castle to greet the
countryside.

Kailadevi Wildlife Sanctuary revealed a different conservation model than the great tiger reserves we would visit
later. Here the landscape is not a strictly protected wilderness emptied of human presence, but a living mosaic
where farms, villages, grazing lands, and wildlife habitat coexist. Rather than pristine forest, the sanctuary is
woven into the rhythms of rural life—a patchwork of scrub, fields, temples, and small settlements where people
and wildlife have long shared the land.

The first discoveries were avian. Tawny Pipits moved through open ground, while Gray Francolins—often called
“partridges” by local naturalist guides—appeared in small groups along the scrubby fields. We also enjoyed
another round of excellent views of Indian Thick-knees, their enormous eyes perfectly suited for the crepuscular
life they lead on open ground.

A brief rain shower swept across the hills and sent us temporarily seeking shelter in a small shrine complex. As
we waited for the clouds to pass, the conversation turned to the geology of the surrounding landscape. These
hills form part of the ancient Aravalli Range—one of the oldest mountain systems on Earth. Some of the rocks
here were forged more than two billion years ago, with deep geological roots stretching even farther back in
time. Over immense spans of erosion, the once-towering mountains have been worn down into the subdued
ridges we see today, now forming the structural backbone of Rajasthan’s dry forests and scrublands.

In striking contrast stand the Himalayas, among the youngest great mountain ranges on the planet. They began
rising only about fifty million years ago, when the Indian subcontinent drifted north and collided with Eurasia, a
tectonic “docking” that continues to push the mountains upward even today. Because they are geologically
young, the Himalayas remain steep and high, not yet worn down by erosion.

That collision reshaped far more than the landscape. The uplift of the Himalayas altered climate patterns across
Asia, strengthened the monsoon system, and created an extraordinary range of habitats—from tropical plains to
alpine summits—helping make the Indian subcontinent one of the world’s great centers of biodiversity. Yet the
older Aravalli hills tell another story: their immense age has allowed ancient ecological communities to persist
here, harboring lineages of plants and animals that have adapted to these dry landscapes over vast stretches of
time.

Once the rain passed, the mammals began to appear.
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A male Nilgai moved across open ground. Known as “Blue Bull,” the males carry a distinctive blue-gray coat and a
tufted beard beneath the throat. As the largest antelope in Asia, they are impressive animals, and ecologically
they play an important role as prey for the region’s large predators—including the tigers we hoped to encounter
later in the tour.

When darkness fell, the character of the safari changed entirely.

Spotlights swept across the landscape searching for eyeshine—the sudden glow that reveals nocturnal animals.
One by one, the creatures of the night began to emerge.

Indian Hares darted across the track. Unlike rabbits, hares are born fully furred with open eyes and able to move
about almost immediately, an adaptation to life in open landscapes where hiding places are scarce. They are also
built for speed, with longer legs and larger ears than most rabbits—features that help them detect predators and
sprint across exposed ground. Golden Jackals appeared briefly before melting back into the brush. The delicate
Bengal Fox slipped across open ground with a light, floating gait. Smaller and more lightly built than the familiar
Red Fox, this species—also known as the Indian Fox—is specially adapted to the dry grasslands and scrub of the
Indian subcontinent. Its large ears help dissipate heat and detect prey, while its pale sandy coat blends with the
dusty landscapes it inhabits.

Then came the larger carnivores.

An Indian Wolf appeared in the beam, lean and pale against the dry landscape. Though part of the Gray Wolf
species, these wolves belong to a southern lineage adapted to India’s hot grasslands and scrub—smaller and
lighter than the Gray Wolves familiar from Yellowstone, and much different from the Himalayan Wolves | had
seen earlier in Ladakh, which evolved for life in the high-altitude cold deserts of the Tibetan Plateau.

Several Striped Hyenas followed—rare animals whose sloping backs and heavy shoulders give them a distinctive
silhouette. Unlike the Spotted Hyenas familiar to safari-goers in Africa, which live in large social clans and often
hunt cooperatively, Striped Hyenas are typically solitary scavengers of dry landscapes. One individual approached
unusually close, carrying a chunk of meat in its powerful jaws. Hyenas possess one of the strongest bite forces
relative to body size among mammals, an adaptation that allows them to crush bone and extract nutrients other
predators leave behind.
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The night also revealed several Chinkara, or Indian Gazelles, their eyes shining in our light beams as they paused
on slender legs before bounding into the scrub.

By the time we returned to the fort, the evening air had cooled and dinner was waiting. A warm spinach soup
began the meal, followed by chicken with a smoky char from the grill and beautifully spiced eggplant and
potatoes. The flavors were bold yet balanced—authentic but welcoming to travelers.

Exhausted and exhilarated from the night’s sightings, we turned in early. Dawn would bring another chance to
explore the rugged scrublands surrounding the fort—and reveal still more of the hidden life of this ancient
landscape.

Sun., Feb. 1 Kailadevi Sanctuary

The day began under the cloak of darkness as we rolled out of Ramathra Fort well before dawn, hoping to catch
the nocturnal residents still active before sunrise. The strategy paid off almost immediately.

Ahead of us, moving through the pale pre-dawn light, was a pack of Indian Wolves. We were able to watch them
at close range for several minutes—an extraordinary privilege with a species that is typically wary and difficult to
observe. Their lean frames were perfectly suited to the dry grasslands and scrub of the subcontinent. We could
see the pack’s quiet social choreography as individuals paused, scanned the horizon, and moved together
through the landscape.

As the eastern sky began to glow, another predator briefly revealed itself. An Indian Leopard slipped across a
distant slope, melting into the shadows almost as soon as it appeared—a fleeting glimpse of a master of
concealment before daylight fully claimed the landscape, and a tantalizing preview of a species we hoped to
encounter more closely later in the journey.

With sunrise spreading across the hills, we reached the rim of a dramatic ravine overlooking the sanctuary. Here
we were granted a rare privilege: we stepped out of the vehicles and explored on foot. Unlike the tightly
regulated tiger reserves, Kailadevi allows walking access, offering a far more intimate connection with the
habitat.
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A bare-limbed tree ahead of us appeared to be flowering with birds. More than a dozen Plum-headed Parakeets
perched among the branches. The species’ sexual dimorphism was on full display: females with slate-gray heads,
males wearing brilliant plum-colored crowns and napes. At one point we watched a male gently feeding a
female—a courtship behavior known as allofeeding that helps strengthen pair bonds.

Birdlife continued apace. Chestnut-bellied Sandgrouse swept across the landscape, desert specialists with one of
the most remarkable parental adaptations in the bird world: males can soak up water in specialized belly
feathers and transport it back to distant chicks waiting miles away.

Small Minivets and Yellow-throated Sparrows—both new species for the tour—flickered through the thorn
scrub while Dusky Crag-Martins patrolled the ravine walls, another welcome addition to the list. We had
searched for them earlier at the Taj Mahal, where they are sometimes seen perching against the white marble,
but they had failed to materialize against that dreamlike backdrop. Here, at last, they appeared in the open sky
above the ravine.

High above us, an Oriental Honey-buzzard circled. Unlike most raptors, this species specializes in feeding on
wasp larvae and honeycomb, its scaled facial skin helping protect it from stings while raiding nests. A Tawny
Eagle and two Indian Vultures rode the thermals overhead. Their presence carried a powerful conservation
story.

In the 1990s India’s vulture populations suffered one of the most dramatic wildlife crashes ever recorded.
Several species of Gyps vultures—including the Indian Vulture, White-rumped Vulture, and Slender-billed
Vulture—declined by more than 95 percent after feeding on livestock carcasses containing the veterinary drug
diclofenac, which proved lethal to the birds.

The disappearance of these scavengers triggered an ecological cascade. Livestock carcasses that vultures once
consumed accumulated on the landscape, feral dog populations surged, and human rabies cases increased—a
stark reminder that even species seldom celebrated for their beauty perform vital ecological roles. Remove
them, and the web of life begins to unravel.

