


Tiger Bridge



Tiger Bridge

NINE DAYS ON A BEND OF THE
NAURANALA

Barbara Curtis Horton

%
=\\ Wildlife
I'rust
of India



All rights reserved.
Copyright © 1993 Barbara Curtis Horton

First Printed in the USA by John Daniel and Company
Reprinted by the Wildlife Trust of India with permission in 2006

The Wildlife Trust of India (WT]I) is a non-profit conservation
organization committed to initiate and catalyse actions that prevent
destruction of India’s wildlife and its habitat. In the long run, it
aims to achieve, through proactive reforms in policy and
management, an atmosphere conducive to conservation. WTI works
through building partnerships and alliances and its strengths lie
in its willingness to work with innovative conservation techniques
like acquiring land for wildlife and rescue and rehabilitation.

Wildlife Trust of India,
A-220, New Friends Colony, New Delhi - 110 025, India
Tel: +91 11 26326025726 email : info@wti.org.in

Cover photo : Vivek Menon/WTI

This book can be used subject to the condition that it shall not, by way of trade or otherwise,
be lent, sold, hired out, or otherwise circulated without the publisher’s prior written consent
in any form or binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar
condition including this condition being imposed on the subsequent user and without limiting
the rights under copyright reserved above, no part of this publication may be reproduced,
stored in or introduced into a retrieval system, or transmitted in any form or by any means
(electronic, mechanical, photocopying, recording or otherwise), without the prior written
permission on both the copyright owner and the publisher of this book.



Because of Mel, Ashok, Ida.



CONTENTS

Foreword
Preface
Memories of Barbara
Prologue

The First Day
The Second Day
The Third Day
The Fourth Day
The Fifth Day
The Sixth Day
The Seventh Day
The Eighth Day
The Ninth Day
Epilogue

11
13
18
21
29
34
45
54
61
66
72
78
86






Foreword

studied tigers in India’s Kanha National Park many

years ago. Day and night I cruised the forest roads by

car hoping for a glimpse of the great cat among the

shadows. But as often as possible | left the confines of
my car to seek serenity and solitude by walking forest paths
or just sitting somewhere, watching and listening. Once |
relaxed by a streambed, its water reduced to a few pools. |
knew that a tigress had a kill nearby and hoped she would
come for a drink. Through the hot stillness of midday |
waited and into the late afternoon when life revived with
the raucous call of a peacock, the chattering of rose-ringed
parakeets, and the whoop of a langur. And toward dusk
the tigress strode into the open a hundred feet from me
and crouched to lap water. Once she fixed me with her
amber eyes and bared her teeth in warning, then wandered
off, her power and flaming beauty burned into my memory.

I relate this incident because Barbara Horton’s book Tiger
Bridge evokes great empathy within me when she describes
her “persisting hunger” to experience the Indian wilderness
quietly and alone. A bend of the river, spanned by a fallen
tree, in Dudhwa National Park caught her imagination,
and there she waited, hidden in a bower of grass, for nine
days, becoming part of life’s daily rhythm. Marcel Proust
noted that “the real voyage of discovery consists not of
seeking new landscapes, but of having new eyes.” True.
But in this book we have both. Instead of racing around in
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an almost desperate search to meet a tiger, as is so common
among visitors to national parks, Barbara Horton found
her new eyes by describing enduring images of river fog
on cool mornings, the slithering grace of a python, and the
blue iridescence of a kingfisher. Finally even a tiger appeared
and “stood there, self-possessed” as “he looked straight
before him. Apparently directly at me.” Being “free of
protective shells” of human society, she could fully savour
the tiger’s vital presence.

In lucid and elegant prose, Barbara Horton articulates the
harmonious pattern of life, the sublime ecological
wholeness, before her. This little island of beauty with its
richness of plants and animals touched her emotions, and
we too respond to her images with both heart and mind.

The book uplifts the spirit, arouses compassion for other
creatures, and stimulates concern for India’s natural
treasures. It brings to life memorable moments, but, beyond
that, it is a memento of what this corner of nature was like
and what it must remain so that future generations can
also find splendour and peace at their bend of a river.

George B. Schaller

Wildlife Conservation Society
New York
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Preface

o write a foreword to Tiger Bridge is to be invited

to relive history. A lady from a foreign country

spent nine days sitting from dawn to dusk on a

bend on the river, on whose banks | have lived for
nearly half a century. Yet | never met her or knew where
she sat. | spent countless hours in the summer on the banks
of the same river, with the afternoon sun merciless
overhead on the same errand as her. Whereas she watched
nature’s pageant unfold with the possible off chance of
the advent of a tiger as a final bonus, | was waiting for a
sight of my hand-reared tigress who had returned to the
wild, in the company of her confreres. | witnessed the same
sights she so meticulously describes. “The black necked
stork, seemingly more than four feet in height, from the
white rounding of her shoulders: the queenly purple of the
necks indigo blue, to the formidable blue black beak whose
sheen glitters as silver” to the arrival of the white necked
storks who stayed preening their bronze plumage, for a
period of over five hours—a time I never clocked in all those
endless hours | sat there—where she felt that total peace
that is the reward of living in natural harmony with the
movement of the day.

On the ninth day she says, “Today | relinquish the river. If
I could be here as a shade, seeing all, but myself invisible, |
would, if I could, wipe away the stigma of my human
presence.” Had she waited another year, she would perhaps
have witnessed history in the making. Instead of the tiger
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“who stood with the self possession of an action”, she might
have seen an Indo-Siberian hybrid beneath the “arch of
branches” newly introduced to the tiger reserve. A
demonstration of “one world” for the tiger, after he had
been classified as a sub species by the human master race.

Barbara Horton was settled into Dudhwa by Rana—who
first met the Prince of Cats, the Leopards—and was
sponsored by Ashok Kumar, a long time associate of the
park, to whom | may hopefully pass the baton, for the
development of the grassland catchment of the river to its
former point of glory. Perhaps the equivalent of the “lost
chord” of music she heard on a South California autumn
morning, could more realistically have been Tara, and her
offspring, rather than Khairi, the pet tigress, who died of
rabies passed on by a village dog, when her master sought
to protect her, by not introducing her innocence into a world
of danger”.

Billy Arjan Singh

Tiger Haven
Dudhwa National Park
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Memories of Barbara

first met Barbara and her husband Mel in 1976. They

had come with a group to tour India’s wildlife parks,

and | had taken some time off to do what | loved best—

travel with the group to the wilderness. We struck a
chord, Barbara and I, both shared a sense of wonder at the
wildlife, and despair, that we had to run through the parks,
with barely a day or two devoted to each. We all agreed
that this was no way to enjoy wildlife: Barbara caustically
termed it a “great airport safari.”

