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Our Virgin Airbus 340 descended through layers of 

steamy cloud to touch down at 5ŜƭƘƛΩs vast new 

International Airport mid morning on the 23th 

November.   Having left Bristol earlier the previous 

day in bright sunshine, the cool, damp overcast 

was hardly what we expected ς a situation that 

was not to change for a couple of days.   

bŜƎƻǘƛŀǘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŎǊƻǿŘŜŘ ŎƘŀƻǎ ƻŦ 5ŜƭƘƛΩǎ ǘǊŀŦŦƛŎΣ 

we transferred to our hotel  - the Lalit before taking an afternoon tour of the oldest part of the city.  

Apart from the ubiquitous and numerous feral pigeons, the most obvious birds that I saw on this, my 

first visit to India were Common Mynahs and those 

most opportunistic of scavengers, Black Kites.    

 

Right:  A Street in old Delhi.  Around the corner, a 

party of Rhesus Monkeys were climbing along the 

tangle of wiring that seemed to be draped around all 

the streets in areas like this. 

 

Below right:  The Jama Masjid Mosque ς old Delhi.  

A very large flock of pigeons was feeding in the 

square bounded by the walls. 

 

Our first afternoon ended in the Raj Ghat the memorial to aƻƘŀƴŘŀǎ ΨaŀƘŀǘƳŀΩ Ghandi was 

cremated.  Flocks of Common Mynas were heading for their roosts.  The birds were pouring into 

trees where they were making a racket ς just like Starlings.   Half a 

dozen Cattle Egrets stalking insects on one of the open areas of grass 

(see above left, with an Indian House Crow). 

 

A grey dawn broke the next day ς the 24th.  From the hotel window, 

Black Kites were already on the wing (right) and while awaiting our 

coach, in the 

distance, a Painted 

Stork flapped its 

way across the city 

ς the only one I saw in two weeks (left). 
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Our first port of call was the India Gate.  The location yielded 

several species which were feeding on the lawns.  Several Ground 

Squirrels were scurrying over the ground.  This little mammal was 

noted throughout the trip but not in Shimla.  

 

Left: A party of Common 

Mynas, a native species 

which has become 

established in many parts 

of the world. The bird is a 

common motif in Indian 

culture. 

 

 

Right: A single Asian Pied Starling looking for tit 

bits near the great stone parasol.  I saw parties of 

these birds when, later in the tour, we crossed 

the highly cultivated Ganges Plain to Mendawa. 

 

Below: An interesting looking wagtail.  It is the 

same Pied/White Wagtail that occurs in Europe 

but of a different sub-species .....  

 

...Motacilla alba 

alboides.   I saw several 

during our two weeks in 

India. These birds have  

very striking head 

plumage and much more 

white in their wings than 

the European forms. 
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And another familar species ς a Collared 

Dov, a native to this part of the world.  As 

in the UK where it is an immigrant, these 

doves are widespread. 

 

Above: Looking for all the world like a Jackdaw, 

this is a House Crow.  These medium-sized, heavy-

billed Corvids were common in Delhi. 

Right:  An elegant memorial to George V near the 

India Gate. 

 

Late morning, we visited the tallest stone tower in 

the world, the Qutub Minar (left).   Celebrating the 

victory of Mohammed Ghori, an invader from 

Afghanistan, over the Rajputs, the  238ft tower was 

completed in 1200 AD.   This awesome structure is 

rated as one of the great masterpieces of Indo-

Islamic architecture.   

 

Right: Black Kite and Islamic text carved into the 

tower. 
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More Black Kites ς the one on the left shows the 

massive scale of the Qutub Minar.  It was a pity that 

the sky was overcast. 

 

Apart from the feral pigeons and Common Mynas, the 

place was inhabited by small parties of screeching Rose-

ringed Parakeets ς the same species that has been 

introduced into SE England. 

