


AFGHANISTAN e 2T
e Srinagar
CHINA
PAKISTAN ) Amritsar s
S
,(_':-,‘f-\" NEW DELHI ae
= AV} hs %O NEPAL K ".:*v.l onjuaga
Eo s BHUTAN
e tJaisaimer yai e Agra e Kanpur
= - Ganges Imphal
eUdaipur IN DIA Varanasi 7
Kandia. «Bhopa @ Bandhavgarh SANGLADESH
Ahmadabad ®Kanha Calcuttae
manArasuTra ®Nagpur BURMA
+ (MYANMAR)
ARABIAN ®* Mumbai
SEA Hyd e:abad \ﬁs.hakhapatnam
l:anaji
Marmagaoe ::z;a'l
Banga.lore ) Che_nnai Andamasn
Calicute ‘.' eriyar ¢ Pondicherry Port Blaire
Cochin (Kochi)e """ ¢ Madurai
Trivandrum;:.' ot Nicobar Islands
Kovalam ' SRI LANKA
Wednesday, 12 ™ Kanha 6.30 i 11.30
15.00 i 18.00
Thursday, 13 ™ Kanha 6.30 i 11.30
15.00 i 18.00
Friday, 14 Kanha 6.30 i 11.00
Saturday, 15 ™ Bandhavgarh 6.30 i 10.30
14.30 i 17.30
Sunday, 16 ™ Bandhavgarh 6.30 i 10.30
14.45 1 17.45
Monday, 17 ™ Bandhavgarh 6.30 i 10.30
14.45 1 17.45




INDIA

9™ i 20" January, 2011

Introduction

This t rip had one objective T to see
Tiger s in the wild. With t he perilous
state of the world Tiger population,
and the reported tightening of the

number of visitors allowed by the .',r
government to the reserves, we ,'
decided the time was right to go in Nopat Bhtan firon
search of them. Any subsequent AL Banglodesh 28 ,, i

sightings of other wildlife , such as
birds or other mammals, would be

as a consequence of being in the
Tiger reserves. We did latch a little
culture to the beginning and end of

the trip, with a day in Delhi and a
day in Agra (home of the Taj
Mahal). Even here, some species of
bird w ere seen only at these unlikely places, such as Brown Rock Chat and Brown -headed
Barbet (the latter was only heard elsewhere).
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So where to go and for how long? One fact is true about seeing Tiger s, and that is they
are not guaranteed. A Tiger safari bears little resemblance to its Kenyan congener, where
wildlife is more or less served up on a plate. While parks can be chosen with decent
(comparatively) cat populations, their habitat is usually thick forest and they do tend to

favour concealment. Some of the tradit ional parks, such as Ranthambor and Pench, have
had their populations decimated, so we went for Kanha and Bandhavgarh , which both
have healthy Tiger populations. We also felt that 3 nights in both, giving a total of 11

safaris, would give enough tim e in the field to maximise our chances of sightings.

There were various options of how to arrange the trip. Friends have found organising the

whole tour independently to be slightly cheaper and more flexible, but we were looking

for some professional organ isation. After comparing a few travel agencies, Trailfinders
balanced a reasonable cost with a more or less ideal itinerary, and also offered a tailor

made service so that we could alter any part of the tour to suit our needs, and also did

not have to shar e the journey in a group. Both the parks are some distance from
airports, so decisions on transport had to be made. For Bandhavgarh , the best option is
the train, with a major station at Umaria, about 35km (1 hour) from the park. This runs

directly to Delh i (a 19 hour stretch) and also Agra (14 hours, which we did to see the Taj

Mahal). Kanha is a 6 hour drive from Bandhavgarh , and can also be r eached by flying to
Nagpur, then driving for 6 hours to the reserve. As part of the Trailfinders organisation,

we were picked up and driven each time by a driver in a 4 wheel drive.

Timing

Perhaps the best time to visit is between January and April. February and March are
probably ideal, since April is quieter for other wildlife, and January can be particularly
cold. However, work commitments pointed towards the latter, and it proved to be an
excellent choice. Despite the weather warming up during this 4 month period, the early
morning starts can be very cold, and this is compounded by the wind chill on the back of
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th e moving jeep. On the plus side, it keeps biting insects to a minimum T | saw only 1
mosquito during the trip. We had clear blue skies throughout.