Following a nationwide ban on veterinary diclofenac in 2006 and the introduction of safer alternatives,
conservation efforts have begun to stabilize some populations. The Indian Vulture remains classified as Critically
Endangered, but sightings like these offer cautious hope that these essential scavengers may slowly recover
across the subcontinent.
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On the ground, we enjoyed excellent views of Ashy-crowned Sparrow-Larks. The males were particularly
striking, their black underparts sharply contrasting with the pale sandy tones of the surrounding terrain.

Families of Nilgai grazed in the distance. The size difference between sexes was immediately apparent: the slate-
blue bulls towering over the tawny females and their calves.

We returned to the fort for a leisurely breakfast overlooking the sanctuary, followed by a welcome rest during
the heat of the day. By mid-afternoon we were ready to venture out again.

Our first highlight was a Purple Sunbird feeding among flowering shrubs. Its shimmering plumage prompted a
discussion about convergent evolution. Though unrelated to hummingbirds, sunbirds have evolved similar
iridescent coloration and nectar-feeding adaptations—including curved bills and specialized tongues—to exploit
the same ecological niche. But their feeding style differs markedly. Hummingbirds, found only in the Western
Hemisphere, feed while hovering in place with extraordinary aerial precision and can even fly backward.
Sunbirds lack that level of flight control and usually perch while feeding, hovering only briefly.

A flash of electric blue announced a Common Kingfisher darting across a small waterway—one of those birds
that somehow manages to appear both common and extraordinary at the same time.

We also spent time sorting out the differences between Yellow-eyed Babblers, Common Babblers, and Jungle
Babblers. Despite the shared name, they do not all belong to the same bird family—Yellow-eyed Babbler is a
sylviid warbler, while the Common Babbler and Jungle Babbler belong to the laughingthrush and babbler family.
Historically the term “babbler” became something of a taxonomic catch-all for a wide variety of chatty, flocking
birds across Asia and Africa, and modern genetic studies have revealed that many of them are not closely
related. It was a useful reminder that common names often persist long after science has sorted out the true
evolutionary relationships.

But we didn’t get so serious about taxonomy that we forgot to enjoy the birds themselves. Bobbie especially
loved the Jungle Babblers, whose constant chatter sounded almost like a group of friends talking over one
another. Watching them and listening to them clearly brought her joy throughout the tour—a good reminder
that birding shouldn’t just be educational. It should always be fun.

A male Blue Rock-Thrush provided a penultimate avian flourish for the afternoon, posing in perfect light atop a
boulder as if aware of its audience.
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Then came the finale: a group of Indian Coursers. This large, stately, plover-like bird belongs to the same family
as the pratincoles we had watched flying like swallows along the Chambal River. Unlike its aerial cousins,
however, the courser is a bird of open ground, striding across the dry plains on long legs as it searches for
insects. Even Avi—who has seen just about everything India’s birdlife has to offer—was visibly excited by the
sighting, a reminder that even the most experienced naturalists can still be delighted by a well-timed encounter.

As sunset approached, we paused at a scenic viewpoint for tea and snacks while the light slowly drained from
the hills. Soon the spotlights came out, and the night safari began.

The darkness quickly filled with reflected eyeshine. Wolves appeared again, moving ghostlike through the scrub.
Golden Jackals trotted along the track. A Bengal Fox slipped across open ground with its light, buoyant gait.
Indian Hares bounded away on powerful hind legs, their oversized ears glowing pale in the beams.

Then came the moment that defined our time at Ramathra.
A pair of small, low-set eyes flashed in the spotlight.
“Cat?” someone whispered.

Avi halted the jeep and quietly stepped out. After a careful look he motioned for the scope. We climbed down
from the vehicles, and one by one peered through the eyepiece—and there it was.

A Rusty-spotted Cat.

This tiny predator is the smallest wild cat on Earth, barely half the size of a domestic house cat and seldom seen
even by experienced naturalists. The animal crouched within a tangle of brush, its large eyes watching us with
cautious intensity. It looked almost kitten-like in scale, yet carried the unmistakable alertness of a wild hunter.
For several quiet minutes we shared the darkness with one of the most elusive mammals on the subcontinent
before it melted silently back into the night.

We watched in jubilant silence, taking turns at the scope and eventually edging closer for photographs.
Encounters with this species are extraordinarily rare, and the group understood immediately how special the
moment was—and how hard Avi had worked to make it happen.
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As we drove back to the fort beneath a sky crowded with stars, conversation hummed with disbelief and
gratitude.

Tomorrow we would leave these scrub forests behind and continue onward to Ranthambore—the most famous
tiger reserve in India—but the magic of this wild corner of Rajasthan would remain one of the defining
memories of the journey.

Mon., Feb. 2 Drive to Ranthambore | Ranthambore Bagh | Ranthambore
National Park

Morning came with a reluctant farewell to Ramathra Fort. The citadel had become more than a place to sleep—
it felt like stepping briefly into another era. But the road called, and we set out toward one of India’s most
famous wildlife sanctuaries: Ranthambore National Park.

The drive itself became part of the day’s experience. Rajasthan unfolded outside our windows in a continuous,
living panorama. Small villages appeared at intervals along the road—clusters of mud-brick houses painted in
faded pastels, courtyards shaded by Neem trees, and doorways framed by drying chili peppers or strings of
marigolds. Women in brilliant saris moved between homes and wells, their colors luminous against the dusty
earth. Children waved enthusiastically as our vehicles passed.

Fields stretched outward between the villages. Some farmers guided beasts of burden pulling wooden plows,
while others tended wheat and mustard fields that formed a patchwork of greens and golds across the
landscape. Camels appeared periodically along the roadside, harnessed to carts stacked with hay or firewood.
Motorcycles, tractors, trucks, and carts all shared the same narrow highways in a jumbled choreography that felt
chaotic yet somehow functional.

Gradually the countryside gave way to the town of Sawai Madhopur—the gateway to Ranthambore. Beyond the
town, forested hills rose from the plains, crowned by the imposing silhouette of Ranthambore Fort. Perched
high on a rocky plateau within the national park, its massive ramparts dominate the surrounding landscape, a
reminder that these forests once lay at the frontier of medieval kingdoms long before they became one of
India’s most celebrated wildlife reserves.

Our home for the next few nights was Ranthambore Bagh, a small and welcoming lodge whose name is fitting—
bagh means “tiger” in Hindi. The atmosphere felt less like a resort and more like staying with an extended
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family. Doors were left unlocked, staff greeted guests by name, and the pace of life slowed to soothing safari
rhythms. The food continued to be a highlight of the journey: fragrant curries, fresh breads, vegetables layered
with spices, and beautifully prepared meals that balanced authenticity with warmth and hospitality.

After settling in and enjoying lunch, it was time for our first safari in Ranthambore.

The park’s management system is strict but thoughtfully designed. Each day, vehicles are assigned to specific
safari “zones” through a lottery system, ensuring tourism pressure is distributed across the landscape rather
than concentrated in a few hotspots. We split into two jeeps, each headed for a different zone.

India has also taken a firm stance on technology inside tiger parks like Ranthambore. Cell phones are now
prohibited during safaris—a policy implemented after tourists began sharing real-time tiger locations, which led
to chaotic traffic jams of vehicles converging on the same sightings. The ban also discourages risky behavior,
including the growing trend of visitors attempting selfies with wildlife. Leaving our phones behind, we embraced
the increasingly rare pleasure of digital silence.

The landscape quickly reminded us why Ranthambore is so beloved. This is tropical dry deciduous forest
dominated by the hardy Dhok tree, whose open canopy allows sunlight to reach the forest floor and creates a
mosaic of grasses and scrub. Along creeks and waterholes the vegetation becomes richer. In these oases we
encountered enormous Banyan trees, their spreading crowns and dangling aerial roots forming natural
cathedrals along the water’s edge. Some of these giants are centuries old. Their aerial roots descend from
branches and eventually thicken into additional trunks, creating what appears to be a small forest but is in fact a
single sprawling organism.

This woodland structure also makes Ranthambore exceptional tiger habitat. The relatively open terrain allows
animals to be seen at a distance, while dense thickets, rocky outcrops, and dry streambeds provide the cover
predators need to stalk their prey.