 

      Pretty parrots, but with ear-splitting calls. 
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We left Delhi in the afternoon and, in pouring rain, 

travelled to Agra to stay in the five-star Jaypee Palace 

Hotel. 

 

En route, our coach passed a 

Ψǘǳƪ ǘǳƪΩ rank and market ς 

look closely at the photo on 

the left and you will see some 

Rhesus Monkeys using the 

cables as a way of getting from 

one side to another. 

 

25th November.  Agra, the Red Fort and the Taj Mahal. 

Although the plan was to make a very early start and view the Taj 

Mahal at sunrise, the gloomy cloud caused a change of plan to await 

clearer conditions later in the day and to visit the great Agra Fort in 

the morning.  It is the most important fort in India. because the great 

Mugals, Humayun, 

Akbar, Jehangir, Shah 

Jahan and Aurangzeb 

lived and governed  

the country from here. 

 

 

Outside the gates, a very large flock of pigeons were feeding on grain, and among them was a Rose-

ringed Parakeet.  Rhesus Monkeys were also lurking among the crowd of touts trying to persuade us 

to buy something from them.  Although referred to as a fort ς it was surrounded by massive walls ς 

the complex was more like an elegant Islamic palace.   From the ornithological point of view, the 

formal gardens were of litǘƭŜ ƛƴǘŜǊŜǎǘ ŀǇŀǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ōǊƻǿƴ ΨŎƘŀǘΩ ǘƘŀǘ ŦƭƛǘǘŜŘ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŜŘƎŜ ƻŦ 

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Humayun
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Akbar
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Jehangir
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shah_Jahan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Shah_Jahan
http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Aurangzeb
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one of the cloisters.  I became 

quite familiar with these non-

descript birds which I later 

identified as Rock Chats. 

 

The best viewpoint was on the parapet looking out across the 

Jamuna River towards the Taj Mahal, 2.5 kms away (left & above).  

By the time I reached it, the sun was beginning to break through 

and it stayed with us for the rest of the trip. 

 

Occasionally one of the Black Kites that 

were circling above, passed beneath the 

the walls, showing the upper plumage 

details to perfection (right). 

 

Left: In the bushes below where I was standing, a Red-

vented Bulbul was singing. This was another species 

regularly observed during the two weeks. 

 

The best image I obtained of the Rock Chat ς better seen 

and photographed in Mendawa. 

A White-breasted Kingfisher was also flying back and 

forth across the vegetation below but too far away to 

capture a decent image with my camera.  A few Rhesus 

Monkeys Ψǎǳƴ-ōŀǘƘŜŘΩ ŀƴŘ groomed each other on the 

stonework. 
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Once again, noisy Rose-ringed Parakeets 

were flying around, some perching quite 

close to where I was standing ς enabling 

me to obtain a decent close-up showing 

the pink and black collar ς thus their 

name (left). 

 

 

Although these parakeets are a very colourful addition 

to the British list of birds, they are far from welcome in 

orchards where they can wreak havoc on blossoms and 

fruit.   

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Above: A very cropped image of the White-breasted Kingfisher showing its huge red bill. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

This ground squirrel had obviously been 

ǘŀƳŜŘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŦƻƻŘ ƻǳǘ ƻŦ ǘƘƛǎ ƎŀǊŘŜƴŜǊΩǎ 

palm. 
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At midday we arrived at the Taj Mahal ς a 

world treasure if ever there was one.  This 

ethereal mausoleum was built by the grief 

stricken Emperor Shah Jahan when his 

third wife, Mumtaz Mahal, died during the 

birth of their 14th child.  He started it in 

1632 employing skilled craftsmen from 

Shiraz and Bukhara.  Constructed of white 

marble and semi-precious stones, it is a 

potent symbol of eternal love.   