Kanha
Kanha is a relatively large reserve, and currently holds a population of around 90 Tiger s,
although on ly 25% of the park is open to tourists. Much of the reserve consists of thick
forest, giving the  Tiger s ample opportunity for concealment. Safaris are for 5 hours in the
morning (from first light), and 3 hours in the late afternoon. Entry seems to be from one

gate. There is no radio communication between the jeeps, so any finds are passed on by
word of mouth or luck. 4 mahouts on elephants search before sunrise, and radio in to a

central point if they have made a find. Following permission from the park ran ger, short
rides on the elephants can then be made to see any resting Tiger s in close up. The
lodges serving the park seem to be spread out in varying distances from the entrance.

We were based at Chitvan Lodge, which was a handy 10 minute drive away. The 12
rooms are very spacious, and the basis of the establishment is as an eco lodge. Due to

its remote location, electricity here can be sporadic , with the management trying to
guarantee it running between 6pm and midnight. Plugs are an interesting affair, s ince

they can accept various standards. The most reliable is the Indian round pin, but all
sockets seemed to accept European standards (although

F T

Grounds of Chitvan Lodge Room inside the Lodge
Bandhavgarh

This reserve is smaller in area than Kanha, but has a higher density of Tiger s (around 55
currently). It is said that there is a greater chance of seeing them here, since the habitat

is much less dense, and our experience certainly did not disprove this. E ven so, some
safaris went by without any being seen by any of the jeeps. There are 3 gates which

allow entrance to the reserve, although gate # 1 is the favoured one (gate # 2 is used if
the limit of 32 is reached at gate #1). Not all the tracks are allowed to be used these
days, so jeeps are allocated out of the four
available routes on any safari (imaginatively
labelled A to D). As with Kanha, there is no
radio communication between jeeps, and
there seems to be a lot of competition
between each one to get t he best views
(leading to mad driving at a sighting and
apparent suppression of some information).

Many of the lodges are located in the village
of Tala, which is more or less adjacent to
gate #1, and so very close. Our choice of
Tigerbs Den was @gepandwab alith e
of an oasis from the main street of the
village. The rooms were spacious and clean,
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with very tidy wall enclosed grounds. It has to be said that the food served by both of the
lodges we used was of a  very good and standard with plenty of variety

Diary

Kanha i morning (Day 1)

Kanha main entrance

We gathered around the jeep at 6.15 in the
morning at Chitvan Lodge, with the air still very
cold, so we were wrapped up in arctic gear. The
proffer ing of a blanket and hot water bottle each
wasnodt -egging the temperatures, since both
came in very useful during the first half hour of the
excursion. Chitvan Lodge is very conveniently
located only about 4km from the entrance to the
park, leaving a s hort journey of around 10 minutes
or so. We were greeted by the sight of a handful of
jeeps lined up at the gate, all waiting for their
allocated park guide. Our jeep now contained the
driver, guide from the lodge, park guide, and two
other guests from Chi tvan Lodge. We entered the
park with great expectations and cold faces, made
even colder by the wind chill of the moving vehicle.

After 5 -10 minutes, we came across the Central
Point, where the jeeps tend to gather to find out if

the early riding mahouts on their elephants had
found any resting Tigers. By this time, we had
passed some small herds of grazing Spotted Deer alongside the track. The light by this
time was strengthening, and it was obvious that Common Mynas and Rufous Treepies

were abundant throughout the forest, as well as vociferous Greater Racket -tailed
Drongos. The presence of fire lines were pointed out to us T artific ial cuts through the
trees which act as fire breaks, but which are also used by a lot of the wildlife as artificial

corridors. This was a poignant comment, since after stopping at the second or third

power line for 5 -10 minutes, we were ridiculously fortun ate to spot a Tiger slowly
padding its way towards us. It took a short cut through the trees as it approached,

exiting on the track directly behind us. We had passed a couple of forest workers along

this very track earlier, and the Tiger paused to eyeball them when she spotted them
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before deciding they were the wrong shape for brunch, following which she re
the forest.

Two for tea?

The guides then took the correct decision that she was going to follow a

Back into the forest with the Kkill

along more fire lines, when we arched around her presumed route to try to intercept her

progress .