These forests are the domain of the Bengal Tiger, the subspecies that inhabits most of the Indian subcontinent.
The name “Bengal Tiger” dates to the colonial era, when many of the first specimens described by European
naturalists came from the Bengal region of eastern India and Bangladesh. Today the term refers broadly to tiger
populations that roam across India, Nepal, Bhutan, and Bangladesh.
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Few people did more to shape the world’s understanding of tigers than Jim Corbett, the legendary hunter-
turned-conservationist who once tracked man-eating cats through the forests of northern India. Later in life
Corbett became a passionate advocate for protecting both tigers and the landscapes they inhabit. In his classic
Man-Eaters of Kumaon, he described the tiger as “a large-hearted gentleman with boundless courage.” His
writings helped transform public perception of tigers—from feared predators into magnificent creatures worthy
of protection—and India’s first national park, created to safeguard them, was eventually named in his honor.

As we entered the gates of Ranthambore, wildlife appeared almost immediately.

Herds of Chital, India’s elegant Spotted Deer, moved through the forest, their white markings glowing softly in
the afternoon light. Larger Sambar Deer stood more cautiously in the shade, their shaggy coats and heavy builds
giving them a more rugged appearance. Indian Boar rooted along the track while a Ruddy Mongoose slipped
across the road.

The primates were particularly entertaining. Gray Langurs—distinct from the urban Rhesus Macaques we had
seen earlier in the trip—sat upright on branches with their long tails trailing behind them. Their posture often
resembles meditation, though they serve an important role as sentinels, scanning constantly for predators while
younger monkeys wrestled and swung through the trees in exuberant play.

Indian Peafow! were everywhere. Though the peak breeding season was still weeks away, a few young males—
peacocks—were already practicing their displays, shivering the long train feathers that form their extravagant
fan to produce the distinctive rattling sound shown to peahens during courtship.

Other birds appeared as we moved through the forest. Several species were becoming familiar companions of
the journey, including the Indian Robin. Despite its name it is not closely related to the American Robin of North
America. Instead, it belongs to the Old World flycatcher family, while the American Robin is a true thrush—
another reminder that common names can sometimes obscure evolutionary relationships.

One particularly memorable new species for the tour was a Brown Fish-Owl perched on a branch beside the
road, offering exceptional views. This large owl is a specialist of rivers, lakes, and forest pools, where it hunts
fish, frogs, and other aquatic prey along the water’s edge. Its shaggy ear tufts, piercing yellow eyes, and massive
talons give it a formidable appearance, and sightings in daylight like this are a treat.
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Other familiar birds accompanied us along the tracks. Common Mynas moved confidently through the clearings,
highly adaptable members of the starling family that thrive alongside people across much of South Asia. Black
Drongos perched prominently on exposed branches and wires, making quick aerial sallies to catch insects; these
glossy black birds are famously fearless, often harassing much larger raptors that venture too close to their
territories. Red-vented Bulbuls called noisily from shrubs and trees, energetic fruit- and insect-eaters that have
adapted well to both wild and human-altered landscapes.

Near water we encountered a different suite of birds. White-browed and White Wagtails worked the muddy
edges with their constant tail-wagging motions. A Little Grebe paddled quietly in a pool while River Terns
coursed overhead. Along the shoreline, a Common Sandpiper bobbed nervously on the rocks, reminiscent of the
familiar Spotted Sandpiper of North America. In the reeds, a White-breasted Waterhen stepped cautiously into
view, while a Eurasian Moorhen paddled through emergent vegetation—a close Old World relative of the
Common Gallinule familiar to many North American birders.

A Greater Coucal clambered heavily through a bush, its rich chestnut wings and deep resonant calls making it
one of the most distinctive cuckoos of the region. Not far away, a Rufous Treepie moved through the branches,
its long tail and striking rufous-and-black plumage earning it the local nickname “tiger bird.” The species is also
known for its habit of following large predators, including tigers, to scavenge scraps from their kills. Seeing one
here seemed like a fitting omen—and it turned our thoughts once again to the forest’s most famous inhabitant.
As the afternoon waned, one jeep was rewarded with the moment everyone dreams of in Ranthambore.

Across a lake, a Bengal Tiger lay resting near what appeared to be a recent kill.

Even at a distance the animal radiated presence—striped muscle stretched along the shoreline, perfectly at ease
in its domain. It was a quiet but powerful introduction to Ranthambore.

And we had only just begun.
Tues., Feb.3 Ranthambore National Park

We started in darkness. A soft mist hung over the forest, muting the landscape and lending the morning a
mythic quality, as though the park had stepped out of another century. As light slowly seeped into the valleys,
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the massive sandstone cliffs surrounding Ranthambore National Park revealed themselves. Above them, the
ancient walls of Ranthambore Fort stretched across the ridge—its ramparts now patrolled not by soldiers but by
peafowl and parakeets calling from the battlements.

The search for tigers began immediately, and the tension that accompanies this quest was unmistakable. Every
bend in the track held possibility. One jeep enjoyed close views of a Crested Serpent-Eagle perched imposingly

above the forest floor, while both groups encountered Indian Scops-Owls tucked into hollows in the trees, their
cryptic plumage blending perfectly with the bark.

But the real drama of Ranthambore lies in the hunt for its most famous resident.

Rumors of tiger sightings and fresh kills moved through the park’s informal network of guides and drivers, and
we found ourselves crisscrossing our assigned zones in pursuit of possibility. Our vehicle eventually settled near
the remains of a recently killed Sambar Deer, the forest silent around it. Such carcasses often draw the tiger
back to feed, and we waited in hopeful anticipation.

The tiger never returned.

Instead, when we left the kill and continued searching, the forest revealed something many seasoned visitors
consider even rarer.

From the brush emerged a Sloth Bear.

This shaggy, long-snouted bear is one of India’s most unusual mammals, an insect specialist built for tearing
open termite mounds and ant nests. Despite its somewhat comical appearance, it has a reputation for ferocity if
startled, making clear views a rare privilege.

Ours was superb.

The bear shuffled slowly through a clearing, its long claws visible as it moved. At one point it rose onto its hind
legs, briefly towering above the grass and revealing the pale V-shaped marking on its chest before dropping back
down and disappearing into the forest.
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It was an exhilarating encounter—one of those moments when the forest rewards persistence in unexpected
ways.

Still, Ranthambore had not finished with us.

As we drove toward the park exit, a line of vehicles ahead signaled fresh excitement. Through a screen of brush,
partially hidden but unmistakable, lay a tiger. The view was not the dramatic open sighting we had imagined,
but the effect was immediate and electric. Even glimpsed through vegetation, the great cat radiated power and
presence.

Most importantly, everyone in the group had now seen a Bengal Tiger.

We returned to Ranthambore Bagh for a hearty breakfast. Chapatis stuffed with potato, onion, and paneer were
served hot from the kitchen, a perfect reward after the cold morning safari.

By afternoon we were back in the forest.

Though the tigers remained elusive, the park continued to deliver. Purple Sunbirds glittered among flowering
shrubs, their metallic plumage flashing violet and blue in the sun. A Great Thick-knee stood motionless near a
water’s edge, its enormous yellow eyes giving it an almost reptilian expression.

A White-browed Fantail—new for several in the group—put on a lively performance, repeatedly fanning its tail
and darting after insects flushed from the foliage.

Along a muddy bank we encountered a massive Indian Softshell Turtle resting at the water’s edge, its flattened
body and snorkel-like snout well suited to life half-buried in mud. Nearby, Mugger Crocodiles basked in the sun,
and our guides used the moment to underline how layered Ranthambore’s food webs are: crocodiles will take
turtles at times, and in this park, tigers do as well—flipping them to reach the more vulnerable underside.

Throughout the afternoon, the forest remained tense with possibility. Sambar Deer issued their deep, resonant
alarm calls—a sound that carries through the forest like a drumbeat, announcing the presence of a predator
nearby. Each call raised the pulse, but the tiger remained unseen.
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Until it didn’t.

