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Day1l 1% December Arrival in Delhi and to Bharatpur, via Kosi Wetland

So we landed without incident, though the pilot had to make two attempts at landing because of
the thick fog. Then a long, slow lesson in Indian multi Queues, and we were on our way. After a
night flight we were all rather quiet, but even so the journey was punctuated with calls of ‘Sarus
Cranes’! ‘White-throated Kingfisher’! or ‘Look! Fifteen sari’d ladies in one Tuktuk’! The hand
painted writing on all the gloriously decorated lorries became a regular feature (&Q&wﬂr@m)
Half way we took a break at a place designed to break the journey between Delhi and Agra,
offering a quick and quiet break with clean loos, rapidly produced teas and homemade pakoras
and samosas, a Shikra on a stone carving, Rose-ringed Parakeets, Plain Tiger and Lime butterflies.
We enjoyed our first show by Five-striped Palm Squirrels here too. A couple of miles further and



we pulled off the road for a bit of birdwatching at the Kosi Wetland. There were shallow channels
between cereal fields, full of Great and Cattle Egrets, a Brown Crake, White-breasted Kingfisher,
White-eared Bulbuls, an unusual Graceful and the more usual Plain Prinia, Citrine Wagtails, Purple
Gallinules and a Grey Mongoose along with waders, such as Black-winged Stilts, Red —wattled
Lapwings, Common and Spotted Redshanks. Generally while we watched the wildlife, the locals
watched us with good humour. A goat effortlessly produced twins in front of us and the goatherd
was on hand to move the youngsters to a quiet spot.

There were many roadworks and our journey was slow, but it was still a pleasure to watch the
world go by, Indian style, with ladies in saris, tiny fruit and veg stalls on wheels, innumerable
tuktuk and moped repair stalls, and the cow pat huts. (ie surprisingly well built and decorated
stores of dried cow pats for fuel - stored in huts made of... cow poo.

We arrived at the lovely Bagh hotel, were shown to our huge rooms, before a cheerful supper and
bed.

Day2 2" December Entrance Road and Barrier, Keoladeo Nursery

After a relatively late start to allow for a good nights
sleep we drove the two kilometres to Keoladeo Park.
The sanctuary was created 250 years ago and is
named after a Keoladeo (Shiva) temple within its
boundaries. Initially, it was a natural depression; and
was flooded after the Ajan Bund was constructed by
Maharaja Suraj Mal, then the ruler of the princely
state of Bharatpur, between 1726-1763. The bund
was created at the confluence of two rivers, the
Gambhir and Banganga. The park was a hunting
ground for the maharajas of Bharatpur, a tradition
dating back to 1850, and duck shoots were organised
yearly in honour of the British viceroys. In one shoot alone in 1938, over 4,273 birds such as
mallards and teals were killed by Lord Linlithgow, the then Governor-General of India. The park
was established as a national park on 10 March 1982. The area was designated as a bird
sanctuary on 13 March 1976 and a Ramsar site under the Wetland Convention in October 1981.

We began by walking the entrance track leading to the park, and despite thick fog we had some
wonderful birds. A frequent roadside tree was Kadam or =¥z 1+xY ¢Y¥®ikiz¥Y, and Pilu or
LYWBYdz¥Y ¢F¥1bY with tiny white flowers and little red fruits which were popular with the birds. A
very close Black-rumped Flameback was one star, as well as the first of quite a few Coppersmith
Barbets. Our first mammal — a Wild Boar rootling just by the track. Plain and Ashy Prinias were
very obliging.

We did not have to wait long for our next mammal, a beautiful female Nilgai grazing 10 metres
from us, closely followed by a Bluethroat that Amanda spotted. One of the few butterflies — the
fog meant an unusually cool day — was a chilly Common Grass Yellow. A Jackal sat calmly in a
clearing before loping off.