When I look back, I think it was providence that we met. It
was a crucial time for me. | was a professional business
manager, and while that brought stability and money, my
heart wasn’t in it. | wanted to be involved in conservation
full time, but was not able to make the transition just then.
Mel and Barbara set my mind at peace, and were the most
profound influence on my decision to become a wildlife
conservation activist. Mel had chosen a career leading the
Property Owners Tax Association of California, a relatively
low-pay, low-pressure position that gave him time to devote
to environmental activism, including supporting Barbara’s
work. Friends and neighbours advised against it, some going
as far as to remark upon their ‘downgraded’ financial
status. Their car was old, but the Hortons shrugged such
folly off, retorting that “she ran perfectly well.”
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They helped me set my priorities right: | have been a full
time wildlifer for 15 years now, and for that | am ever
grateful.

Barbara came back eight months later in January 1977-
Mel couldn’t leave his work-this time determined to
experience wildlife in a leisurely manner. | took Barbara to
Simlipal, in Orissa and we went to the most beautiful part,
on the southern side. We spent a night at Jashipur with
the legendry Saroj Raj Chowdhury and his tigress, Khairi.
That was an amazing time, a tigress in the house!

Then, we left for the forest. On a long drive of over six
hours, we drove through a truly wild forest, and did not
come across a single village, not a single human being. We
finally arrived at the small tribal village where we were to
stay. It was as though we had been transported through
time, we were back in some pre-industrial age. Children
played on wooden swings, and | noticed that instead of
steel nails, wooden splints were used to put the swing
together. The tribals dug the forest for arrowroot, boiled it
in earthen pots, and walked several days to a village market
to barter it for rice and other needs. This part of Simlipal,
now a Tiger Reserve, has a microclimate. Though far from
the cold weather of Northern India, South Simlipal gets
ground frost at night in winter. In the morning, the
grasslands looked as if there had been a snowfall at night.
I cherish the memory, enshrined in carefully preserved
photographs.

Back to Calcutta, Barbara took a train to Dudhwa National
Park in Uttar Pradesh. She soaked in the wilderness,
patiently sitting in one place, so different from the tourists
hurriedly running around in jeeps from one end of the park
to another, just to have a possible fleeting glimpse of that
Holy Grail, the tiger.
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Our friendship grew over the years, and we corresponded
regularly. By then, I had taken to the convenience of emails,
which were sent to her son, Curtis, who printed them out
for her. Barbara, of course, insisted on writing by hand,
and | must admit it was a far greater pleasure to read her
letters, painstakingly written on yellow writing paper, than
computer-generated emails!

It must have been our second, or was it the third, trip, when
she thrust a pair of binoculars (I did not have any then) in
front of my eyes. “Look,” she said, pointing to a bird, gently
chiding me that | never paid attention to birds. As was the
norm then, | concentrated on mammals, rather megafauna
like tigers and elephants.

I peeked through the binoculars and she told me it was a
Blue throat. | was fascinated as | watched the winged
creature, bright, colourful, regaling the air with its song.
My eyes now sought birds, and that was a joy and a
revelation. How, | wondered, could | have ignored birds
for so long?

When she left India, she gave me her binoculars, which |
still have. “You live in Calcutta,” she said, “you cannot
expect an elephant or a tiger to jump out of the bush behind
your house, but you can see many birds from your balcony.
You are missing so much in life.” | never became an
ornithologist, but I learnt the pleasures of bird watching,
thanks to her. Later, Dr. Salim Ali became a visitor to my
flat in Calcutta on his way further north, and | had the
good fortune to be in a few field trips with him, but it was
Barbara who gave me this gift.

One of our discussions had centred on man-elephant
conflict. Soon after she returned home, she wrote that in
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Africa, they had successfully used non-lethal electric fences
to reduce conflict. This was new and exciting, and | wrote
back asking for one of the charging devices. In a few weeks,
mail brought a couple of these devices, which were given
to the North Bengal Forest Department to experiment with.
Later | learnt that elephants had broken down the fence.
This was the late seventies and no such experiment had
been done in India till then. It was not known that electrical
fences are not physical barriers but psychological barriers.
Elephants will break them when they first encounter them.
You have to keep repairing these, which is easy and
inexpensive, till elephants learn to respect them.

Barbara last came to India ten years ago. My daughter and
I took her to Corbett. The park needed an elephant for
patrolling during monsoons when roads were cut off.
Much of the money had been donated by Brian Weirum of
Fund for the Tiger, but we were short of $5000. The idea
was to buy the elephant from Delhi, where it paraded on
hot tarmac for weddings and other such myriad functions.
I turned to her for help, and she did not let me down.
Barbara did not like the idea of elephants on city roads, it
was cruel. In Corbett, the pachyderm would have the best
possible deal: it would be in its natural habitat, eat grasses
and bathe in the river. So she put in her money, “You’ve
got money for three legs of the elephant, | will pay for the
fourth!” she joked.

And so we bought Sonakali, named after Sonanadi
sanctuary, a part of Corbett Tiger Reserve that was our
favourite. Sonakali is much loved, a favourite of my
children and grandchildren, who never forget to carry
jaggery for her every time they visit Corbett.

I received a letter from Barbara in December 2002; | did
not know it was her last. Soon thereafter, an obituary card
dropped in my post box from Curtis. As my eyes moistened
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with unshed tears, the thought flashed in my mind: Barbara
would have approved of posting the card by mail.

Curtis and | kept in touch. | wanted to keep her memory
alive, show her that we remembered her, give her something
in return for all that she had done for me, though | could
never have matched her generosity. We decided to print
an Indian edition of Tiger Bridge, an emotive rendering of
the nine days she spent by the river, observing, absorbing
nature, musing on the interface between man and the
natural world. I am grateful to George Schaller for writing
a preface and to Billy Arjan Singh, who has written a
foreword. Read Tiger Bridge at leisure, at your own pace,
to absorb her experience and insights. This is much more
than just a book on wildlife.

Ashok Kumar

New Delhi
April 28, 2006
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Prologue

aj Begum, my riding elephant, pushed through

t h e
golden grassland of India’s Dudhwa National
a r k

with her considered, swinging stride. To our right

ariver, the Nauranala, flowed, its course marked

by a wall of old riverine forest on the far bank. Between us

and the river a few scattered trees—Semel mostly—bore
the swollen buds of red flowers to come with spring.

The principal cover was a spread of grass, the coarse Munj
grass, through which quick fire had passed. The stalks were
left black at leaf joints, where flames had burned hot, but
were still golden in between for the fire had been less
sustained there. If much of the park’s cover was “elephant
grass,” this surely was tiger grass, for in the gold and black
stripes of this tall stubble the tiger would be almost invisible.

The water course was too far away to be seen from the
track, but suddenly we came to a wide bend swinging
towards us. From my perch atop Raj Begum, | saw a broad
sand bank between the forest and a flow of green water.
Within it huge snags had been caught in time of the
monsoon. A flurry of birds—storks, darters—rose from this
retreat disturbed by our arrival.
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We had stopped, but since the birds had flown, my guide,
Rana Jung, called, “Chello!” Again we were under way.