Moving stealthily among the trees along the edge of a lake, a Bengal Tiger finally materialized. At first the view
was fleeting—a striped form slipping through the forest—but soon the animal settled down in the shade near
the shoreline. With careful positioning of our jeep we were able to watch it resting between the trunks, the
great cat perfectly at ease in its domain.

Later, as we continued searching, another tiger appeared near a lakeshore not far from one of the many ruins
scattered through Ranthambore. These crumbling pavilions and hunting lodges date back to the era when the
region was ruled by maharajas—hereditary princes who governed powerful kingdoms across much of India
before independence. The forests of Ranthambore were once royal hunting grounds, where rulers and their
guests pursued tigers and other game. Today those same landscapes are protected, and the tigers once hunted
by royalty now roam freely through the ruins.

The scene felt almost impossibly evocative—ancient stone architecture rising from the forest, a tiger lounging
beside the water, the entire landscape carrying the atmosphere of storybook India. We enjoyed good tiger views
and even managed some respectable photographs, though the experience left us with the exhilarating sense
that an even closer encounter might still lie ahead.

On the way out of the park we stopped at the fort, where Bobbie was mobbed by a group of schoolgirls, all
smiles and eager for photos. Curious about the fort’s history and always warm with people, Bobbie was
delighted by the encounter. Later she cited it as one of her favorite experiences of the entire tour.

By nightfall we returned once again to the warmth of the lodge.

Dinner was a celebratory affair: rich mutton curry in the Rajasthani style, deeply flavored with spices and slow-
cooked until tender, accompanied by delectably spiced vegetables and delicate kofta—soft dumplings made
from minced vegetables and paneer bound with spices and simmered in a savory sauce. The meal ended with a
traditional Indian carrot pudding, gajar ka halwa, made by slowly cooking grated carrots with milk, sugar, ghee
and cardamom until it becomes sweet, fragrant, and comforting after a long day of anticipation and excitement.
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Ranthambore had given us bears, owls, crocodiles, and our first looks at the largest cat on the planet.

And the search was far from over.

Wed., Feb.4 Ranthambore National Park | Soorwol Lake

This morning took us into the outer zones of Ranthambore, where the terrain shifts noticeably from the dry
woodland of the core areas to rugged hills and thicker forest. The landscape here feels wilder and more remote,
with rocky slopes, scrub-covered ridges, and narrow valleys that provide refuge for animals that tend to avoid
the more heavily visited tiger zones.

The two jeeps spread across the terrain, and each was rewarded in its own way. One group spotted a Striped
Hyena moving through the brush, its sloping back and ghostlike gait unmistakable even at a distance. The other
jeep encountered an Indian Leopard—a magnificent sighting and a reminder that Ranthambore supports a full
guild of large predators. Leopards often yield prime hunting areas to tigers in the park’s core zones, but in these
outer hills, the sleek, spotted cats hold their own as formidable hunters.

Birdlife was compelling as well. Shikras darted through the trees with the quick, purposeful flight typical of small
forest raptors, recalling a Cooper’s Hawk to North American birders. White-eyed Buzzards circled on thermals
overhead, their pale eyes and slim wings giving them a distinctive look against the sky. Long-tailed Shrikes—
already familiar companions throughout the tour—again proved worth admiring, with their bold black mask,
warm rufous back, and habit of perching conspicuously while scanning the ground for insects, lizards, and other
small prey.

Several new species were added to the tour list. Indian White-eyes moved through the foliage in small, restless
flocks, their white eye-rings flashing among the leaves. A Taiga Flycatcher made quick sallies from low perches,
while a female Crested Bunting appeared along a rocky slope, her subtle colors blending with the dry landscape.

As we exited the protected forests of Ranthambore and our route carried us back through farmland and villages,
the birding continued. Wire-tailed Swallows perched neatly along powerlines, their elegant tail streamers giving

them a delicate silhouette against the sky. Even in bustling towns the avian life remained lively. Oriental Magpie-
Robins sang from garden walls and rooftops, their rich whistling song a familiar soundtrack across the Indian
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subcontinent, their bold white wing patches flashing as they moved. Among the ubiquitous House Crows we also
spotted a single Large-billed Crow, a heavier and deeper-voiced relative—still often called “Jungle Crow” by
locals, though modern taxonomy has divided that former species into several. Its thicker bill, bulkier build, and
more raven-like voice made it stand out.

In the afternoon we shifted gears entirely and headed outside the park to Soorwal Lake, a large reservoir, for a
dedicated birding session. After several days focused on large mammals, it felt refreshing to slow down, set up
scopes, and study wetland birds.

Black-tailed Godwits, with their distinctive long, slightly upturned bills, were present in impressive numbers
along the shoreline, probing the mud for invertebrates. Nearby, we studied Asian Openbills through the scope,
clearly seeing the gap between the upper and lower mandibles that gives this stork its name. That unusual bill
structure is perfectly adapted for handling their favorite prey—apple snails—allowing the birds to pry the shells
apart with surprising efficiency.

At one point an Osprey flew overhead carrying a freshly caught fish. As we watched, the raptor deftly rotated its
prey so the head pointed forward, streamlining the fish to reduce drag in flight—an elegant aerodynamic trick
that never fails to impress.

Other waterbirds kept us busy. Indian Spot-billed Ducks moved along the shoreline while Little Ringed Plovers
darted across exposed mud. Little, Great, and Indian Cormorants were all present, allowing us to study their
structural differences side by side through the scopes.

Along grassy fields at the water’s edge we found Oriental Skylarks. Siberian Stonechats provided excellent views
perched on stout grass stems, joined by flocks of Indian Silverbills moving through the scrub. The first Western
Yellow Wagtails of the tour appeared along a gravel road, where they proved abundant and cooperative. Careful
searching of the reedbeds revealed brief looks at a Clamorous Reed Warbler—a rather plain-looking bird with a
wonderfully dramatic name—and a Common Rosefinch, reminiscent of a Purple Finch or House Finch to North
American eyes.

We were briefly distracted from our birding by butterflies—little blues fluttering among the vegetation. Local
children soon joined our quest to photograph the delicate insects. What began as birding turned into a small
natural history expedition: a bit of lepidoptery as we tried to identify the butterflies, some botany when we

28

Naturalist Journeys, LLC PO Box 16545 Portal, AZ 85632 PH: 866.900.1146
naturalistjourneys.com | travel@naturalistjourneys.com




recognized the Vernonia flowers they were visiting, and a warm cultural exchange with the friendly, curious local
people who had gathered around us.

The birding highlight came when we found several Yellow-wattled Lapwings. These elegant plovers differ
noticeably from the Red-wattled Lapwings we had been seeing everywhere throughout the trip. Their soft
yellow facial wattles and pale legs give them a gentler appearance, but it was their neat black caps that
prompted immediate commentary from the group, which collectively decided the birds looked as if they were
wearing unfortunate bowl-cut hairstyles.

Laughter was interspersed with drama.

A Short-toed Snake-Eagle appeared overhead, hovering briefly before plunging toward the ground like a falling
stone. The strike was sudden and violent, scattering a group of panicked Gray Francolins. The eagle rose again
empty-taloned, but the moment captured perfectly the explosive intensity of raptor hunting.

As the sun sank lower, Soorwal Lake became a mirror of gold and amber in the hazy Indian light. The still water
reflected distant birds and the fading sky, creating a scene that felt ancient, as if little had changed here for
centuries.

Our return drive carried us through villages rarely visited by tourists. Children ran toward the jeeps waving and
laughing. Chickens and pigs rooted through roadside rubbish while goats watched us from second-story
balconies. Cell towers rose above mud-brick houses. Traffic honked continuously while Hindi music drifted from
passing motorbikes. The air carried the mingled scents of spices, dust, and smoke.

It was India in all its colorful disorder—what Italians might call bel caos, the beautiful chaos of life unfolding all
at once.

Back at the lodge, we enjoyed a cultural finale to our time in Ranthambore. Musicians arrived to perform
traditional Rajasthani folk music, the rhythmic percussion and melodic strings filling the courtyard with glorious
sound. A dancer performed in a style that reminded many of flamenco, her movements precise and expressive.