Stopping by the Salim Ali Information Centre to use the facilities gave us some fantastic close
views of Hoopoes, Brahminy Starlings, Jungle Babblers and White-eared Bulbuls and a beautiful
posing Plain Tiger. Moving on towards the park, we spent quite some time with a tree which was
home to a photogenic family of Spotted Owlets, who showed some fabulous, enraged, bobbing
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behaviour when an Oriental Honey Buzzard perched too close for comfort. In the Park tree
nursery, Ring-necked Parakeets were frequent, and we spent some time at a spot overlooking a
lake with Purple Herons, Pied and White-throated Kingfisher. Behind us was a shallow area of
water overhung with trees where another Bluethroat stayed for quite sometime giving us lovely
views. One of today's Greater Coucal was seen feasting rather gorily on a dead Jackal, then there
was the rather more endearing sight of Silverbills bathing in a puddle, and a couple of Common
Woodshrike were perched on telegraph wire. Circling back round to the information centre we
had a hot lunch served in the garden, with the spectacle of circling Painted Storks overhead, and
Red-breasted Flycatcher in the trees.

For a gentler afternoon, we boarded cycle rickshaws and entered the reserve proper. Almost
immediately we were dismounting again to see a nine foot long Rock Python in the undergrowth!

With shallow water underneath the trees on either side of the track we had excellent views of
fishing Cormorants and White-throated Kingfishers. Coming to a more open area we watched
good numbers of Coot, Lesser Whistling Duck, Garganey, Shoveler and Ferruginous Duck feeding
in flooded grasslands with five female Nilgai in the background. Pygmy and Indian Cormorants and
Anhinga sat with basking wings to dry. The mist had now largely cleared and the light much
improved. A large group of local school children came past in a line of rickshaws, and then Harish
called us over for a really wonderful bird, an Orange-headed Ground Thrush that we were able to
watch for several minutes. A richly coloured Rose-ringed Parakeet was well worth photographing
as it perched near a hole in a tree trunk in the afternoon sun. Then at the far point of our journey
for today, we reached the colony of Painted Storks. We spent a good, long time watching the
adults feeding young at the nest, and the inexperienced juveniles practicing feeding just a couple
of metres away from us. In amongst these were Purple Gallinules, Night Herons and Black-headed
Ibis.

Finally it was time to head back towards the gate and our waiting bus, pausing frequently for the
many Nilgai and Chital on the way, including close-up males of both species as well as an unusual
tusked Wild Boar.

Day3 3™ December Fatehpur Sikri and the countryside around Kumbar

Due to the weather (it was still foggy), we changed the
itinerary round and spent the morning at the sublime
palace of Fatehpur Sikri, as luck would have it, a place
James had always wanted to visit. The city was
founded in 1569 by the Mughal Emperor Akbar, and
served as the capital of the Mughal Empire from 1571
to 1585, when it was abandoned. Fatehpur Sikri is
one of the best preserved examples of Mughal
architecture in India. We had a local guide to tell us
about the three palaces one for each of three queens
of the Maharaja, and interspersed we even found the
odd bird; A Red-breasted Flycatcher at the entrance,
Brown Rock Chat in the palace itself along with
nesting Rose-ringed Parakeets which contrasted nicely
with the red carved sandstone. Hongie was adopted
by a large school party and they entertained each
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other and everyone else for some time. We returned for lunch to the Bagh, and after a quick wash
and brush up, headed out into the agricultural countryside. Stopping to scan the fields we had our
first real taste of the Indian sun as we watched Yellow-wattled Lapwings and a Jackal in the fields.
Much closer were a very obliging Hoopoe, Black Drongos, a Southern Grey Shrike and a superb
fly-by by a Red-headed Falcon.

A little way further on, passing bespangled tractors and ladies carrying terracotta water pots on
their heads, we stopped to scan the fields again. Just fantastic. We had found a group of 10 Indian
Coursers, 80T "Yufx zO" L"zxF *OWF Y! xzVzxf flf 1Y z'mf¥ “mYx ©}4 and a number of
Chestnut-bellied Sandgrouse. Once we had all had scope views of the Coursers we made our way
across the dry field to the shade of a tree to watch these beautiful birds from closer range. Once
we had had our fill, and been joined by a selection of locals and a motorbike in the middle of the
field, we returned to the bus. Indian Rollers and White-breasted Kingfishers were frequent on the
wires, too.

Back in Bharatpur, some of us braved the bustle and noise of the town to visit the local shops in
search of spices to take home. The noise, the friendly atmosphere and the splendidly dressed
wedding band packed into one small tuktuk will long stay in my mind! Little Swifts whirled around
the noisy bustle above our heads.