That particular bend in the river had caught my
imagination and | thought of it often during the three days
that followed, days in which | went through the routine
expected of visitors-rides on elephant, drives by car, all
pushing through forest groves and swishing grass. We saw
great herds of the splendidly antlered and endangered
swamp deer, which Dudhwa is designed to protect, smaller
groups of spotted deer, scatterings of hog deer, the flights
of peafowl and flocks of the jungle ancestors of our domestic
chicken.

And of course above all was the incessant and driving hope
that our passage would stir tiger. Pugmarks were
innumerable, losing form in soft sand or frozen into dried
mud. On one morning, Raj Begum put up her trunk,
sniffing suspiciously the air before her as she moved it side
to side. But | knew it was only the faintest wafting that
came to her on the wind for | had in time past been riding
an elephant as we came upon a spot in which tiger had
recently bedded. The elephant’s trembling had been steady,
violent and, because of its enormous size, frightening.

The more | persisted in this prescribed course the more |
became conscious of persisting hunger, a hunger to set aside
what amounted to a sort of hunt, to sit down instead, quietly
and alone-to let life take its course with me. | would see
less perhaps, but would | not see that less more truly?

In countries where seeing wildlife is the objective, it is
difficult to escape cards perpetually stacked in your favour,
right down to goats or old buffalo stapled out for bait. Guns,
guides, vehicles—tourist bureaus taking a dim view of any
violent demise of visitors that might arouse the interest of
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the international press. Even when people travel as
independently as possible, as is our wont, restrictions are
not easily avoided.

For me these crutches, these impediments, deflect nature’s
force, make difficult the evaluation of a peacock, much less
atiger. How shall we comprehend such a one as he, muffled
in the gauze of attending personalities? How shall the heart
ingest his beauty, his power, save that the heart be readied
by solitude? Will his burning be as bright by day as it is by
night? | wanted to know, to really know.

Because Dudhwa was utterly new at that time, utterly
uninhabited by any visitor but myself, | detected a certain
advantage, the advantage of disorganization, of un-
established habit patterns.

And so | struck. | said firmly to Rana that | was wasting
his time. Rana was not a professional guide. Rather he lived
in the area, was a personal friend of the Calcutta friend
who had kindly arranged my stay in Dudhwa. Perhaps
more for Ashok’s sake than for mine he undertook
conversation with the staff, conversation that ended in
permission to do as | wished so long as | signed a statement
relieving all from responsibility for my safety.

Directions were given. Each morning for nine days | should
be escorted on elephant to my chosen river bend. Each
evening at sunset | should be retrieved by car in whole or
in part (if possible) for nights to be spent in my princely
palace.

Thus an old dream turned to solid stuff, and | departed for

the first of nine days | would spend alone on the river
waiting to see whatever might come to me.
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The First Day

hough | wore sand colour and approached the
r i \Y e r
carefully, the big storks did not wait to learn my
intentions. They winged away over the trees.
Immediately | blended myself as much as possible
into the form of a dead and fallen tree at a high point on
the riverbank. A pair of red-wattled lapwings on one of
the sandbar islands put up verbal protest but stayed put.
One of these birds was sleek; the mate carried the feathers
of head and neck loosely. | named him Lax Feather. The
most constant watch birds of the Indian scene, lapwings
are strongly territorial and few open areas lack a resident
pair.

Two pied kingfishers were working the river. The sharp
black and white of them somehow pointed up the ferocious
intensity with which they proceeded with the business of
catching fish.

Of four small islets grouped together in the river, only one
was covered with herbage. A tiny brown wren-like bird
broke from beneath my overhanging cliff and shot arrow-
like to a small spearhead of open sand, a doorstep into this
minute green-island world. In the instant of landing |
glimpsed a rufous tail. He disappeared directly. Is there an
Indian wren, rufous-tailed? A flutter hardly distinct
enough to be a thought recorded this question, noted that
here was a possible nest site.

21



My immediate need was to choose a second and more
permanent watch point. | hoped for one inconspicuous
enough to be acceptable to the shy and beautiful black-
necked storks for it was the beauty of these birds that had
first put me under the spell of the river.

My river bend was generally open, naturally opportune
for seeing all that might come here. Slightly upstream grew
a single stand of tough riverine grass, leafy along its six to
eight foot stems. It choked a steep portion of the bank for
perhaps fifteen feet along the water’s edge. When |
examined this thick cover | saw no sign that it was used by
any creature as passage or resting place. And so | moved
in, drawing back as much as possible under the leaning
grass stems that tended to reach waterward. Lower
branches could be trailed over my feet and legs.

I was established. But to what purpose? To come in
capricious whim to defy danger? But danger accompanies
us always. We discount it in our daily lives, give it small
thought. Why not discount it here, in presence of
opportunity so rare, so precious?

For close to two months we had been in the wilds. Smashing
weeks had just been spent in Africa in company of family
and friends, experiencing an exhilarating series of scenes
through which we moved in wonder, shaken by myriad
forms, the ways and interactions of unfolding life. Now
my husband and son had returned home, to deal with
another kind of life. And somehow | was here, teetering
on the rim of India so near Nepal that the kings in days of
yore had often spilled into this very plain. Adventure
crowned adventure, conjured up for me by the Indian
conservationist Ashok Kumar. Good and sufficient, or so
it seemed until | was alone, alone and able to recognize the
essence that had eluded me. Strongly | yearned to know
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for myself the uncertainties that arise in creature-to-creature
contact, to ingest as | might the rhythm, the time scheme
of the wild world, and to learn to what degree it might
accept me.

To this end could a vantage point be more perfect? This,
the given scene: large view, forest forming a straight line
backdrop.

I could see perhaps a hundred yards upriver. Trees leaned
over the water at that place from both sides, giving the
closed look of a cozy glade. Then the across-river trees drew
away from the river, leaving a bank that seemed to be
admirable for crocodile sunning. As it came my way the
river had been thrown towards me by the formation of an
apron of white sand on the far side, a stage of noble
proportions in front of the forest, directly across from me.
Dwindling at the far end there showed beyond the sand
an emerald green patch of grass, then a series of sandy
points until my view was cut off by another bend several
hundred yards downriver.

On my side of the Nauranala upstream trees gave way to
long grass, then a white sand bank curved towards me in
graceful meeting with the grass that formed my hide.
Downstream the bank was a small bluff, not sandy, the
un-renewed tiger grass stiff along its topside. The bank had
been gnawed by high water during the past summer’s
storm season.

The liveability of the whole area was heightened by the
sand finger islands of which | spoke- little feel-safe
sanctuaries, partly across from my perch, in part upstream.
The river’s snag wood was another asset. A thicket of this
connected the sand stage and the islet nearest to it. On
another island a dead tree rose to make a superior perch
for birds passing along the river flyway. Downstream an

23



enormous tree had fallen clean across the water. What a
bridge! What a tiger walk, | thought. Of course half the
branches had been crushed as it fell, but on the topside a
superstructure rose twenty feet into the air, a candelabra
of fine branches to invite flocking birds.