Avi explained that the connection is not accidental. The musical traditions of Rajasthan are believed to share
deep historical roots with the Romani musical cultures of Europe—the descendants of people who migrated
westward from this region centuries ago.

29

Naturalist Journeys, LLC PO Box 16545 Portal, AZ 85632 PH: 866.900.1146
naturalistjourneys.com | travel@naturalistjourneys.com




Dinner followed by candlelight. A beautifully prepared chicken dish carried what someone described as a
“creeper” spice—subtle at first but gradually warming the palate seconds after each bite. It was the perfect
culinary punctuation to our days in Ranthambore.

With music fading into the night air and the forest beyond the lodge walls settling into darkness, we closed this
chapter of the journey. Ahead lay new landscapes and new stories, but Ranthambore had already delivered an
unforgettable blend of wildlife, culture, and wilderness.

Thurs., Feb. 5 Drive to Jaipur | Jhalana Leopard Reserve

Today marked our transition from the forests of Ranthambore to the storied Pink City of Jaipur, and the drive
itself proved unexpectedly rich in wildlife.

At a bridge crossing we stopped to investigate what at first appeared to be a cloud of insects rising from the
river below. Instead, it was birds. Five hundred or more swallows wheeled through the air in a dense, swirling
vortex, feeding on emergent insects. At first glance they seemed to be the common Grey-throated Martins, but
Avi noticed the key detail: a subtle rufous crown flashing in the sunlight. These were Streak-throated Swallows.

Standing there on the bridge, surrounded by that living cyclone of birds, was hypnotic—almost otherworldly.
The flock shifted shape constantly, expanding and contracting like a single organism as the birds hawked insects
above the water, creating one of the most extraordinary bird spectacles many of us had ever witnessed. Rivers
often produce such feeding frenzies: aquatic insects emerge from the water in great numbers, and swallows and
martins quickly gather to exploit the sudden abundance.

Below us, the river was equally lively. Eurasian Wigeons floated on the water while shorebirds worked the
muddy edges. A Green Sandpiper—an Old World counterpart to the North American Solitary Sandpiper—picked
delicately along the shoreline. Both species belong to the genus Tringa and share an unusual habit among
shorebirds: rather than nesting on the ground like most waders, they place their eggs in abandoned tree nests
built by other birds such as thrushes or pigeons.
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Nearby, Little Stints and Common Redshanks moved along the shallows. Ruffs patrolled the shoreline—one of
the most flamboyant shorebirds imaginable in breeding plumage, though now in winter dress their colors were
subdued, leaving their sturdy build, slightly pot-bellied stance, and orange legs as useful clues to their identity.
Pied Avocets swept their upturned bills side to side through the water in their distinctive scything feeding style.
A Glossy Ibis and a Eurasian Spoonbill passed overhead, the spoonbill’s broad spatulate bill unmistakable even in
flight.

This brief roadside stop had revealed an entire wetland community. It was a reminder that even in a country of
more than 1.4 billion people, nature still finds space to persist.

By afternoon we reached Jaipur, one of India’s great historic cities and home to several million people. Known as
the “Pink City” for the terracotta-colored buildings of its historic center, Jaipur is a sprawling urban landscape—
yet, remarkably, wildlife persists here as well. As we entered the outskirts of the city, a male Nilgai stood calmly
in a vacant lot—an unexpected sight that underscored how adaptable this species can be. Across much of
northern India these enormous antelopes thrive in agricultural landscapes and on the edges of towns, browsing
fields, scrub, and roadside vegetation where wild habitat and human settlement overlap.

At our accommodations in the city, the wildlife encounters continued. We were greeted by a pair of Spotted
Owlets perched on a tree limb, allopreening in the afternoon light. The scene was utterly endearing and
strangely familiar—like two people snuggled together on a couch, quietly reinforcing their bond after a long day
apart.

Our lodging was a charming family-run property operated by a couple who had returned from the United States
to care for aging parents while running the small hotel together. The atmosphere felt personal and welcoming, a
quiet refuge from the city’s constant movement. Upon arrival, the staff showered us with flower petals, a
traditional Indian gesture of hospitality used to welcome honored guests and mark the beginning of an
auspicious visit.

After a quick check-in, we had lunch and then headed to nearby Jhalana Leopard Safari Park. This reserve
represents one of India’s most intriguing conservation experiments: a protected patch of scrub forest embedded
within the expanding city of Jaipur. Though the park is far too small to support tigers, Jhalana holds a surprisingly
healthy population of Indian Leopards that have adapted to life on the edge of a major metropolis. Park rangers
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told us that feral dogs—so ubiquitous in many Indian cities—now form an important part of the leopards’ prey
base, an example of a large predator adjusting to life in a human-dominated landscape.

Even the trees held a cultural story. The “kites” we kept noticing tangled among the branches were not birds but
remnants of Jaipur’s famous kite-flying culture. Widely regarded as the kite capital of India, Jaipur celebrates the
festival of Makar Sankranti each January, when thousands of colorful paper kites fill the sky and aerial duels—
kite fighting—unfold across rooftops.

Flyers maneuver their kites to slice through the strings of rivals using abrasive line, sending the defeated kites
drifting away on the wind. Many end up caught in trees and powerlines, and the hills around us in the leopard
sanctuary were strewn with scraps of bright color—so common they seemed almost part of the landscape. Our
guide explained that the kites are traditionally made from paper and bamboo and are designed to break down
over time, somewhat reassuring in a world where debris so often means plastic that lasts forever.

The abrasive lines, however, create serious problems for kites of another kind—the birds. Black Kites and other
raptors are frequently injured when they collide with these razor-sharp strings. Their plight is the subject of the
haunting documentary All That Breathes, which follows two brothers in Delhi who devote their lives to rescuing
and rehabilitating injured Black Kites and other birds of prey.

Our two jeeps explored Jhalana’s rocky hills and thorn forests, crossing paths periodically as we compared
sightings. Two new bird species for the tour soon appeared. A White-eared Bulbul moved through the branches;
at first we mistook it for the more common Asian Tit—a close relative of the chickadees familiar to many North
American birders—because of the similar black-and-white head pattern. In the scrub below, a White-capped
Bunting perched briefly atop an exposed rock, its soft gray-brown plumage blending perfectly with the dry
landscape. Nearby we enjoyed a fine daylight view of an Indian Nightjar roosting along a tree limb—an unusual
look at this denizen of the night.

But the animal everyone had come to see remained hidden. Somewhere among these shadow-draped hills and
thorn forests, a leopard was watching the same landscape we were—moving silently through terrain it knows
far better than we ever could.

We checked several promising areas without success until suddenly our guide called out. Through a screen of
dense brush we caught our first glimpse—a leopard known locally as Flora.
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Flora is a young female, only about three years old, already raising three four-month-old cubs somewhere within
the park. The guide pointed to a rocky outcrop where the cubs are sometimes seen climbing and sunning
themselves, and we waited quietly.

Moments later Flora stepped out onto the road.

For several seconds she walked calmly ahead of the jeep, perhaps a dozen yards away and fully in view, before
slipping back into the forest. Even that brief encounter perfectly illustrated the evolutionary brilliance of the
leopard’s coat. The rosettes fractured her outline against shifting patches of light and shadow, and within
moments she seemed to dissolve back into the landscape itself.

It was a fleeting but powerful encounter—our second leopard of the trip, and a reminder that even within the
bounds of a major city, wild predators still move through hidden landscapes.

More leopard sightings followed for both vehicles, and we enjoyed several excellent looks at these elusive cats
moving through the rocky hills and thorn forest. As dusk settled over the park, we made our way back to our
hotel in Jaipur.

Tomorrow would bring another shift in scenery as we continued onward to Kanha National Park—the forests
that inspired Rudyard Kipling’s The Jungle Book.