Day4 4" December Maleh Village, Bayana and Bhund Barata

A gloriously mixed day began with a stroll through the
nearby Malah (meaning village of the boatmen). We
had a cheerful if somewhat smelly walk through the
village itself, which was truly a pleasure, walking
amongst locals, tethered water bison, old men
smoking hookahs, and infants washing at water
pumps. A very smeggy-looking pool was home to a
most beautiful group of at least eleven Painted Snipe,
whom we could photograph at close quarters. A
Bluethroat was an additional bonus. We were standing
in an orderly area of drying cow dung cakes, with a
slight mist over the fields of tiny chick pea seedlings and acacia trees behind.

Driving on, we were pleased to see the Aravali Hills after the flat agricultural lands. Stopping at an
area of tall grass grown for weaving huts and rattan—type chairs, Harish found us a small flock of
gorgeous Red-headed Buntings. Walking along to the train crossing, we regained the bus and
moved on to an area of flooded fields where water chestnuts were being harvested. The workers
were in amongst Great and Intermediate Egrets, and many other waders like Ruff, Snipe
Temminck's Stints, and White-tailed Lapwing.

Bayana. Here an outcrop of red sandstone cliffs were home to a colony of Indian Vultures, and as
it is just next to a Government boarding school there was again much excited ‘hello-ing’ from the
school children. Other birds here included Hoopoe, Purple Sunbird, mammals included a happy pig
and tiny piglets plus rat, and butterflies included Grass Blue spp, and lots of Plain Tigers. Our lunch
stop was just before Bhund Bareta, at the Forest Recreation Centre, where we were entertained
by a colony of Fruit Bats. There were Red-breasted and Grey-headed Canary Flycatchers too.
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At the Bhund or Dam itself, we had frequent White-throated, Pied and Common Kingfishers in
good light. The fine sandy dust was good for spoor, and Fi found Jungle Cat prints. We took an
ancient path paved with large hand-cut slabs of red sandstone leading to a 10th century fort
overlooking the lake, owned by the Maharajah of Bharatpur. With the lake on one side and a rocky
hill on the other, and shaded by trees, it was very pleasant. We had great views of a Common
Kingfisher and also several White-throated. A Striated Heron flew past very close, which lead us to
examine the vegetation for such birds, leading us to find a fine Black Bittern. Yellow-eyed
Babblers hopped around a bush by the path, and Harish pointed out Grey-breasted Prinia.
Butterflies were out in good numbers, with Orange Tips, Plain Tigers, Common Limes and Grass
Yellows all around. Dragonflies included Common Green Marsh Hawk, Crimsontail Marsh Hawk
and Orange-wing Groundling. We reached a point where the lake waters covered the track, and
had to turn back at a noble Banyan tree. Two young goatherds appeared carrying young goat kids
who were polite but curious as to what we were doing. As a finale to the walk, James spotted a
pair of large Jungle Cats in the undergrowth next to the path. The return drive was good for
mammals too, with Sambar, a fine male Nilgai and a Jackal seen in the fields.

Day5 5" December Agra Fort and the Taj Mahal

A day of culture! Despite this we managed to spot
Nilgai and Red-headed Ibis in the fields on the way to
Agra. We collected our cultural guide at a hotel where
we could also use the facilities and then our bus
dropped us at magnificent Agra Fort which we had a
couple of hours to explore. It was the main residence of
the emperors of the Mughal Dynasty till 1638, when [
Mughal capital was shifted from Agra to Red Fort in Delhi.

It is also a UNESCO World Heritage site. 70% is and

always has been used by the military since; the part
which is open to the public is the royal quarters. Here there are many splendid rooms; the
mirrored bathing room the walls of which are composed entirely of a mosaic of curved mirrors,
the many-columned public audience hall with numerous cuspid arches, royal bed chambers with
white marble walls inlaid with floral images of irises and 3% " wY¥1Y nw¢f¥Yn] made from
semi-precious stones like lapis lazuli and carnelian. Lunch was in a pleasant restaurant nearby,
after which we took an electric bus to the entrance of the Taj Mahal. This is a building that needs
no description, as our guide took quarter of an hour to tell us. Standing on the south bank of the
Yamuna river in the Indian city of Agra, It was commissioned in 1632 by the Mughal emperor,
Shah Jahan to house the tomb of his favourite wife, Mumtaz Mahal. In the gardens leading up to
the famous mausoleum a beautiful Blue Pansy perched, and a Black Kite paddled in a pool where
the lawn was being watered. Black Kites and Egyptian Vultures filled the blue skies above, and on
the banks of the River Yamuna behind there were Bar-headed Geese, Ruddy Shelduck, several
Indian and Egyptian Vultures on a carcass, Avocets, Woolly-necked Storks and River Lapwings.
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Day 6 6" December Keoladeo Reserve; Boat Trip in L Block and Sapan Mori to Aghapur