Across the river between two of the islands rose a clean
lined tree skeleton. A dozen feet above the water, the trunk
had bent sharply right and was now broken and wornin a
shape to suggest a prehistoric animal’s head. A small branch
had torn from this head-like projection to leave a dark eye
socket. Beneath the dead, branches were spaced on the
lower side of the main trunk as if to suggest animal legs.
The tilt of the trunk was such that my animal seemed in
the act of pushing up from all fours to confront the world
from his hind legs. | at once named him Prehistory.

Looking at a Prehistory with traces of old birdlime on his
cheeks and neck, I felt time stretching back, back, back.
Prehistory reminded of the centuries of living and dying
that had gone on here. When my nine days were past, they
would fall as another grain of sand in the story of the river.

A forest crow was taking stand at woods’ edge, swooping
down for something in the sand. Returning to his tree shelter
he ate, then came again. Some luckless turtle’s eggs? But
no, the lapwings took exception and flew at him
aggressively from their island. Yet the day revealed they
had no further interest in the area; theirs was not personal
objection but a statement of principle against a time when
their own eggs would be in the sand.

The morning was raucous with predatory bird cries close
by in the forest. Two hours passed before | caught a
winging arc into the sky. It was as though a mature bald
eagle had changed his darkness for rich chestnut red and
was for a moment transfixed against blue sky. Brahminy
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kite were nesting. For a long time | was under their
screaming but unseen surveillance.

As penetrating was another persistent sound.
Tsk...tsk...tsk... and | had thought this uninhabited
territory! Was | displacing a wren from home?
Tsk...tsk...tsk it went, from right, from left, from front to
back, not protest exactly, but rather a sweetly simple social
comment as though to make me, the intruder, feel at home.
Yet every bit as unseen as a wren tit in the California
chaparral. Tsk...tsk...tsk... had | ever listened before as |
did now? Tsk.

Have | so watched before? Darter rises from the water and
lodges upriver on a snag, stretching out wings like drying
laundry. | am familiar with the habit, but have not before
stayed long enough to learn how prolonged can be this
stillness, with what physical ease it can be commanded.

A young black-necked stork sweeps in like a godly
messenger-neck, wings that bear it sheened as fine silk of
misted water blue. The coral legs lower to halt him in slim,
tall stance. | sit frozen. No matter. Those unblinking eyes
have seen me in my lair. The wings open, the legs draw
back and he takes his measured and elegant departure. He
circles once, aloof, serene, leaving me earthbound in my
pool of lingering regret.

Lax Feather takes to the air, his body arcing and dipping
as though describing the swells of a high sea. His wife
continues to sit stonily on the sandbar. Neither she nor I-
how quickly | have presumed we share a community of
feeling!-can determine what the fuss is about. He lands
suddenly and the tempest is over as quickly as it began.
Silence.

Two king vultures, handsome black accented in red at head,
beak and legs, glide over my head, homing to a perSE



beyond the front wall of trees across the river. There will
be a nest beyond this small world | have claimed, a nest |
shall never see, but certain it is, for | have seen them fly
singly in that direction.

The lapwings like nesting hens crouch down under the
weight of the late-morning sun; the lull that now takes hold
of river life.

All else may be limp somnolence, but | start, not to action,
but to rigid immobility. My body’s need reminds me to
breathe again. Breath enables my mind to grapple with an
amazing discovery.

Directly across, atop the clotted tree root tangle, water
rubbed to barklessness, pale and bleached in the torrent of
midday sun, lies a dark and shining coil, a body thick as a
wrestler’s arm-a python. For all its stillness, it projects an
aura of living power to shiver the spine. He has come
without my seeing and though for the next two hours my
eyes are drawn back again and again, he ends by going as
he came. Unseen.

During the time of Python’s stay, a coucal (crow sized bird,
crow-black save for his copper-coloured wings) skulks for
a while along the bank, snaking at last in the furtive way
that is the manner of this species, into the tangled root
skeleton, the very clot of roots from which Python earlier
emerged. This clot though fairly roomy is still the retreat
from which the python came and to which, after a proper
warming, has returned. How positively foolhardy for a bird
to select this tangle for a nap! Yet sometime later | saw
Coucal emerge from his siesta and skulk off as he had come.
Nor was that all. At dusk | was to see him return to the
same spot. Apparently he and Python would share quarters
for the night.
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How luxurious that there is to be a tomorrow—a tomorrow
in which | may learn more of these strange bedfellows and
who knows what other trivia, the trivia that is the fibre
and texture of life.

In light of late afternoon the little blue kingfisher is most
arresting. He has been in evidence all day, perching and
diving from points closer to the water than those which
are chosen by Pied. The pied has shown more shyness, a
tendency to decamp downriver because of my presence.
Little Blue already takes perches within twenty feet of me.
He bends the pliable tough grass with his weight and the
slanty sun turns his blue to indigo and lapis; his cheeks are
marked as with two white brush strokes, his breast warm
tawny. All this decks a body that from beak to tail tip is
not six inches, yet in such vividness as gleams though he
be far upriver. He is silent, watchful of the darkening water,
dwelling in a world apart from the arboreal realm above
where tree tips and sky are turning rosy and positively
baroque with flights of parrots and flutters of doves.

The eye may see this beauty and be reminded of seraphim.
But my ears (at least that first evening when my presence
was distrusted) were assailed as by demons. A very
cacophony of toots, whistles and shrieks came from the
parrot family—a few of the smaller rose-ringed, many of
the large Alexandrine parakeets, both gently green,
splashed with red, collared in rose and black. The doves
improved matters little. At first | could scarce believe that
rough rasping warning uttered as they checked their flight,
veered nervously from the water they desired. For a long
time these birds dotted the superstructure of Tiger Bridge
or wheeled in twos and threes or small parties to criss-
cross the river in endless regrouping. But this was their
water place and finally, as blossoms might drift down, they
came to claim their own.
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In all, the birds reminded me of the human villages of India,
the dooryard fraternizing as the last water is drawn and
chapattis are set to cook. So seemed to me this tree-top
gathering. Like human voices sinking to a murmur, the
calling lessened. Now and then utter stillness prevailed.

I gathered my things together and stood on the bank above
the Nauranala. All my being focused upon the recognition
of that mystical moment when day is overpowered by
night. Fish eagles disputed upriver. A peacock cries in long
mournful wails. | turned from the river, happy in my first
day.
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The Second Day

hough I devoted my full attention to this bend of
the Nauranala | had already discovered that it was
amazingly difficult to see its creatures in the act of
arrival. While watching for Rufous Tail on the
herbaceous cover of the isle | called Wren’s retreat, a
racquet-tailed drongo would land in the river wood, by
me unseen. Then it was only through memory that I might
see his trailing appendage, a Kite tail of black lace, floating
behind him as he came. But in this place where many
species were new to me—of what small avail memory?