Fri., Feb. 6 Flight to Gondia | Shergarh Tented Camp at Kanha

The journey toward the heart of India’s wilderness began before sunrise with a series of early flights carrying us
deep into central India. By midday we arrived in Gondia, where a vehicle awaited to take us the final stretch by
road toward Kanha National Park.

Along the drive, the countryside gradually shifted from cities and farmland into quieter rural landscapes.
Roadside wires became perches for Indian Rollers, whose flashes of brilliant turquoise and cobalt lit up the
roadside whenever they launched into flight. Few birds illustrate the difference between perched and airborne
beauty more dramatically. When perched they appear relatively subdued, but in flight their wings erupt into an

33

Naturalist Journeys, LLC PO Box 16545 Portal, AZ 85632 PH: 866.900.1146
naturalistjourneys.com | travel@naturalistjourneys.com




electric-blue spectacle—most famously displayed during the tumbling aerial courtship displays that give the
species its name.

Our destination, Kanha National Park, is often described as the “Yellowstone of India,” a comparison that
reflects both its vast size and ecological importance. Kanha protects one of the largest remaining tracts of
central Indian forest and grassland and achieved international prominence through the work of pioneering field
biologist George Schaller. His landmark book The Deer and the Tiger, based largely on research conducted here
in the 1960s, transformed scientific understanding of tiger ecology and helped inspire a new era of wildlife
conservation in India.

Those ideas helped shape India’s ambitious Project Tiger, launched in 1973 when the country’s tiger population
had fallen to dangerously low numbers. The program established a network of protected reserves across India,
strengthened anti-poaching efforts, and placed new emphasis on protecting both habitat and the prey species—
particularly deer—on which tigers depend. Kanha became one of the flagship reserves in that effort.

The results have been remarkable. Today India holds the vast majority of the world’s remaining wild tigers, and
their numbers have increased significantly in recent decades. When | first visited India more than thirty years
ago, the tiger’s future felt uncertain.

Since then, despite a human population that has continued to grow dramatically, India now supports more wild
tigers than it did at that time—a testament to the country’s sustained commitment to conservation. Protected
areas, stronger anti-poaching measures, and national initiatives such as Project Tiger have helped stabilize and
expand populations across many reserves.

It is an achievement that would be impressive for any nation, and perhaps even more so for a developing
country balancing the needs of people and wildlife across such a densely populated landscape.

Our home for the next four nights was Shergarh Tented Camp, tucked along a forest edge near the park. The
camp strikes a thoughtful balance between immersion in wilderness and genuine comfort. Upon arrival, we
were greeted by the staff with cool drinks and hot towels to wash away the dust of travel.

The accommodations are elegant safari-style tents—canvas-walled but spacious and solidly constructed, each
with comfortable beds and full bathrooms built into permanent structures. The atmosphere feels more like an
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expedition camp than a conventional hotel, allowing guests to remain closely connected to the surrounding
landscape.

Here we met the camp’s owner, Jahan, a longtime friend of Avi. The two men had worked together as park
rangers in Kanha decades ago. Over tea, Jahan shared the remarkable story of the property itself. Twenty-five
years ago, this land had been a eucalyptus plantation—a monoculture that supported very little wildlife.
Eucalyptus, commercially planted for timber and pulp, can alter soil chemistry and suppress native vegetation,
leaving landscapes biologically impoverished.

Reversing that process required patience and persistence. Jahan and his wife began gradually removing the
eucalyptus trees and using carefully controlled burns to help restore the soil. Native plant communities were
then reintroduced, allowing the land to recover its natural ecological structure.

The transformation has been extraordinary.

Today the property hums with life. Oriental Turtle-Doves coo softly in the trees, and after dark, the calls of
Brown Boobooks echo through the forest. Small ponds scattered around the grounds attract butterflies and
amphibians, including Skittering Frogs, while the water sometimes reveals the presence of a Checkered Keelback
water snake gliding through the shallows.

That first evening at Shergarh also introduced the first of many culinary highlights over the next few days. Dinner
featured fragrant rice, dal, and chapati accompanied by beautifully prepared dishes of chicken, eggplant, and
potatoes layered with spices whose complexity seems almost impossible to replicate outside of India.

As night settled over the camp and the sounds of the forest replaced the noise of travel, we were reminded that
the real adventure here was just beginning. The forests of Kanha—one of the great strongholds of India’s
wildlife—awaited us at dawn.

Sat., Feb. 7 Kanha National Park and Tiger Reserve

Our first safari in Kanha began in the cold darkness before dawn. Winter in central India—despite its tropical
latitude—can be surprisingly brisk at daybreak. Wrapped in thick blankets and warmed by hot water bottles, we
climbed into our jeeps and set off through the darkness toward the Mukki Gate.
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We arrived before dawn and entered the Mukki sector just as the forest began to wake. The ecosystem here felt
immediately different from the landscapes we had explored earlier in the trip. Instead of the dry thorn forests of
Rajasthan, Kanha is dominated by lush stands of Sal trees, towering evergreens that form one of the most
important forest ecosystems in central India. These forests flourish on the monsoon rains that nourish the
region each summer, though our visit came during the crisp clarity of winter.

As the sun rose, it pierced the low-lying mist in long golden beams. Light spilled across the park’s wide
meadows—known locally as maidans—creating one of those fleeting moments when the landscape seems
suspended between night and day.

Out of the mist, wildlife began to appear. Among the first was an animal that represents one of India’s most
inspiring conservation success stories: the Hard-ground Barasingha. This distinctive subspecies of Swamp Deer
once hovered on the brink of extinction. By the early 1970s, only about sixty individuals survived.

Through careful habitat management and strict protection within Kanha, the population has rebounded
dramatically. Today more than a thousand animals roam the park’s grasslands. Remarkably, Kanha holds the
only wild population of this unique Swamp Deer subspecies adapted to life on dry ground anywhere on Earth.

Birdlife added constant texture to the morning. Avi and our excellent driver-guides, Raj and Vipul, pointed out a
steady stream of species as we moved through Kanha’s forests and meadows. A secretive Blyth’s Reed Warbler
crept through meadow grasses while a Tickell’s Blue Flycatcher flickered through the Sal canopy.

We enjoyed delightful views of a Jungle Owlet perched at eye level, and later discovered two Indian Scops-Owls
tucked together inside a knothole, their camouflage so perfect they seemed carved from the tree itself.

Near a wetland, a towering Lesser Adjutant stalked the shallows, its prehistoric profile unmistakable. Not far
away, a tiny Cotton Pygmy-Goose paddled among floating vegetation. Overhead, Scarlet Minivets flashed
through the trees—the males glowing ember-red, the females bright yellow against the blue sky.

Eventually, the morning produced an exhilarating sight.

In dense vegetation beside the track lay a large male tiger named Pattewalla. He was deep in sleep, his body
mostly hidden in the grass. Only parts of his striped head, one ear, and the white fur of his belly were visible.
Even so, the proximity was thrilling. To sit quietly only a few yards from the largest cat on Earth—a predator that
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can weigh close to five hundred pounds—evokes a deep sense of awe. Still, we hoped that later in the day we
might encounter an active Bengal Tiger.

After a picnic breakfast inside the park, followed by a midday rest and lunch back at camp, we returned to the
forest for an afternoon safari.

Our guides moved slowly through the Mukki zone, the jeep creeping along forest tracks as Avi and our driver-
guides listened carefully for one of the most reliable signals in tiger country—the alarm calls of monkeys and
deer. Langurs perched high in the trees and Chital grazed along the forest edges, both species quick to broadcast
the presence of a stalking predator. But for the moment, the forest remained calm.

Along the way we paused to admire a Greater Racket-tailed Drongo. This remarkable bird is famous for its vocal
mimicry, and we watched in fascination as it delivered calls nearly identical to those of a White-naped
Woodpecker perched in the same tree. In another corner of the forest, Red Junglefowl! scratched through the
leaf litter—the wild ancestor of the domestic chickens that now circle the globe.

Then the mood subtly shifted.

Word spread quietly among passing vehicles: a tiger had been seen moving through the area. One by one, jeeps
began drifting in the same direction. Soon we found ourselves joining a slow caravan threading through the
forest toward the source of the rumor.