An early start saw us on the bus by 6.30, and in the
reserve before dawn. Our boat man arrived and we
boarded the little metal punt. The sun was just rising,
and the combination of trees and the flooded ponds
was very pleasing. At first there were relatively few
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birds, Paddyfield Warbler, Wryneck and a gorgeous Bay-backed Shrike, Anhingas and Cormorants.
Spot-billed Ducks were nice to look at and a Black-necked Stork was spotted over the other side of
the earth bund. This was where we left our boat to walk back along an ancient raised brick
walkway lined with trees and overlooking flooded grassland on either side. The pair of
Black-necked Storks were much photographed, and wetland birds abounded. Grey and Purple
Herons, Pied, White-throated and Common Kingfishers, Anhingas and Pygmy Cormorants,
Intermediate and Great Egrets, Red-crested and Common Pochard, Garganey, the list went on.
Amongst these and throughout the day we were with grazing Nilgai and Chital in the background,
the latter with fawns. A pair of Common Hawk-cuckoo warmed themselves in sunny spots in the
trees above us, and Bluethroats regularly popped up. We spent a very long time moving only a
short way, with the Black-necked Storks, three Marsh Harriers and an Indian Eagle all jostling for
the remains of a large fish. Harish pointed out plants such as the aquatic Sensitive Plant 2f¢ " ©xnY
Z2if¥YbFY. The floating fern 17 zwY ¢1xxY"Y covered much of the open water.

Making our way to the Monkey temple the priests’ elderly assistant called in a large, probably 30 —
40 year old Indian Soft-shelled Turtle ?n;jzxnY 1YXITbY, around a metre long. A large troop of
Macaques were here also, so we opted to have our excellent picnic lunch at the Information
centre garden, were butterflies were becoming active and included Common Rose, many Yellow
Orange Tips and Pioneers.

For the afternoon we had the company of our bicycle rickshaws, so we were transported
comfortably along until there was a new sight to see, when we would descend to observe and
photograph. A lovely sunlit family of Grey Francolin, many male and female Nilgai feeding quietly,
Sambar and Chital, both female and large-horned males, one or two Jackals. Over the course of
the afternoon there were frequent good views of Osprey, Indian Spotted Eagle and Booted Eagle,
an Imperial was a bit of a bonus, even at a distance. We passed the Painted Stork Heronries once
more, and one of the rickshaw drivers spotted a Black Bittern for us. Having reached the central
temple of the reserve, we mounted the watch tower to look out over the scene. Although a
wonderful spot to stay in, we left quite quickly as
the Sarus Cranes could be heard calling not too far
away. What a time we had! The Cranes danced,
and fed, and called, and danced again. One must
not forget the backdrop of Nilgai, Black-headed
Ibis, Spoonbill and Comb-billed Ducks. Eventually
we made our way back, sinking gratefully into the
cycle rickshaws and trying not to spot too many
things on the way out, though the Nilgai and
Jackals on the track were hard to ignore. A quick
visit to the book shop (lovely paintings of birds in
the reserve, and a good selection of wildlife
books), and back to the Bagh. What a fab day.
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Day7 7" December To Ranthambhore

Our planned early morning birding around Keoladeo
was thwarted by heavy fog — on the news as 120m
thick over Delhi! This also made the train very slow, so
we opted for our reserve plan and drove to
Ranthambhore in our bus. The fog thinned and
stopped quite quickly and we people-watched for the
rest of the journey.