I had been advised to look at the Jamuna River  at the rear of the building, the banks of which were 

littered with rubbish ς one of LƴŘƛŀΩǎ curses.  In the distance, I saw a Grey Heron, a Red-wattled 

Lapwing ŀƴŘ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ΨCormorantsΩ ǘƻƻ ŦŀǊ ŀǿŀȅ ǘƻ ǇƻǎƛǘƛǾŜƭȅ ƛŘŜƴǘƛŦȅΦ  ²Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎ ŜŀǎƛŜǊ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎŜǊƴ 

was a flock of Black-winged Stilts which flew across the river to settle in very shallow water out in  

mid stream  (below).. 
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26th November.  The sun rose out of the thick 

atmosphere and I went for a pre-breakfast stroll 

around the gardens.  They were attractive but 

very formal.  The most obvious birds were Jungle 

Babblers. 

 

A high fence probably screening the hotel from a 

scene of unsightly squalor was covered with 

flowering creepers, and several Purple Sunbirds 

were feeding on nectar.  On the right is a male in 

non-breeding plumage, the iridescent breeding 

dress now just a black line down his  underparts.   
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The abandoned city of Fatehpur Sikri was our first 

destination of the day.  Constructed by the Mughal 

Emperor Akbar in, it was abandoned after a few years 

because the water supply was unable to sustain the 

inhabitants.  Rock Chats flitted on the wall above the 

entrance and the usual parakeets were squawking 

around the buildings.   

Above: A Common Myna. It scientific name is 

Acridotheres tristis which means locust hunter.  

In India, animals are ever present ς Camels are 

beasts of burden (right) and, of course, cows are 

revered by Hindus and never killed.  Such is the 

tolerance shown them that cows are allowed to lay in 

the centre of roads, completely oblivious of the traffic 

around them.  The other favourite activity appeared 

to be nosing through disgusting heaps of rubbish 

searching for something to eat.   They and buffaloes 

are milked and their dung is collected, dried and 

burnt.    In ancient India, these animals were eaten and sacrificed to the Gods.  However, the 

practice eventually became too wasteful,  and through Jainism, vegetarianism became more 

prevalent and the cows became taboo. 
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Right: 

Although not 

the usual, 

dewy-eyed 

Brahmins, 

these Friesan 

cows are 

causing a 

chaos on this 

busy road.  No 

one seems to think of moving them.  Right: Not chapattis 

but ŀ ǇƛƭŜ ƻŦ ŘǊƛŜŘ ōǳŦŦŀƭƻ ΨǇŀǘǎΩ ǘƻ ōŜ ǳǎŜŘ ŀǎ ŦǳŜƭΦ 

 

If Ψ{ŀŎǊŜŘΩ Ŏƻǿǎ live a relatively charmed life, there is 

plenty of evidence that other creatures lead 

miserable ones.   

I reckon that the chicken is the most abused of our 

domesticated creatures.  Their lives are short and far 

from happy ς  even in the UK. The hens on the right 

are being taken to the local butcherΩs shop where, 

along with the kids, they are to be slaughtered.   

These photos were taken from our bus en route to 

Bharatpur where we were to have a splendid  lunch. 
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Right: The luxurious Laxmi 

Niwas Palace in Bharatpur 

where our party had lunch.  

I should like to have visited 

the famous reserve which is 

world renowned for its 

wetland birds, but it was 

not on our schedule.  It was 

originally protected as the 

private hunting estate for 

the local Indian nobility 

when vast numbers of wildfowl would fall to 

their guns in a day.   On the right, one of many 

photos in the dining hall of the hunting trophies 

ς Maharajah Brijendra Singh standing over a 

magnificent Tiger.  At the time this scene was 

captured for posterity, these magnificent big 

cats were widespread.  Shooting, poaching, and 

pressure for land has now put the species in the 

wild in danger of extinction. 

 

The palace was surrounded by 

splendid gardens with flowering 

borders around which several 

kinds of butterflies ǿŜǊŜ ΨŦƭƻǿŜǊ 

ǎƘƻǇǇƛƴƎΩΦ 

 

 

Above:  This was one of the most striking ς 

which looks like a ΨƳƛƭƪǿŜŜŘΩ.   It is a 

Nymphalid called the Plain Tiger, also known 

as the African Monarch (sub-family Danainae).  