Our driver rolled to a stop and turned off the engine.

The forest settled into an expectant hush. No one spoke. Cameras were lifted silently. Every eye fixed on the
empty forest beside the road.

Moments later, the moment everyone had hoped for arrived.
Emerging from the trees next to us was Neela Nala, known to researchers as T-121—a dominant male Bengal
tiger in the prime of life. His name, meaning “Blue Stream,” comes from a watercourse he frequently patrols

within his territory.

He was magnificent.
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The tiger moved with slow, deliberate confidence, every step carrying the quiet authority of an animal that rules
its domain. His massive shoulders rolled beneath the striped coat as he walked, the muscles of a predator built
to overpower animals many times its own size. Guides estimate his weight somewhere between 480 and 530
pounds—a truly enormous male.

At times he paused to sniff the air or investigate scent marks along the roadside trees. It seemed likely another
tiger had recently passed through the area. Several times he rubbed against trunks, inhaled deeply at the base
of branches, and raked the bark with powerful forepaws before crossing the road.

He passed close enough that we could hear the crunch of gravel beneath his pads—and the steady rhythm of his
breathing, lungs expanding and contracting in his massive chest.

For several minutes we watched in complete silence.

There is something profoundly moving about being in the presence of such a creature. The tiger embodies both
power and fragility—an apex predator whose survival now depends on the protection of landscapes like Kanha.
Seeing a massive, healthy breeding male moving freely through his territory was more than simply a wildlife
sighting. It was evidence that conservation here is working—proof that the wild can endure when we allow it the
space to do so.

When this regal beast finally slipped back into the forest, the silence in our jeep lingered for several seconds. No
one wanted to break the spell.

Fortunately, both of our jeeps had converged on the sighting at the same time—otherwise dinner conversation
might have been awkward, with one group witnessing the wildlife moment of a lifetime while the other had
been skunked. Instead, the entire group returned to camp exhilarated.

Dinner that night carried a special energy. We replayed the encounter again and again while working through
our checklist, still riding the adrenaline of the afternoon safari. Later we drifted back to our tents beneath the
forest canopy, falling asleep with images of stripes moving through forest shadow still vivid in our minds.

Encounters like that linger. Long after the details of a trip begin to fade, the memory of being face to face with a
wild tiger remains—a reminder that somewhere in the forests of India, ancient rhythms of predator and prey
still endure.
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Sun., Feb. 8 Kanha National Park and Tiger Reserve

Birdlife quickly commanded our attention. Among the most delightful sightings was the Velvet-fronted
Nuthatch, a tiny blue jewel creeping acrobatically along tree trunks, often hanging upside down as it searched
for insects hidden in the bark. Its behavior was instantly familiar to North American birders—classic nuthatch
foraging—but its brilliant colors made it feel like an entirely different kind of bird.

And so it was with the pigeons.

We spotted Yellow-footed Green-Pigeons perched high in the canopy. These beautiful arboreal pigeons spend
most of their lives in the treetops, feeding on fruit and rarely descending to the ground. Like many tropical fruit
specialists, they obtain nearly all the moisture they need directly from the fruits they consume.

Nearby, a Changeable Hawk-Eagle perched in a tall snag, scanning the forest floor with intense yellow eyes. This
formidable raptor can take surprisingly large prey—animals as large as peafowl or small deer.

Above the forest canopy, White-rumped Vultures soared high overhead, their broad wings carried effortlessly
on rising air currents. Once among the most common scavengers across the Indian subcontinent, they have
suffered catastrophic population declines in recent decades. Seeing them still patrolling the skies above Kanha
lifted our spirits—living reminders that conservation here, supported in part by ecotourism like ours, is helping
imperiled species endure.

We also spotted an imposing Red-headed Vulture tearing shreds of flesh from a deer skull. Known locally as the
“King Vulture,” this species is often the first to open a carcass, its powerful bill capable of ripping through tough
hide that other scavengers cannot penetrate.

At one of the park’s rest stops we encountered a lively gathering of Alexandrine Parakeets. The species is named
for Alexander the Great, who is believed to have carried these parrots westward from India after his campaigns
more than two thousand years ago.

Vipul explained that these intelligent birds seem to understand the advantages of life inside a protected area. In
many parts of their range, Alexandrine Parakeets are still trapped for the pet trade, but within the park trapping
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is strictly prohibited. The parakeets often gather near visitor areas where human presence discourages natural
predators, creating a double advantage—relative safety from people who might capture them and fewer
predators nearby.

Kanha’s wildlife was not limited to birds and tigers. Along the roadside stood an enormous male Gaur, the
immense wild cattle sometimes called Indian “bison,” though they are not actually related to the true bison of
North America and Europe. With their dark, muscular bodies, pale “stockinged” legs, and massive shoulders,
they are among the most imposing herbivores in Asia and project an extraordinary sense of power. Though
usually shy, large bulls—especially during the breeding season—can be unpredictable, and on rare occasions
have been known to charge vehicles that approach too closely.

Not far away we watched a Golden Jackal moving through a meadow where a herd of Chital had just scattered
at its approach. The jackal paused often, head low, listening and scenting the ground. It appeared to be
searching for a vulnerable fawn left behind in the commotion—an opportunistic strategy typical of this clever
canid, reminiscent of the way coyotes in North America sometimes move through deer bedding areas in hopes
of locating a hidden young.

One particularly unexpected sighting came when we located the only two Blackbuck known to remain within
Kanha. These elegant antelope once ranged widely across the Indian plains but are now largely absent from the
park’s meadows, making this encounter especially memorable. They are the rarest animals in the park—far less
common than tigers.

After lunch back at camp, our afternoon safari returned us to the familiar rhythm of tiger tracking. Fresh
pugmarks along the road and urgent alarm calls from langurs suggested that a predator had recently passed
through the area, but the forest once again kept its secret.

Still, Kanha never feels empty.

Birdlife filled the hours with constant movement and color. A Black-naped Monarch flickered through the trees
like a small blue ghost, while the elegant Indian Paradise-Flycatcher drifted through the forest trailing its long
white ribbon-like tail.

At one point we watched a White-throated Kingfisher perched on a branch repeatedly smashing a large beetle
against the wood before finally swallowing it. Despite its name, this species spends much of its life away from
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water and fish, instead hunting insects, lizards, and small vertebrates across fields and forest edges. Nearby,
Asian Green Bee-eaters hawked insects over a small lake, darting gracefully through the warm afternoon air.

As the sun sank lower in the sky, the forest slowly shifted toward evening. We watched as Gray Langurs began
gathering high in the Sal trees, the sentinels of each troop moving first, followed by the rest of the group as they
climbed toward their nighttime roosts.

The forest settled gradually into quiet.

Another day in Kanha had passed—rich with birds, mammals, and the subtle rhythms of one of India’s great wild
landscapes.

Mon., Feb. 9 Kanha National Park and Tiger Reserve

Our final full day in India began with a wonderful surprise in the wetlands: a Greater Painted-Snipe. This unusual
wader is notable for its reversed sexual dimorphism, in which the female is larger and more brightly colored,
while the male wears subtler camouflage and performs most of the parental duties, including incubating the
eggs. The two birds we observed were males, their muted plumage blending into the grassy margins of the
wetland.

As morning light spread through the forest, the canopy filled with song. Brown-cheeked Fulvettas delivered a
cheerful dawn chorus overhead. Though rather plain, this small bird makes up for what it lacks in appearance
with its lively voice, and its music provided a wonderful soundtrack to the early hours. Mixed flocks moved
through the trees above our jeeps—White-bellied Drongos darting between branches while Scarlet Minivets
flashed brilliant red and yellow among the leaves. We paused there together, listening and watching—an ideal
way to begin the morning.

More good birds followed. A Zitting Cisticola buzzed over the grasslands, while along a nearby watercourse we
found both Indian Golden Oriole and Black-hooded Oriole glowing among the foliage. An Indian Nuthatch crept
methodically along a tree trunk, probing the bark for insects.
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The morning soon settled into the steady rhythm that makes Kanha so rewarding: birds moving through the Sal
canopy, Chital grazing quietly in the meadows, Indian Peafowl trailing their shimmering feathers through the
grass, and Gray Langurs perched high in the trees scanning the forest floor below.