We reached the Tiger Den in time for lunch before
heading straight out for our first entrance into the
park. Ranthambhore was established as the LY Yn
=>Ydmz¢O¥ 4YwT LYXb '©Y¥t in 1955 by the Government of
India and was declared one of the Project Tiger reserves in
1973. Ranthambore became a national park in 1980. In
1984, the adjacent forests were declared the LY Yn=>Yx
LoxIm LYXb ©Y¥+ and <fiYdfen LYXb "OY¥t, and in 1991 the
tiger reserve was enlarged to include the Sawai Man Singh
and Keladevi sanctuaries.

We had three jeeps, each assigned to a different zone of the park; these are allocated in strict
rotation to prevent richer clients hogging the best routes and drivers. | was in Zone 3 with Jenny &
Jean, but Jean wasn’t feeling too bright so had decided to sit this afternoons’ activity out. We
entered through a gorge and then under/through one of the largest of the many stately Banyans
of the park, the cliffs topped with the fortress walls of the 11 hundred year old fort and palace
complex that is Ranthambhore. Our zone is a particularly scenic one with old temples and palace
buildings scattered amongst lakes and arid grassy areas. We saw few birds, but of note were
Spotted Dove, a pair of Woolly-necked Storks and a White-throated Fantail. Two fluffy Spotted
Owlets were sleeping in a round hole in a tree trunk a few metres above the ground. Chital and
Sambar grazed everywhere, with females and small calves, and males with antlers of varying
magnificence. We drove to a lake area and stopped by the shores, where Sambar were grazing
with Pond Herons on their backs. Then a Sambar warning call from across the lake and we were on
high alert — the Sambar ran from an area of woodland and... there was a Tiger, a large, muscular
male striding with deceptive speed though the small trees on the far edge of the lake. After
walking for some way, he settled down. We waited and were rewarded by spotting him several
more times as continued his progress. We were quite happy where we were, and waited still,
surrounded by Sambar who walked and fed within a couple of metres of us, until it was time to
head out to the gate — all vehicles must exit the park by 5.30 sharp. The other side of the lake was
actually zone four, and Amanda’s jeep were having close-up views of the tiger! We stopped for
sunlit Chital and Sambar, the sunset, crocodiles etc. Then our driver got very excited — he had
spotted a Sloth Bear ahead on our track. We held on tight as he hared round bends to get us to
the right area, then slowed right down, and there was the bear, glossy, healthy and completely
unconcerned lumbering down the track towards us. We reversed out of his way as he made his
way down the track, and were able to watch and photograph him for ten minutes before the time
restrictions of the park meant that we really had to move off. Fantastic, and rarer to see here than
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Tiger. The population is apparently doing very well as the reserve matures and the woodland
increases.

Meanwhile, Amanda's van with James and Hongie were in Zone 4, adjacent to Zone 3 and had
been, watching the same Tiger at close range, as he casually wandered along spraying the
occasional tree, before heading to the lake to drink. From here he headed for the woodland area,
scanning the area to see if we could see him better we could see Fi & Jenny in their vehicle. We
also had Plum-headed Parakeets, Painted Spurfowl, Wild Boar, and Mugger ‘sunbathing’ as our
guide put it along the lake edge. Not to forget the usual large groups of deer suspects.

Harish’s van with Mark Alison and Alex were in Zone five, which had a lot of foot traffic from locals
heading up to the temples within the reserve. Their highlights included a superb Brown Fish Owl
spotted by Mark, and Ruddy Mongoose.

Day 8 8" December Ranthambhore

This morning was a not too chilly early start after tea and
biscuits. Coats hats and blankets donned, we were in the
canter and inside the park by 7, in Zone 2. This took us
through more superb scenery with large and beautiful
b0} afx1Yvfx;n} (Banyan), 3bO; ¥Ybfwz,0; (Gular) and
3O} ¥fnliz}Y (Peepal). By the stony rivers were Wild
Date Palms Hmzfxi1° | ®F} ¥} and Flame of the Forest
)OFY wzxz}¢f¥wY, and the delicate leaved IxY I} 0}
¢FxdOvY. Interspersed with the forest areas were open
grassy areas dominated by the long golden tussocks of
STRY¥Y “n"“nzndf} grass. This morning we had some
really excellent views of Sambar - antlered males in
pursuit of smaller females, young fawns were frequent.
The Chital stags in amongst the does with small fawns
had very fine antlers, some in velvet and some not. Wild
Boar were frequent, and there were a number of Nilgai, though more skittish than at Bharatpur.
Troops of Northern Plains Langur crunched hard fruits, and the Chital were happy to clear up
fallen leaves and fruit below. Although we could hear the warning bark of Samber, we were not to
see the cause this morning. Birds of note included Painted Spurfowl, Small Minivets,
White-fronted Drongo and an excellent spot by Mark, a sunlit Grey Nightjar. Back at the Tiger Den,
a large brunch was served and then we caught up on lists while a Common Tailorbird flitted in the
shrubbery.