Today, by swivelling my head like a spectator at a tennis
match | hoped to do better in keeping up with river traffic.
At least | managed Python’s entrance. For the only time in
our acquaintance | saw him exude straight forward on his
log until he was fully extended. My back felt rested for him
after all those pretzeled hours of his life, but he seemed to
think little of this position and in a few minutes he U-turned
sharply and gathered himself up, one great coil hanging
carelessly off the side of the log, until | felt we were both
slipping into the river. In truth | was the only one in danger
of that. Python’s traction was better than mine. Slope and
grass beneath me were such that only frequent hitching
kept me in place.

| decided to venture across the bridge tree long enough to
photograph him. In the muddy approach along the bank
were well-dried tiger pugmarks. Cheetal (the spotted deer),
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and hog deer had left signatures. The tracks of some small
feline were plentiful.

With binoculars and camera swinging unmanageably from
my neck, | found the catwalk above the river higher from
the water than | had imagined it to be. The way around
mast like branches was difficult. The river itself was wider
than | had expected. Tigers used it frequently however;
ancient scat lay in several places.

Standing on the edge of the sand apron | recalled the
admonition on sloth bears delivered by Shukla, the game
guard:

“Two kind bears here. Very dangerous. If seeing, sitting
slowly in the grass.”

I trusted no poorly sighted but curious sloth bear would
appear from the woods at this moment as | was crossing
that sand, so very white, so very bare. The place I chose for
Python watching was a log close as might be to his tree as
it hung over the water. | judged his length to be seven to
eight feet. Although at the time | sat down his head was
lost in his coils, he was surely aware of me.

After a few minutes his body commenced to move, but so
slowly movement was not quickly recognised. With
pythonesque deliberation he at last brought his head free,
flicking his tongue delicately. For all his slowness his head
was exposed only a few moments before disappearing into
his passageway. The rest of him eased after with nothing
so crude as a visible effort-simply that in ten or fifteen
minutes he was gone.

I slipped to the other side of the tree’s dense upturned root
system. It was as if Python had entered a solid tunnel. No
slightest glimpse of his person was revealed as he made his
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way into his home, the home he seemed to share with
Coucal.

Today a line was drawn. One group of residents would
accept an inconspicuous and docile presence one would
not-possibly never, certainly not in nine days.

Yesterday two egrets landed downriver and arrived in my
region only because they were preoccupied with food
gathering as they worked upstream. Now they made direct
landings in my bend of the river. The two lapwings gave
no more alarm calls, and | observed they fed now and then
at water’s edge whereas | had particularly noted that on
the previous day they ate nothing during my stay. Lax
Feather was so nonchalant he bathed at the tip of his island.
The Brahminy kites were also quiet as they dropped by
from time to time. Eagles made their first appearance. The
Himalayan grey-headed fishing eagle sent me scrabbling
in my field guide for an identification. He took the primary
perch tree and then eased downriver to drink. A crested
serpent eagle put into port soon after.

The black-necked storks flew by settling a hundred yards
downriver. They strolled the shallows idly hunting for food,
but I think in the main they were observing a suspicious
dark intruder upriver who thought she was hidden in the
grass. When it came time for sand sunning and rocking
back on their knees (which bend the opposite way from
ours) they retreated to a lower sand bank somewhat
screened from me by shrubbery.

Was this a measure of acceptance though? | felt hopeful
and longing as | taxed my eyes to see them better. The black
and white body was distinct and the support for that, the
long coral pink legs. Then, strangely, the neck, head and
beak would blend into the scene save for a bright silver
line switching this way and that. It was the highlight on
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the heavy dark bill and it floated as though disembodied
above the bird’s neat shape, but showed me in which way
the bird was looking at any given moment.

As the storks tantalized me, | considered their position.
Dudhwa, only for a month a full-status national park, had
been a sanctuary for some six years. These spectacular birds
had in that time changed little in their distrust of humans.
I considered ruefully my little nine days that had once
seemed so ample. What did it amount to in relation to the
history of man and storks?

The Indians, the Nepalese, and finally the British are and
have ever been rapacious hunters. Even today of a winter,
lots are drawn for use of blocks of land at the very outskirts
of this park. Wealthy families vie with each other for the
choicest of these hunting sites in which they assemble with
gay groups of friends who journey from the cities to take
of all those species not yet excluded because of endangered
status. A fairly disciplined operation, but consider those
endless centuries of the past!

I find that in India it is easier to feel the past in one’s bones,
primarily because a great deal of it is strewn around one
as a very real part of the present. There is here little of the
restoration we are so fond of in America, a restoration
which is so complete that our historic villages manage to
look fresh off the assembly line.

But India—take Suthiana, the rest house to which I return
each night. Its name is a word variant drawn from sati, the
ancient outlawed custom demanding of dutiful wives that
they cast themselves upon their husbands’ funeral pyres.
Suthiana is a modern house. Probably no more than two
or three generations of hunting parties have come home to
it at dusk bearing triumphantly burdens of slaughtered
birds and animals. Yet an easy walk into the forest takes
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today’s visitor to a little memorial shrine to a great
grandmother of Rana Jung. No more than a hundred years
ago this grandmother, widow of the Raja, committed sati
on that spot.

We walked there, Rana and I, at dusk with homing egrets
flying over and winter-bare branches traced on the evening
sky. Sati might be outlawed, but it was still a custom
presently revered. Few persons lived nearby, yet on the
altar place lay little scalloped coins, drying flowers and
piles of incense powders intensely pink or yellow in the
falling dark.

Rana described the history of the area for his had been the
ruling family, like others dispossessed when Indian
independence came in 1947.

In the age of Moguls (roughly 16™ century) Rana’s people
had been Nepalese gypsy rulers. In Nepal there was a
plenitude of kings. One of these had demanded a daughter
of the family in marriage. Because such a marriage would
have made the family vassals of the king, his people fled
the country rather than submit.

Moving west, though only a few miles over the border,
had been profitable. The family defeated local rulers and
eventually carved from India a small principality of their
own. Oranzibub (Aurangazeb), last of the Moguls, accepted
their title to the land. Even the British in their time did so,
but in return required important forest tracts, which yielded
to them long and sustained revenues in teak and other
precious woods.

I reflected on the centuries through which man has pursued
man through this land and how when he was not
slaughtering other men he has rested himself in the
slaughter of animals. Here in this very wood has taken place
the bloody scenes so gleefully depicted in Indian miniature%?
In the light of history, how justified the suspicions of bla
necked storks!



The Third Day

t was pitch black when | responded to Pandaje’s
morning call, fumbling for a flashlight that I might not
spill the good hot tea he had brought. In the morning

one did not have artificial light. In the evening by

special arrangement electric light was available, though
firelight and oil lamps were my preference and by them |
had laid out my clothes for this new day.

At the moment of stepping out onto the wide upstairs
veranda that skirted the house it was still dark and very
cold, but | was determined to be at the Nauranala before
the sun rose.