Our final afternoon safari took us into the Kisli zone, a landscape where tall Sal forests open into broad grassy
clearings. Here we visited one of the park’s living monuments—a massive Sal tree estimated to be roughly four
centuries old. We couldn’t help but imagine how many generations of wildlife had passed beneath its branches.

Nearby, the ground was dotted with termite mounds rising from the soil. Tiny flakes of mica glittered in their
surfaces, giving the structures the appearance of whimsical, castle-like towers.

A brief glimpse of a Red Muntjac—the shy “barking deer”—added another mammal to our list. This small forest
deer is far more often heard than seen, its sharp dog-like alarm call often echoing through the forest when
predators are nearby.

As afternoon slowly drifted toward evening, the light softened and the forest took on the quiet expectancy that
often accompanies the final hour of safari.

Then came the moment that would close our day.
One jeep rounded a bend and stopped abruptly. In the sandy bed of a shallow river lay a tiger.

The animal was a five-year-old male known as Masaberr. He had likely just finished drinking and now rested in
the cool sand, water still darkening the fur around his paws. When he turned toward the vehicle, the moment
became electric. For several long seconds he held the gaze of the humans in the jeep, his amber eyes steady and
unhurried, as though calmly assessing the strange gathering of observers before him.

For five extraordinary minutes, half our group watched him. Nothing about the encounter felt rushed. He simply
lay there—powerful, composed, utterly at ease in his domain.

Then, with the quiet confidence that only a Bengal Tiger possesses, he rose, stepped into the brush, and
disappeared.
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The forest closed behind him.

The other jeep missed the tiger but gathered its own memories of the evening. In the fading light, they lingered
over final looks at birds, including the elegant White-rumped Shama, its flute-like song drifting through the trees.
Out in the meadows, the silhouettes of Barasingha and Sambar gradually dissolved into the deepening dusk.
Kanha itself seemed to exhale as darkness settled, the last light fading from the forest.

Two different endings to the same day—one dramatic, one contemplative—but together they captured the
essence of Kanha. Here the forest offers its stories in many forms: in the amber gaze of a tiger, or in the last
song of a shama drifting through the trees at dusk. It was a fitting close to our final full day in these remarkable
forests and meadows—moments that linger long after the jeeps return to camp and the forest slips quietly into
night.

Tues., Feb. 10 Flight to New Delhi | Departures

On our final morning, we gathered beneath the trees at Shergarh Tented Camp for breakfast, the forest around
us a fitting place to say goodbye. Over the past days the camp had become far more than comfortable lodging.
Built on land that once supported a eucalyptus monoculture, it now stands as a living example of rewilding—
native vegetation restored, ponds alive with frogs and butterflies, and birds moving freely through the canopy.

We thanked our hosts and the attentive staff, our excellent jeep drivers and guides—Raj and Vipul—and of
course Avi, whose knowledge throughout the journey revealed so much of India’s hidden life.

And we thanked one another. India can be an intense place to travel, but the warmth, curiosity, and good humor
of this group made the journey a joy. Arden and Arlana formed a dynamic birding duo, spotting remarkable
species while Arden’s sharp eye captured memorable images along the way. David and Dottie brought rich life
stories and a steady current of humor that kept conversations lively. Bobbie’s love of whimsical stories
connected imagination and nature in delightful ways. Bill and Anne were another dedicated birding team—Anne
diligently keeping eBird lists and throwing herself into learning as much as possible about each new species she
encountered, while Bill documented the adventure through his photography, especially those elusive action
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shots. For me, the opportunity to interpret and share one of the most remarkable places on Earth with such
curious and thoughtful travelers was a true privilege.

Soon it was time to begin the long journey home. Our drive carried us once more through the villages and
farmland of central India before flights lifted us north toward the capital. By late afternoon we were descending
again into the vast urban expanse of New Delhi.

Even here, wildlife remained part of the landscape.

As we drove from our airport arrival terminal toward the international terminal, the winter sun hung low on the
horizon, glowing orange through the haze. Black Kites wheeled above the city, riding rising currents of warm air
between highways and apartment towers. Few raptors on Earth have adapted so successfully to human
environments, and their silhouettes seemed like a final reminder of how closely India’s wildlife and human
worlds intertwine.

Then, just before we reached the departure terminal, we saw one last bird.

Standing on a narrow strip of grass beside the road was a single Indian Peafowl—a peacock. The bird turned
slightly in the fading light, its iridescent neck flashing deep blue-green against the evening sky.

It felt like a perfect farewell.

Across forests, rivers, deserts, and ancient cities we had followed the wildlife and cultures of northern India—
from cranes rising from misty wetlands and gharials basking along the Chambal River, to wolves in desert scrub,
to tigers moving among the ruins of Ranthambore and through the sal forests of Kanha. Now, at the edge of the
great city, the national bird itself stood shimmering in the last light, as if to see us off.

Flights departed.
The journey ended.

But the memory of India—its wildlife, landscapes, and the people who share them—remained vivid and
enduring, long after the last glimpse of the subcontinent disappeared beneath the wings of our departing
planes.

Photos: Taj Mahal (Steve Grace - SG), Pied Kingfisher (SG), Plum-headed Parakeet (Bill Tucker - BT), Sloth Bear (SG), Painted
Stork (SG), Spotted Owlet (SG), Rose-ringed Parakeet (SG), Old Delhi Rickshaw tour (Arden Powell - AP), Western Marsh
Harrier (F) (BT), Oriental Magpie-robin (AP), Indian Scops-ow! (AP), Brown-headed Barbet (AP), Northern Palm (Three-striped)
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Squirrel (AP), Taj Mahal (BT), Egyptian Vulture (AP), Bateshwar Maharaj Temple (SG), Asian Koel (AP), Bateshwar Maharaj
Temple (SG), Rhesus Macaque (AP), Gharial (SG), Great Thick-knee (SG), Mugger Crocodile (SG), White-throated Kingfisher
and Little Cormorant (AP), Sarus Cranes (AP), Citrine Wagtail (AP), Wood Sandpiper (AP), Local Cart Driver (AP), Isabelline
Shrike (AP), Black-bellied Tern (AP), Golden Jackal (BT), Indian Wolf (SG), Black-winged Kite (AP), White-naped Woodpecker
(AP), Ramathra Fort (SG), Ramathra Fort (SG), Blue Rock-Thrush (BT), Indian Robin (AP), Asiatic (Desert) Fox (AP), Eurasian
Kestrel (AP), Kailadevi Wildlife Sanctuary (SG), Rusty-spotted Cat (AP), Brown Fish-Owl (SG), Spotted Owlet (BT), Bengal Tiger
(Avijit Sarkhel - AS), Common Kingfisher (BT), Asian Tit (AP), Indian Gazelle (AP), Early morning fog - Ranthambore (AP), Ruddy
Shelduck (AP), Indian Roller (SG), Bengal Tiger (AP), Spotted Owlets (SG), Common Leopard (SG), Soorwal Lake (SG), Pied
Avocet (AP), Common Leopard), Indian Nightjar (AP), Streak-throated Swallow (AP), Hairstreak (AP), Wire-tailed Swallow (AP),
Shergarh Tented Camp (Arlana Powell - ARP), Golden Jackal (SG), Hard-ground Barasingha (SG), Spotted Owlet (AP), White-
bellied Drongo (AP), Tiger Tiger burning bright In the forest of the night... (AP), Changeable Hawk-Eagle (SG), Black-winged
Kite (SG), Bengal Monitor (SG), Gray Langur (AP), Black-naped Monarch (AP), Asian Green Bee-eater (SG), Besra (SG), Blythe's
Horseshoe Bats (SG), Shikra (SG), Painted Snipe (AP), Black-hooded Oriole (AP), Red Junglefowl! (AP), Bengal Tiger (AP),
Common Sailor (BT), Peafowl! display (AP)
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