The afternoon Jeeps saw us in Zones 2, 6 and 4. Zone 2 was relatively quiet, if you do not count all
the superb Chital, Sambar, and Wild Boar. Twice we had fantastic Black-backed Flamebacks, two
and then one, twice had Painted Spurfowl, a photographic pair the first time. Some great Mugger
Crocodiles, scenery, the ramparts of the fort topping the red sandstone cliffs. By one lake as we
waited for warning calls, there were some lovely Plum-headed Parakeets and Yellow-footed Green
Pigeons on the tops of nearby trees. On the way out, we were very close to, but could not really
see, a tiger in the grass.

Meanwhile in Amanda’s van we were heading to Zone 6 a twenty minute drive through the town
of Sawai Madhopur at one point we got stuck in a bit of a traffic jam of buses, bikes & very
decorated camels. This zone is dominated by valleys, dry riverbeds and dry plateaus. One area is
particularly abundant in ,1z}¢+¥z0; wiYxz°+izx a favourite fruit of Sloth Bear, and as if on que
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we were watching a large male Sloth Bear casual making its way through the tree shade, just our
van how fantastic was that. The views from here were amazing, but no Tiger today. We had good
views of Rufous-tailed Lark, Alexandrine Parakeet with a Plum-headed perched above, giving a
good example of size difference, along with the usual deer suspects. Harish’s van spent an hour
and forty minutes watching a male Tiger rolling around and dozing, tail twitching, around 15 m
from the van, superb.

Day9 9" December Ranthambore — Canter in Zone 2, Afternoon Jeeps in Zones 1, 2, 5

Our morning canter started well with Mark spotting a
close Black-backed Flameback at the gate to the reserve.
There were fresh Tiger (heading into zone three, darnit)
spoor, as well as fresh Sloth Bear, Palm Civet and Jungle
Cat spoor on the same stretch. A little further on you
could see where a tiger had lain down and there were
fresh Striped Hyaena footprints. Alison spotted a Jungle
Cat in the vegetation and most of us got a good view as
it climbed up and over a tree stump. We heard plenty of
Sambar and Northern Plains Langur warning calls, and
the Tiger was clearly nearby, sleeping in the long grass,
but did not emerge for us. However we did have a tree
full of Yellow-footed Green Pigeons by a lake, and some
active White-browed Fantails. A pair of large
Alexandrine Parrots displayed their red shoulder
patches from a tree top, and a couple of jungle crows
sat above us, imitating the Treepies biscuit-begging
behaviour and showing their very hooked bills. A nice
sight over the lake was a quartering female Pallid
Harrier. We returned to the hotel for a brunch of omelettes, puri breads and chickpea dhal.

In the afternoon we were in jeeps. My jeep was assigned to Zone 5, and as there was word of a
Tiger seen at the edge of the zone we were driven quickly over a steep and rocky track to where it
had been seen. We waited, hearing the warning calls from Sambar that could smell the sleeping
Tiger, but she did not move. We decided to check some other areas and come back later. The
wooded valley was home to some very fine Ghost, Pipal and Banyan trees, under which there
were plenty of Sambar, Chital and Langurs. We stopped for a pair of Black-backed Flamebacks,
and for a vulture overhead — new for the trip, King or Red-headed. Having checked back on the
sleeping tiger — no movement — it was time to head out of the park. One final treat for the
afternoon was a Chinkara (Indian Antelope) grazing on an arid hillside.

Harish’s van were in Zone 2. They had some good birding with White-headed and Indian Vultures,
Crested Serpent Eagle, Shikra and Red-breasted Flycatcher. Their van also had fantastic views of a
Jungle Cat posing nicely in the middle of the road, superb.