Just then | heard it—the call of tiger in the woods to the
north, in the direction of the little memorial. Rana was
already out and we went to the end of the porch, leaning
on the railing, staring into the slightly relenting dark.

Rana called it the tiger’s contented sound. | found it a deeply
restless call, like a lonely tomcat miring as it goes, but that
sound magnified and re-magnified in the body of feline
giant. Close your lips and bring from the deepest part of
you a rising mmmmmmmm... reverberate it in the closed
cavern of your mouth. Mmmmmmmm...

The tiger’s sound fills a half-mile of the night; yours a room
or two, yet you will feel something of the resonant content
of that call.
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We listened and could imagine his flow through the wood,
having finished a good meal, for the sound moved by us,
paralleling the road on which | was to set out.

“At least you have heard tiger,” said Rana as we turned
away.

Come 6:30 | was at the river. Shukla, the game guard, in
his long olive coat, gun poking up like a smokestack from
his shoulder, managed such gear as the sleeping bag | would
thrust my legs into and the wopsy paper box containing
the egg sandwich | had ordered for breakfast and other
victuals for later on. | took it from him piece by piece as |
went over the river bank and cautioned him not to return
too early as | wanted a twelve-hour day at the river.

Thick cold mist muffled the Nauranala. Had a tiger been
washing its paws on the bridge tree | could not have seen
him. Even the nearest isle was not completely visible. |
arranged gear and listened. Parakeets already calling;
tremendous unknown and chilling predatory bird cries
from upriver. | downed my breakfast with hands stiff in
their wool gloves and by seven felt ready to greet the
impending sunrise. The mist resisted. The sun, when | did
see it, was irregularly shaped, filling a chink among some
tree branches. It was like seeing a hot coal in a snowfall.
Yet gradually the mist thinned more generally, became like
a gauze before a theatre set, parting as blue began to
overhang us from above, until like shades of the dead or
foxes in a hunt, it went to earth.

The image of Tiger Bridge came and went in the last mist,
teasing me with thoughts of the creature for whom | had
named it and for a particular tigress that | had recently
met, a tigress called Khairi after the valley in which she
was found as an orphaned cub. How she would grace Tiger
Bridge! How she was born for such a place!
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It had been through Ashok’s unfailing thoughtfulness that
a visit was arranged whereby | would meet Khairi and her
protector Saroj Raj Chowdhury, Director of Simlipal,
India’s largest National Park. Now mature, the tigress
shared the Director’s compound.

The drive north to the park had been long, Ashok driving
a slightly uncertain old Ambassador, the everyone-who’s
westernized car of India. We only broke down a little once,
and when later we stopped to remove the barricade placed
across the road, the thugees had gone home. No one was
waiting to rob us. Supping in a near village, we made it to
the Director’s house quite late in the evening. The
chowkidar opened the tall iron gates and we moved down
a straight broad drive to a large white plaster bungalow
set in an open woodland of several acres. Soon we were all
seated together on the spacious veranda.

I had the dreamlike feeling one gets after hours of driving
behind the cone of one’s own headlights when that cone is
the only light anywhere. | sat passively as Ashok and Sargj
renewed their friendship and talked of Khairi.

The Director, waving out into the dark beyond the veranda
said that his tigress was not far away. He explained that
Khairi was accompanied by an attendant scribe twenty
four hours a day, one who, without interfering in any way,
recorded her every action, its form and duration. It would
be the only such report ever of a tiger’s growth and
development and would culminate with her release into
the wild. As she had been on several excursions this might
not be long. In fact on a recent sortie the interest of a male
tiger had been aroused.

However, at the last moment Chowdhury had feared the
location was too close to human settlement, one that might
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endanger Khairi’s life, used as she was to people, unused
as they would be to tigers appearing casually at their doors.
Despite her heat and the voice of the wild male, Khairi
had done as bidden, jumped into the truck, been driven
back to her home. Even now this marvel of nature was out
there just beyond view, she and her shadowy attendant.

After the gruelling day it was welcome to be directed to
the bungalow guestroom by the Director’s sister who kept
house for him. There were cots on which to spread out
sleeping bags, some simple plumbing in a small room to
the side, and one directive to be obeyed-keep the outside
door closed at all times as Khairi was inclined to wander
in and urinate on walls or (for all I knew) on us, as an
assertion of her ultimate right of possession.

Night seems short to those sleeping deeply. Hardly a
moment until 1 was back sitting in the same big porch chair
I had occupied the evening before. Ashok and Chowdhury
were there, and Khairi seemed to be in much the spot
indicted the night before, only now in the morning light |
could see her clearly about fifty feet away, dappled with
the shade of the open woods.

Almost at once she got to her feet, began ambling vaguely
through the trees until the corner of the bungalow hid her
from view. Thoughts flicked through my head in quick
electrical impulses. | felt deprived. | wanted to suggest
interrupting breakfast to follow her. Didn’t—for politeness’
sake. | sat suppressing my impatience.

To reconstruct the next few seconds one must seek Khairi’s
point of view. “Out of view” must have been a concept as
clear to her as it is to me. Her comprehension of mischievous
fun must have been defined much as mine. On these things
she hinged a plan and executed it. Only by breaking into a
near winged run could she circumnavigate the sprawling
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house, approach full speed, soundless from behind so
positioned as to thrust a tawny cask-sized head into my
lap, giving not an instant’s warning.

An aura of Indian calm prevailed, absorbing whatever
amazement | might have shown. | found myself stroking
the tigress, my eyes just able to meet Saroj Chowdhury’s
over Khairi’s head.

“As you are a stranger she thought to startle you,” said he
indulgently. “Thought!”—agreed. How else to describe the
judgments made, the actions executed? Khairi suffered my
stroking, but looked only to Saroj, presently went to him.

In a moment or two she demonstrated just how that run
behind the house had been made. Looking to the road she
bolted down the drive in giant bounds. Chowdhury
interpreted, “That dog passing is terribly afraid of her. She
loves to frighten him.” By the time she was at the gate the
dog had fled ky-yi-ing up the dusty road.

Now as Khairi developed her morning we followed
discreetly. Two or three ducks were crossing the yard as
we all came around to the rear of the house. Khairi gave
chase, executing a lightning enchainment of bats with her
front paws just brushing the fleeing posteriors. | cringed,
preparing to witness the disappearance of one of the birds
into her great maw. But no. Decorously she broke off chase,
as quick to be calm as to be aroused.

Entering her woods, she threw herself down, blending into
earth, bark, sun, shade like nature’s own spirit come to
proper home. Ashok and | were swept with human
yearning for association with that spirit. Clumsy in our
yearning we succumbed to the pathetic impulse to
photograph one another behind Khairi. | dropped to one
knee at her head to which she responded by turning her
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face to me, stretching her jaws wide. The Director
suggested gently that it would be best to step back. Wisely
spoken, since in my captivated state | was merely interested
and would have ignored that broad hint.