A short wait transpired before the alarm calls of a couple of Samba Deer
indicated the likelihood of some good fieldwork, proving productive
emerged from the forest, eventually rounding the jeep to almost touching distance

still she took no notice whatsoever of our presence. With this amount of luck, we drove

further around the tracks, trying to intercept her for a th

ird time, passing a group of 4

Spotted Deer on the way. The group contained a fawn, which may have been significant,

since it di dnot t ake

kil 7 a young Spotted Deer.

ong
As she slowly strol

for t he
led into the forest, we tried to second

guess her movements yet again, successfully watching her distant frame progress
towards us along another fire line. She crossed the track just behind us this time, just

after we had come across a group of 7 Gaur

1 the only ones we saw on the whole trip

again right next to the track, one of which was suckling a dependent calf.

With the mistaken belief that
perhaps a lot easier to see than earlier
thought, our break at the C
found that no other je
during the early part of the morning.
Perhaps we should have guessed that we
had been very fortunate with our
experience by the delight that the
experienced crew on our jeep had been
showing 7
with a kill are not everyday events! Once
we were back on the tracks, a group of
Barasinga, which are a rare speciality of
the park, were easily spotted at one of the
nearby watering holes, in the company of
a small group of Spotted De
were by far the most common mammal

present, but we were surprised by the low numbers of Langurs so far. Shortly before
exiting the park, we spotted a Jungle Cat on the track ahead of the jeep, although it

disappeared into the forest before o

ffering any prolonged views.

Birdlife was consistent throughout the morning, with Common Mynas and Jungle

Babblers notably prevalent, often accompanied by Greater racket
Junglefowl were surprisingly easy to see, with 4

morning, as well as a couple of pairs of Common Peafowl, which were startlingly glossy in

the direct sunlight

. A few water holes were passed, each seeming to possess its very own
Little Cormorant and small group of wildfowl, usually consis

ting predominantly of Pintail

- entered

predictable route
when the Tiger again

. And

same Tigress

Tiger s were

entral Point
ep had seen a Tiger

such a c lose animal and then

er. The latter

-tailed Drongos, Red
-5 individuals see n throughout the

t

(o]

s ho\
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and much lower numbers of Teal. One of the larger lagoons also held a quartet of Black

Storks. 3 White -throated Kingfishers were sprinkled around the reserve. Smaller

passerines were quite numerous but more often than not flyb y 0s. Those that co
identified included groups of Plain Prinias and Zitting Cisticolas near to the Barasinga site,

and Siberian Stonechat in one of the open areas. 2 Crested Serpent Eagles were seen,

one landing almost directly overhead while watching one of the lagoons. The second was

circling the plains.

While we stopped for breakfast at the Central Point, one or two flitty birds were in the

canopy, including Greenish Warbler, Oriental White -eye and Grey -headed Canary
Flycatcher. It appeared that a p air of Red -naped Ibis were in the process of constructing

a nest. The temperature had soared as the morning progressed, rising to perhaps the

mid twenties Celsius.

Mid morning in the forest Water hole
Kanha 1 afternoon

The afternoon session is a little shorter than the morning one at 3 hours (as compared

with 5 hours), and it is also initially greeted by hot sunshine. The jeep was also lighter by

2 1 the pair with us earlier had departed for Bandhavgarh. The resultant dr ive was very

much different to that of the morning, but no less enjoyable. Since we had such stunning

views of the Tiger , the guide tried to follow up promising signs of Leopard from earlier in

the day (mainly in the form of pug marks). This is not an easy task, given the shy nature

of this elusive cat, but we did stumble on our first Sambar Deer of the day. The birds

continued to be dominated by Jungle Babblers and lesser numbers of Common Mynas,

although we did find the first of 3 Jungle Owlets which were posing particularly well . Not
to be outdone, we added a pair of Spotted Owlets to
the list, both only feet apart from each other as we
approached the Central Point, in what is likely to be a
known stake out tree. Spotted Deer were here again,
led by a bol d and showy large stag.