It is apparently the first butterfly artistically 

depicted as it appears on a fresco 3500 years 

old in Luxor, Egypt.  

 

Right:  A pale green species. 
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Above and right:  LΩƳ ƴƻǘ ǎǳǊŜ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜǎŜ ŀǊŜΗ 

 

 

Above: Two views of the Common Indian Crow ς not a very flattering name for a butterfly . 

 

During the afternoon, we caught the Shatabdi Express to Sawai Madhopur where we stayed at the 

Rhanthambore Regency Hotel in preparŀǘƛƻƴ ŦƻǊ ŀƴ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǘƻ ƘŀǾŜ ŀ ΨǎŀŦŀǊƛΩ ŀǊƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ National 

Park 13 kms down the road.  

 

27th November.  We assembled at 06.00hrs to ride in the open top vehicles for a three and a half 

hour round trip around the Rhanthambore National Park ς the object of which was primarily to see 

Tigers.  However, I have to admit that I did not rate our 

chances high ς these big cats can be very elusive especially 

as we were told by the guide that the recent rain had 

dispersed the game and the Tigers would have followed 

their prey into the hills.  

 

Right: A House Sparrow was roosting on top of one of the 

ƭƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǘŜƭΩǎ ƭƻōōȅΦ  L ǎŀǿ ǇƭŜƴǘȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜǎŜ ōƛǊŘǎ ōǳǘ L 

had expected them to be far more numerous. 
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At over 1300 sq kms, Rhamthanbore is one of 

InŘƛŀΩǎ ƭŀǊƎŜǎǘ bŀǘƛƻƴŀƭ tŀǊƪǎΦ  hǊƛƎƛƴŀƭƭȅ 

preserved as a hunting reserve for the 

Maharajas of Rajisthan, it is renowned for its 

Tigers.   

 

After a 20 minute drive in the chilly dawn air, 

we entered the park and immediately saw 

several Peacocks.  Now well past their breeding 

season, the birds had lost their fine tails but 

their ability to fly ς which was laboured ς was 

not impaired.  

 

 

A large flock of Rock Pigeons 

was feeding on grain ς I guess 

for the Peacocks ς and they 

repeatedly panicked (right).  

To begin with, the light was 

abysmal and a fast shutter 

speed was unobtainable ς 

thus the blurred picture 

which, at least, gives a good 

impression of the flurry of 

wings! 

 

 

Note: All of these 

pigeons had identical 

plumage ς there seemed 

to be little evidence of 

feral pigeon blood 

among them.  Our 

domestic forms are 

derived from this 

species, but, unlike  

British Rock Doves ς as 

we call them ς these 

Rock Pigeons have no 

white rumps. 

 

 

A troop of Hanuman Langurs were playing about in the vicinity of the entrance.  Being very pretty 

monkeys, they make excellent photographs and one could certainly have watched them all day. 
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Named after the Hindu deity who is always depicted 

with a simian face, these monkeys are revered in 

India.   Some langurs have bright orange-haired  

babies but Hanumans have black-haired ones. 

(right) 

 

Like all langurs, 

these primates 

have complex 

stomachs which 

enable them to 

digest the 

leaves upon 

which they 

mostly feed.  

They are skilled 

at travelling 

high up in the 

forest canopy 

and possess 

long tails to aid 

their balance. 

 

 

 

Much of the reserve appears to be 

in a valley guarded on either side 

by rocky cliffs.  A fort on top 

overlooks the entrance to the park 

and gives its name to the National 

Park.. 
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Left:  Our track passes through a stone 

arch engulfed in the aerial roots of a 

Banyan Tree  in the branches of which,  

Langurs are feeding 

 

 

The track emerged into a more open savannah-

like area and a well rehearsed pair of Rufus 

Treepies came out to take crumbled biscuits from 

my hand  (above). 