I remember another vignette. Khairi rushed by us,
apparently fleeing for her life, her haunches tucking
beneath her as | have seen zebra do in final desperate effort
to elude a lion’s spring. Only in this case Khairi’s pursuer
was a tiny black dog going flat out—all ten pounds of it.
The Director explained benignly as the chase disappeared
into the trees, “They are great friends.”

As Ashok and | prepared to leave for some days in the
park we met Khairi coming from the guestroom. Someone,
probably me, had left the door ajar, offering our possessions
to her ritual. Meeting her, | instantly devised a scene
around my safari jacket. After Khairi’s marking, which |
fully expected, the jacket would of course remain
unwashed.

“What’s that peculiar smell?” a friend will ask.

“Nothing really.” I will respond. “Just a bit of tiger urine...
India, you know...”

But alas, my scene was never to take place. Khairi had
chosen the bathroom door instead.

Now looking at the bridge-tree, awash with recollection of
that powerful engine of life, | wish fervently to see another
tiger, one on the wild side who calls this bridge on the
Nauranala his own. Also, | want something of the wild
one’s freedom. | want to stand free of protective shells,
back-up weapons of last resort, all devices of inhibition
that would impede the simple state of being two creatures
of life free in each other’s presence.
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At 7:30 the sun hits me full on, and the first wren answers
in the grass behind. Parakeets, considering a morning drink,
are silhouetted against the sky. | venture out to photograph
riverine grasses twinkling with droplets. Wagtails, black
and white as harlequins, move lightly from island to island.

So many sun takers! Little Blue, Brahminy Kite, Cliff
Martins in the sand warming themselves before launching
into the incessant swoops that mark the hours of their lives.
A peacock emerges on the sand spit downriver and lingers
like a man sitting sleepily on the edge of his bed. Finally
with a dazzling shimmer and a sound like an air horn he
flies over the river and into the grassland.

Doves call, voices softened to a purr as they launch
themselves in downward flight to water. Plunk goes a pied
kingfisher.

Being. Being. Being. All the Nauranala throbs with the
sustaining of life save such as the kingfisher’s little silver
fingerling. Amid all the bustle of being comes the silent
instant, his silent instant of not being.

There are many birds, so many that | sometimes see birds
where there are none—a shadow on a snag, an end of a
broken branch upturning. I’'m warm now, save for my feet,
and shedding gloves and jacket | am ready as the heroine
of the morning makes entrance.

A peahen steps out of the woods and considering the scene
shyly makes her way to the water. She drinks, returns up
the sand apron, reconsiders, strolls the bank, hops daintily
from isle to isle, feeding at length on an unpromising little
shrub on the islet closest by one to my perch.
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I reflect on this, on all the peafowl that | have glimpsed as
I sped over the countryside, on all the peafowl that | have
stalked in the bush always to return like a thwarted bird
dog to the car as entire flocks of them melt into the grass.
All the peafowl that have evaded me would have provided
the tongues for an ancient kingly banquet. How long it has
taken me to forsake pursuit for my own territorial
establishment! | have overlooked the need to be myself
available, simply to sit still and let myself be found.

In my reverie | have lost sight of the peahen sometime after
she made a final hopping flight to the sand dune on my
side of the river.

Now some inner sense bids me turn my head slowly. In a
miniature frame, a tiny vista through the grass no more
than four feet distant, is a brown inquiring eye. A bit of
feathered head bearing a water blue top knot can be seen
above it. The peahen is watching me from a range | would
not have presumed or aspired to, or dared hope for, were
the tables turned.

In the lull of the noontime | took a small explorative walk
downriver. Sat briefly (still within the vista that | called
mine) but found myself eager to return to my proper post.
What was happening at my perch? Would Python have
slipped away? | turned back.

Python had waited, spent in fact the longest time sunning
to date—some two and a half hours. My eyes were upon
him when a flying stork entered my field of vision, pulling
upward onto Prime Perch tree. For an instant longer than
I care to admit | thought, “Black-necked stork!” In that
moment | came to understand how innocent men are
convicted. For the bird before me was as far from that as
might be. Though a stork for sure, his neck was purest white.
Yet such was the power of the mind to confirm its own
expectations that | had seen black where white was. 41



This stork, some several inches smaller, stared gravely at
me, blinking pale blue eyelids over eyes darkly red. He
blinked again very slowly as though to say, “I see you, but
do you really see me?”

The hog deer already stood on the river bank as | first saw
him. He seemed normal, extending his neck forward to the
flowing stream, but as he lifted his head between sips, the
sun catching his face in amber light, there was something
troubled and inward in his eyes. When he turned | thought
I caught a favoured foot and as he looked up the bank he
must negotiate there was an expression that seemed
hounded and miserable. Then | saw him make struggle to
leap upward without the help of his right hind leg, but he
could not clear it directly and a scramble ensued as he
pulled himself over the ledge. Slowly he limped off into the
tiger grass.

The advent of the hog deer focused my thinking on the
predator of his world. Some days before | had visited a
noted personality in the world’s fight to save the tiger. As
it happens he owns a working farm adjacent to Dudhwa
National Park, in its own right famous for the succour it
had provided to the species. He calls it Tiger Haven.

I had spoken out boldly to this man, Mr. Argan (Arjan)
Singh, saying that | had come not only in search of tiger,
but tiger unbaited. “Some say it softens tigers,” | ventured,
“but the real truth is that | object to the practice from the
standpoint of the bait. Tigers must Kill. | respect that. But
the prey is entitled to a chance for its life and a staked-out
animal does not have that.”

“The bait animals are old and work-weary buffalo filled
with sores. Their quick death at the hands of the tiger is a
merciful one. If you want to see tiger, baiting is the only
X\éay it can be counted upon,” said Mr. Singh.



All baiters are not as careful as Mr. Singh. | once saw a
tiger on a bait kill in Nepal. | still remember hearing the
young goat employed on that occasion bleating as it was
led into the forest, bleating as it was left alone for it intuited
the mortal danger in which it had been placed.

“Then | shall not see tiger,” | answered regretfully. “But
do you not think there are some alternatives?”

“The road along which you drove as you came here—back
and forth at dusk...” he trailed off.

I did not have the courage to say that it had become clear
to me as we talked that this too was not what | sought. |
did not want to see tiger crossing or leaving the road
because | had disturbed him. Such pickiness | decided was
best kept to myself.

Odd in a way that Argan (Arjan) Singh did not suggest
the Dudhwa blind. This contraption Rana and | had driven
by, a rough but spacious bungalow that had been built on
stilts a dozen feet or more above the ground. We had
climbed the stairs, stood looking over grass upon grass upon
grass—a plain stretching into the distance.

Men had sat on this veranda to shoot tiger in the old days
when such was legal. Or did they stand at the moment of
firing? It may be all very well to sit on the back of an
elephant while taking one’s shot, yet considered deucedly
poor form to lounge while making a kill from one’s own
veranda. But then | am vague about the decorum of
sportsmanship, the fine points which separate the cad from
the hero.