Perhaps the highlight of the afternoon was seeing a
scurrying Ruddy Mongoose, which initially disappeared
into the dense vegetation close to the jeep. We sat for
some time and noticed what may have been the
mongoose kill (appearing like the tail of a snake),
after which the animal itself reappeared in the open
directly in front of us, almost posing on a fallen tree
trunk. The pool which had earlier held the Black
Storks (still present) was even more active, with small
numbers of Bara singa and playful Langurs. A group of
4 Wild Boar were nosing their way through the
vegetation on the opposite side of the track at the
margins of the smaller lagoon.
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The air became decidedly colder again as the afternoon progressed, with the driver
seemin g to speed up somewhat to exit the park before the strict closing time. Once
outside of the gate, and o0 n the way back to the lodge, an Indian Hare bolted across the
track in front of us

Kanha 1 morning (Day 2)
We had been approached by the guide th e previous evening to discuss our interest in
going oTgeraShfowd this morning. This is where (not SuUr [
rupees each is paid to be ferried by jeep to a waiting mahout who has located a static
Tiger, with a subsequent transfer to th e elephant to get closer views. The mahouts will
have been tracking  Tiger s since early morning, hopefully locate a Tiger , which would then
be assessed to determine if it is sufficiently stationery, and then radio through to the
park rangers, who would make the decision asto whether tourists could be brought in. 4 -
5 minutes views would then be made in turn. As it turned out, no Tiger s were found by

the mahouts this morning, which made their barren run lengthen to 3 days. The only
view of a Tiger in the park this morning was a brief male across a narrow track minutes
before we arrived at the scene.

Temperat ures were a little higher tha n on the previous early mor ni ng
subsequently reach the highs at midday. Mammal watching was fairly slow before the

breakfast break , although we did have our best views yet of a trio of Sambar Deer next

to the jeep - a fully grown female was chewing on what looked like the most
unappetising of dry leaves, along with 2 fawns, the younger of which was very jumpy.

Birding was quite good, and we did chance upon a decent bird wave, located in a fairly

open area of the fore st, consisting of a pair of Scarlet Minivets, Black -hooded Oriole,
Large Cuckooshrike, singing Brown -cheeked Fulvetta (heard only), White -bellied Drongo,
and a pair of Brown -capped Pygmy Woodpeckers . We arrived at breakfast a little later
than yesterday, since it appeared that the guides had put even more effort into seeing

the elusive Tiger s, yet it still proved to be a good session, nevertheless.

As we were finishing our breakfast, news filtered through of a pair of Dhole, or Wild

Dogs, which were playing alongside the track not far from the Central Point. This is

apparently an uncommon occurrence, and the guides seemed quite excited with the

prospect . So we dutifully made haste into the jeep, drove the short distance, and were

rewarded with a pair of Dhole relaxing in front of us for 10 - 15 minutes. They thoughtfully
stayed next to the track (and sometimes on it) SO0 Wi
veget ation to observe them . One of the pair was particularly playful, skipping around as

we approached. Following this, the guide decided to go to an area of the park where

Leopard was more likely, although they still remain very difficult to see here. We were noé t
surprised not to find one, although we did come across a pair of Muntjac bounding across

the road in front of us, and a brief Sirkeer Malkoha flew up into the canopy. Before

leaving the park for lunch, a small troop of Langurs were seen playing in the s oft light
next to the track.
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Kanha 1 afternoon

Having now covered much of the reserve, and seeing Tiger s, Wild Dogs, etc, our guide
wanted to do something slightly different this afternoon, so we were to finish the day on

the plateau, which is the highes t part of the park, offering a different mix of birds in
particular, as well as a notable sunset. As usual, we began by slowly covering old tracks,
although mammals were fairly few and far between (apart from a Ruddy Mongoose
scuttling across the track, an d a few Spotted Deer here and there). A mini bird wave at a
bridge stop included Scaly  -breasted & Tricoloured Munias. A fleeing Green Sandpiper was

at a subsequent water stop. Jungle Babblers continued to be the predominant species,

with occasional Greater Racket -tailed Drongos and Rufous Treepies. We started the
ascent to the plateau about three quarters of an hour before sunset, taking a very steep

red dust track up through enclosed forest. The habitat here was in contrast to below,

with smaller trees mor e thinly scattered, in what was apparently a dry deciduous zone,
which eventually opened out to a grassy plateau . Within the bushy area, we had very
good views of 3 Sirkeer Malkohas, and a few pairs of Yellow -footed Green Pigeon. 2
White -eyed Buzzards were on flypast, with a Black -winged Kite perched on one of the
bushes.