 

What the Treepies dropped, a party of Jungle 
Babblers took off the ground by the side of our 
vehicle.  A Red-vented Bulbul also took an 
interest and perched on a nearby bush (right).  
Yes, the bird has a few scarlet feathers around its 
vent! 
 
A pool close to where we had stopped appeared 
to be the territory of a pair of Red-wattled 
Lapwings which displayed to each other -
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Above and right:  This striking relative of our Lapwing 
is widespread in India.  The courtship display 
performed by the pair is similar to that of the Lapwing 
in which the male shows off his vent to his mate while 
ǇŜŎƪƛƴƎ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘ ŀǎ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƻ ǎŀȅ ΨThis is where 
our nest should beΩΦ 

 
I noted these birds on several occasions, 

both in the park where they tended to be 

close to water, and elsewhere before we 

arrived in Shimla.  As the close-up on the 

left shows, the species is aptly named.  In 

Nepal several years ago, I came across 

Yellow-wattled Lapwings with much 

larger coloured wattles drooping from the 

base of their bills. 

 

 

 

 

Left:  A covey of these were creeping 

through a area of rocky scrub and I think 

that they were Rock Bush Quail ς if so, 

then this is a male.  I am not completely 

sure of this identification. 
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Unfortunately, our guide was much keener to find Tigers and tended to stop only for big mammals ς 

the prey of big cats.   The park has a large population of ungulates which help to maintain between 

25 and 35 Tigers.  Perhaps the most 

attractive are Spotted Deer ς 

providing you can see them because 

they are extremely well 

camouflaged in the dappled sunlight 

playing on the vegetation (see the 

top picture).  

 

Left: A stag with two hinds feeding 

in long grass. 

 

 

A hind with her fawn skipped across 

the track in front of our vehicle and 

disappeared into the thicket.   The 

ȅƻǳƴƎ ŀƴƛƳŀƭΩǎ ǘŀƛƭ ƛǎ ŜǊŜŎǘ ŀƴŘ 

bushy ς a sign of alarm perhaps.  

 

 

 

 

Although the park has a 

population of thousands, the 

animals had dispersed; they 

only concentrate around the 

watery areas at the end of the 

dry season. 

 



20 
 

 

Right: A pair of 

Samba Deer.  

They are much 

larger than 

Spotted, and, 

according to 

our guide, form 

the staple diet 

of Tigers. 

 

 

 

 

Right:  A close-up of the 

animal on the left in the 

photograph above 

communicating its sense of 

alarm with the pale hairs on 

its rear quarters erected and 

its tail in an upright position.  

It is possible that a tense or 

alarmed Samba might also 

be releasing scent from its 

tail region.  Note also its 

relatively huge ears ς good 

for funnelling the faintest of 

sounds onto its ear drums. 

 

 

 

After a rather long and lumpy drive, we headed out 

of the park ς pausing for a Spotted Owlet sitting in 

the entrance of a hole high up in a tree ς obviously 

a regular stop for ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘ ΨǎŀŦŀǊƛǎΩ όright). 

 

 

 

The Hanuman langurs at the park 

entrance were also in good form and 

keen to snatch anything they could lay 

their hands on. 
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Left: This hefty male leapt onto the bar in 

front of where I was standing to grab a piece 

of biscuit out of my hand. 

 

 

 

Right: And at last a decent, large bird of prey ς a 

Changeable Hawk Eagle glowers at us from its lofty 

perch.  This widespread species is well named.  

After a few hours back at the hotel, some of us 

returned to the park for another late afternoon 

drive around a different circuit and we obtained 

good views of another individual that you would 

hardly credit as belonging to the same species. 

 

The very pale, spotted bird on the left is a 

juvenile Changeable Hawk Eagle.    

 

The afternoon was no less successful in locating 

any Tigers.  However, apart from being 

unnecessarily long, the afternoon did have its 

highlights.      