Amanda, James and Hongie had started on the G and Ts by the time we arrived back at the hotel,
brought on by the half hour they had spent in Zone 1 with a magnificent male Leopard and a
Tigress that chased it off, do | need to say anymore than that? Cheers.

Unfortunately, Jean tripped over a step this evening, and took a tumble.
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Day10 10" December The Blackbuck Area and Sawai Madipur Dam, Zone 5 and a Night
Drive

Today the jeeps took us out into rural Rajasthan. It was a pleasure to pass through the fields and
villages on small roads, seeing the goings-on of village life. Houses and camels decorated with
beautiful drawings and patterns in the Rajasthani style for Diwali. Motorbikes being washed in the
ponds, ladies carrying lunch out to the workers in the fields, balanced perfectly on their heads,
necklaced livestock being watered at the village pump, school children in their uniforms on the
way to school. Few tourists go here so we were treated
to smiles and waves from everyone. There were
Bay-backed, Long-tailed and Great Grey Shrikes, along
with Red-collared Doves on wires and bushes, along
with Rollers and White-breasted Kingfishers. Isabelline
Shrike was a good find, by Amanda. We saw flocks of
Baya and Black-breasted Weavers, and Ashy-crowned
Sparrow Lark. After much searching in fields planted
with chickpea and wheat seedlings and mustard in
yellow flower, we found two Blackbuck, which, after we
had all seen them in the scope, we walked quietly
toward along the field edge for a closer view. We got
one field closer before the older male got up and stood
facing us. We stopped and watched them for a couple
of minutes before they turned and bounded effortlessly
away through the yellow mustard flowers.

The jeeps then headed to the dam cross-country mostly
via dirt tracks. We stopped for birds and scenery.
Sharing the tracks with us were a few motorbikes, the
odd car, an oxen cart pulled by two oxen with painted horns, and a few camel carts. A dry area
had three hoopoes, Silverbills and Pied Bushchat. A few Painted Storks flew overhead, and we
stopped to admire some of the houses painted with stylized peacocks and other designs. In a
village pond surrounded by an earth dam there were Avocets and other waders and a cheerful
audience of local children. Then Sorwal Bund, a reservoir so large that the far side was barely
visible. Driving along the road at the top of the earth dam, there were numerous White-throated
Kingfishers, a Mugger floating log-like in deep water, and distant Pelicans. The banks at the far
side hosted a flock of Bar-headed Geese, feeding Black-tailed Godwits, Comb-headed Duck, large
flocks of the wonderful Pintail, while River Terns gracefully flew by the vehicles. Looking on the
other side of the dam there were Purple Herons, and Green Bee-eaters on the wires. The crops
just here sported sari’d scarecrows to discourage the geese!

The return drive was cross country through arable land and small villages, never have | been
waved and greeted by so many people in passing, and we waved and returned greetings.
Amanda’s vehicle stopped for a pair of inquisitive Grey Mongoose, which also turned out to be a
good spot for birds with Common Babbler, Spanish Sparrow, Grey Bush & Pied Chat, along with
Desert Wheatear hopping in the dry fields.Moving further along we slowed next to a grassy field
which turned out to be the cemetery. A good number of Indian Thick-knee sat or stood still,
watching us watching them.
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In the afternoon we all were in a canter together in Zone 5. It was quite on the warning call and
stripy cat front, but we saw lots of activity from the Sambar and Chital. We stopped underneath a
scarred tree bough to admire a pair of sunning Collared Scops Owl. We often stopped to check
out the mixed flocks of Small Minivet, White-browed Fantail and Drongos - Ashy and
White-bellied, with the nosy rebels Jungle and Large Grey Babblers chattering around the bushes
underneath. The Rufous Treepies would land on the vehicle in hope of scraps.

After supper, we went out for a night drive in two Jeeps. Within a few minutes one jeep had
fantastic views of a Striped Hyaena in a clearing near the local village. Unfortunately the following
jeep was a bit too late. Later on in the evening we watched possibly two Indian Foxes, one
wearing a tracking collar of some sort. | set the trap camera to look out over the road just by the
hotel...

Day 11 11" December Banas River and a Canter in Zone Three

...and there were pictures of a Desert or
Wild cat on it in the morning.