Once in the more open area, fleeting LBJO6s were mos
take long before we reached the lookout point, which was to be our homage to the
setting of the  sun. This provided a stunning view of the whole of the reserve, with one or
two of the fire control areas standing out. There were good numbers of Bulbuls and
Prinias here, many of which could be watched by visiting the usual outdoor urinal. The

Bulbuls we re mainly Red -vented, but did also include a trio of Red -whiskered, and the
predominant Plain Prinias include at least 1 Rufous -fronted Prinia . Since the sunset
brought the time to near 6pm 1 closing time i we had to exit via one of the alternative

park ga tes. This opened on to a road used by public transport through the park itself, but

with close monitoring of time spent by vehicles in the reserve, and also numbers of

individuals contained therein. A benefit of this route back is that Tiger s and Leopards can
sometimes be seen in the waning light from the tarmac road on occasion, leaving our

return progress slow enough for observation , While being passed by many buses, cars

and bikes. We also stopped once or twice to look for this evenings non -existent feli nes.

Kanha i morning (Day 3)

This was to be our last morning in Kanha , SO it was cut short by just over half an hour to
allow for return to the lodge and pick up at 12 noon. Temperatures were slightly warmer

than the last couple of days, although there was still the wind chill factor on the back of

the jeep, leaving the bla  nket and hot water bottle still as firm friends. We had said yes to

the Tiger Show should the mahouts find any Tiger s this morning, visiting the Central
Point early to check up on this after a short look around the reserve. Up until now, deer
numbers were lower than usual, although for some reason, Sambar Deer seemed more
evident than Spotted for once. A couple of males were impressively strutting their stuff
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around the large open lagoon. Wild Boar had also put

in more of an effort, with 7 near to the Centr al Point.
Even birdlife was a little quieter, although we did
withess an irate White -naped Woodpecker trying to

chase off a pair of Greater racket -tailed Drongos
from what it seemed to consider was its own tree.
News from the mahouts was that a Tiger had b een

found, but it was still mobile.

We waited for some time, had breakfast, and

listened for any further news, to find that the Tiger
had eventually given the mahout the slip , leaving the
Tiger Show a no show! Again, only one brief Tiger

had been seen in the morning from a jeep. We

ploughed on again after breakfast, with one jeep

going to the site of the mahoutds
no luck. We did come across some monkey warning

calls and staked out the area with no luck.

Journey from Kanha to Bandhavgar h

We eventually left Chitvan Lodge before 12 noon to begin the 7 hour journey to
Bandhavgarh, which turned out to be fascinating, with the variety of both landscape and

people on the way seeming to make the time go past faster than it actually did. There

was even wildlife to be seen from the moving taxi, choice of which was a Jackal over the

road in front of us. Quite a few new birds for the trip were also seen, including 7 Indian

Robins, which seemed to frequent the verges of the roads towards the higher g round.
Pied Bushchat and Black Redstart were in a similar sort of habitat. One notable sighting

was when we took a break at the fossil museum, where a Large Cuckooshrike was at the

top of a bare tree as we walked around it.

Bandhavgarh T morning (Day 4)

Queuing up for entry to the park at 6.30am was a different experience to that at Kanha,

partly because it was Saturday, and also due to the d ifferent operating of the parks.
There did seem to be many more jeeps T atleast 20 71 all queuing in their respective
ranks and looking to vie for the best entry slot . The half light was barely breaking and
the first few Spotted Deer spotted, when the jeep in front of us stopped next to the

stream to the right of the track (some jeeps had already taken off fur ther into the park)
due to the emergence of an impressive Tigress. This was the cue for a driving frenzy,

with all the drivers striving for pole position. No track courtesy here then! We found
ourselves in a fortunate position, due to the early quick depar ture of some of the jeeps,
who by default then missed the Tiger, leaving ourselves and one other jeep at the head

of the herd, with the Tiger crossing the track directly in front of us. This left the rest
craning their necks for views, leading to at least one metallic thud as a pair of bumpers