 

            Right:  An Oriental Honey Buzzard. 
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Left:  A Long-billed Vulture flies overhead, carrying 

nesting material to a ledge on a cliff where its mate 

was already brooding (see below). 

 

Above: An immature Cormorant rests 

close to a very large Crocodile (right). 

 

 

 

Left: A good view of a 

stag Spotted Deer.  

Although slightly built, 

these pretty mammals 

have a lethal set of 

antlers shaped like 

rapiers which they 

doubtless use to 

defend themselves if 

threatened.  When 

they shed them, they 

must be more 

vulnerable like the 

hinds. 
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I saw a Plum-headed Parakeet but too far away 

to photograph.  The Rose-ringed birds were 

omnipresent throughout the park.  During a rest 

stop, I found a dead tree in which a pair was 

nesting and on the right, a young bird is soliciting 

preening from the adult by raising its head 

feathers to which the adult responds (above).  

The behaviour is called Allopreening. 

 

 

We had several close encounters with 

Sambas ς on the right, a young male 

browses on fresh foliage.   

 

Below:  A stag with a good set of points. 

 

 

 

 

Below: A ¢ƛƎŜǊΩǎ pug mark.  Sally 

and I thought that this had been 

stamped into the mud for the 

benefit of tourists. Perish the 

thought! 
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Left:  One last view ς a magnificent 

Banyan Tree, the largest in the park 

and the National Tree of India.  It is 

a member of the Fig family, starting 

as an epiphyte and sending roots 

down to the ground, sometimes 

ΨǎǘǊŀƴƎƭƛƴƎΩ ǘƘŜ ƘƻǎǘΦ hƭŘŜǊ ƻƴŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ 

this develop aerial prop roots that 

grow into thick woody trunks. Old 

trees can spread out laterally using 

these props  to cover a very large 

area indeed. 

Thus concluded our visit to 

Rhanthambore National Park.  I 

was glad to have seen the place although I have to admit, I had expected to see more in the way of 

wildlife ς especially of birds.  And I did not rate our guide at all!  

28th December.  After breakfast, we departed for the  

capital of Rajasthan, the Pink City of Jaipur.   The only 

items of interest on the journey was the vast number 

of feral pigeons visiting the open air swimming pool 

in the hotel where we stopped for lunch, and the 

Purple Sunbirds which were feeding in the flowering 

bushes outside the entrance (left).  

In the afternoon, we visited some of the highlights of 

the ancient city which was painted pink in 1876 to 

honour the visit of the Prince of Wales ς the future 

King Edward VII. 

We visited the extraordinary Astronomical Observatory and City Palace complex ς the home of the 

present Maharajah of Jaipur before booking into the Fortune Metropolitan Hotel for two nights. 

 

Right: Rajasthan is the place to see Snake Charmers! 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

The Peacock is the National Bird 

of India and its image is used for 

lavish decorations (left).  
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29th November.  

 Most of the morning was spent visiting the Amber (or Amer) Fort 11 km from the city.  It was the 

ancient citadel of the ruling 

Kachhawa clan of Amber, 

before the capital was shifted to 

present day Jaipur.  

Although we went up to the 

central square inside the fort by 

ƧŜŜǇǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ŀ ΨǘŀȄƛΩ Ǌŀƴƪ ƻŦ 

Indian Elephants ready to make 

the climb (Right and below). 

 

Most of the animals were colourfully decorated ς 

indeed, colour is very much a feature of India.  The 

women are, more often than not, dressed in flowing 

saris and veils, sometimes in subtle hues but usually 

designed to dazzle the eye.  

 

Rock Chats were spotted on the high walls of 

the fort and a few House Sparrows were also 

present.  I noted that the cock birds had 

particularly pale cheeks ς almost white and 

gave them the appearance at first glance of 

being Tree Sparrows.  However, as the photo 

on the next page shows, they were, without 

doubt, Passer domesticus. 

 