After Breakfast we headed out towards
the Banas River area along small roads
and tracks. Enroute were quite a
number of Black-shouldered Kites. Our
route took us along the boundary wall of
the far side of Ranthambore reserve.
Stopping at a dry, sandy area we had
some great birds, Yellow-eyed Babbler,
Variable Wheatear, Crested Bunting and
also a pair of Grey Mongooses. We also
had fantastically close views of Greater
Coucal feeding on the top of a hay or
rather millet stack. The ‘traffic jam’ in one village consisted of a herd of goats, two camel carts, a
couple of water buffalo, us and a couple of motorbikes. In this village were three gorgeous, large
Alexandrine Parakeets feeding on seeds on some scrubby shrubs.

We emerged quite suddenly from a small village onto the banks of the meandering Banas River
with sandy banks. It was quite a skill for the jeeps to cross the sandy banks and then ford the river
but we were soon on the other side. The birds attracted to this habitat included Asian Openbills,
flocks of Chestnut-bellied Sandgrouse, Rufous-tailed Lark, Rosy Starling and River Terns. We did
not stop too much on the way back other than for the odd photo stop, and just about had time to
visit a Women's craft cooperative set up to provide work for some of the villages who have been
moved out of the Park to create new zones in recent years.

Our canter took us into scenic Zone 3. We drove past the old hunting lodges, lakes and temple
from the days when the palace was occupied. We were admiring a particularly fine view of a
temple surrounded by a lake with a Mugger Crocodile on the bank and an Anhinga drying its wings
on one of the turrets when a Sambar warning cry sounded and we were off. A few hundred
metres on our driver spotted the Tiger — a female known as Arrowhead — and we watched her
strolling through tall golden grass and by a lake, sniffing trees and marking her territory, before
she disappeared into the long grass once more. We waited for a little while for here to re-emerge,
but the news of the sighting was out and other jeeps and canters began to arrive, so we headed
off, not least as there were loudly buzzing honey bees around. We watched families of Wild Boar,
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Chital feeding on berries dropped by Peacocks, Sambar sparring, and then circled back, but she
had not been seen. Moving on we watched Spotted Owlet, White-browed and White-throated
Fantail, along with Black, Ashy & White-belled Drongo. There were some younger Muggers on the
edge of a lake. Last thing before we headed out of the park, we heard the unmistakeable sound of
the young female tiger calling. We had arranged for Jean to be taken by taxi to the Womens
Co-operative for a spot of shopping.

Day 12 12" December Ranthambhore

Our last trip to the Park was in Zone 1 where Amanda's
van had seen the leopard and tiger. We had a very quiet
morning, and although we heard warning calls, the tiger
did not emerge. Even the usual running buffet of tiger
food was largely missing. There was a gorgeous Brown
Fish Owl that we had very good views of, a sunlit
Spotted Owlet, and a Sambar Stag rubbing the last of his
velvet off on a tree. We also spent some time with a
family of Northern Plains Langurs feeding on berries,
with some adventurous and playful youngsters and a
mother nursing a very small baby. There were
Plum-headed Parakeets and Fi spotted if what briefly a
lovely Aquamarine Flycatcher. A comfort break to
stretch our legs met with numerous begging from
Rufous Treepies, noisy Large Grey & Jungle Babblers,
before we were distracted by a booming Dusky Eagle
Owl, but we couldn’t find it.

We loaded our bus which had reappeared, had brunch
and said our goodbyes to the Tigers Den, setting off for the drive to Jaipur. A muslim festival
meant we were diverted round the city, but we arrived at the Trident Hotel by 5.30. After a brief
walk along the bustling lake-front to photograph the Summer Palace in the lake, and take in the
fascinating range of fast food stalls including old-fashioned glass bottles with glass marble
stoppers. We returned to enjoy the luxury of the hotel and a very good dinner.

Day 13 13" December Jaipur, and the train to Nainital

This morning we headed out in the bus to
view the nearby Palace of the Winds. A
stunning fagade, it was purportedly built so
the ladies of the harem could look out on
the activities in the streets below. From
there we walked — or in Jean's case was
wheeled - past the emporiums to Jantar
Mantar. Completed in 1724, it consists of 13
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