In any case, what Rana and | talked of was a man who
spent many days where we were standing until his dream
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came true. The dream? To see a tiger Kill.

Now on the river bank I rethought that afternoon at Tiger
Haven. And | found no reason to change my mind as |
watched the hog deer.

Here certainly was proper tiger prey. The sooner he was
found the better it would seem, and yet there was an
outside chance—perhaps it was an injury that would heal
in a little time. Whatever. He had a chance, the freedom to
save himself if he could, even unto the last moment before
death. And that left him a dignity in his living and dying.
The tiger remained his insurance. He would not have long
to escape detection, to endure extended suffering. He would
heal quickly at best, or soon his misery would end, end to
the purpose of another creature’s living.
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The Fourth Day

ow that | was unalterably committed to my
b e n d
in the river there was no reason to keep Rana
Jung from his own busy life as a gentleman
farmer. I drove with him to town to put him on
the bus and to do some shopping.

It was late morning before | was on my way to the river.
Part of me said, “Day is practically over, why go?”” Most of
me said, “Hurry, you are missing something.”

The car stuck in a bad spot in the road. I leaped out and
sped off towards the river bend, leaving gun and gear
bearers to come as they would with my supplies for the
day.

My notes begin by commenting that as | am now familiar
with the river regulars | must doubtless expect some tedium
while awaiting special visitors. (Yes, that fatuous statement
was actually there. In my own defence | must add that in
reality | was less foolish than this idle expectation suggests.
There never came such a moment—a moment when | was
not learning from the river or about the person that the
river was, in these days, refashioning).

I continue, “A commotion in the forest downriver. Jungle
fowl calling excitedly in repeated flurries—could it be a
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predator about? Contrast—upriver a cock crowing calmly.
Brahminy Kite mewing in tree top. Wren chirp. Pied
kingfisher—plunk. Lapwings call downriver. To me that
call does not sound like “did-he-do-it?” But then | never
hear "My name is Harry Katzenjammer’ or whatever it is
that many people profess to hear in bird calls.”

That closes my entry. | did not write again until evening,
home and before my own fire. This is the story of the hours
that intervened.

I have spoken of Rufous Tail, always glimpsed below me
and disappearing under leaves—at best a bit of brown back,
usually only a flash of that rusty appendage. “What is he?”
I kept asking myself. “If only I could have a real look!”

But nature asks, I think, a readying of the mind that must,
like stars in conjunction, coincide with a like readiness in
the spirit of the Rufous Tails of this world. And we were
now both ready.

Rufous Tail called attention to himself by a series of open
food gathering manoeuvres along the water’s edge, these
along the bare isles he had never frequented. Then he flew
to a driftwood perch in perfect range of my binoculars.
Behold, my little drab was a blue throat! The name “blue”
is within reason but has inadequacies, for nature painted
a complicated sun-sky scape in miniature on the throat
and breast of this small dull bird—perhaps just to see if
anyone would notice.

A tawny sun is the central spot and it is surrounded by
blue and that sky is framed in black, then white, then an
afterglow of tawny. The beauty of that secretive personage
filled me as though I not only saw but inhaled it. He
continued to sit for my homage. It all seemed so simple,
that experience. Why had I not had it before? Now | shall
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see it every day, | thought. Yet in nine days | would know
it only once. My binoculars, restless for more beauty,
continued after Blue Throat’s departure, in a sweep of the
river. | could not count the times that I travelled, through
them, the length of that far bank and on upstream until no
more was to be seen, for as on my first view of the river, |
was still of the opinion that this bank would be admirable
for crocodile sunning.

And so with blue throats and crocodiles—"always a little
patience.”

If Blue Throat was an inhalation of beauty, Crocodile was
a taker of breath. A monster. Ten, eleven feet, | think—a
great log lying on the sand as still as though left from the
storms of summer. His upper lip fitted over the lower in a
series of large scallops that created a certain odd smiling
effect. The head (eyes closed) swelled into a capacious body
into which a tourist might well be fitted. His tail turning
from grey to sand colour reminded of one of those ingenious
folding cups made in rings each a fraction smaller than
the last—were such a thing made five feet long.

If he had been singing like the Lorelei he could have drawn
me no more surely. | could not resist extracting myself from
the shrubbery and attempting an approach from my side
of the river. After all he seemed asleep. | managed a few
yards. A shot, an advance of film, but as | looked up there
was only empty sand and a few spreading rings on the
river. Elation overcame chagrin, for surely he would come
again.

The warm sand of this bank was a different world from
my bower in the coarse grass. | sank down, and a
wonderful sense came over me. This was now my home
too. Why should I not indulge myself in a bit of sun basking
as was the right of stork and lapwing, python and
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crocodile? Surveying the river from this new view | found
emerging from the muddle of driftwood a second
Prehistory. From my old stand, no sense of this. Now a
great bird flew straight at me, head swung to the side he
looked upon me with an awful eye.

But the living distractions were so many. Among them a
pair of crows, raucous in the woods behind the sand apron.
I considered these protests when new circumstances put
them from mind.

If 1 could have asked the blessing of this place by some
godly messengers, | should have asked (since this was India)
for such a flight of great casqued hornbills as now broke
from cover at the far downstream bend of the river. Toward
me they came, a ragged formation of black wings and
improbably white heads, immense bills compounded by
the upper deck casque surmounting all. They paused in a
distant tree and then in ones and twos beat their way
through the forest and upriver, all the while calling up a
clamour in affirmation of their own wondrous reality.

Nearly behind me now was this day marked delicately with
portents. Against the pressure of time | held myself in check-
a few ruckuses in the woods did not necessarily mean...
our own rooster at home could call up a storm at any

passing puss cat. Yet there was this elation that would not
beat down.

The casqued hornbills, in themselves such a charge, coming
downriver straight on like a flight of black angels—at once
exiting, even a little sinister, they simply exploded my self
discipline. | fought a last round with my inherent
pessimism, a screen for an optimism that bruises so
painfully. For self protection I stuff pessimism back in mind
to be called for if needed.
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Something was coming.

Whereas | usually moved my glance in a manner to cover
all possibilities, I now fixed my entire attention upon an
arch of tree, a bent trunk without foliage at the far edge of
the sand apron. With a forest wall and hundreds of feet of
riverbank to choose from, | homed in upon the most
aesthetically perfect point of entry to the river world, not
for reason of art but because every fibre of my being was
drawn magnetically to that place.

I adjusted binoculars.

I squirmed more deeply into the sand below the summit of
my small dune.

I adjusted the camera, increasing exposure as the day
dimmed. Focus. Focus. Contain the uncontainable elation.
It is an afternoon scene like the others, yet nothing can
convince me of this. It is quiet, peaceful, yet my interior
responds as if an express train is bearing down upon me.
Where? When? And then where-when becomes here! Now!

With concentration, sand-grain intense, naturally I could
not record normally. Suddenly there were two feet, two
forelegs, very white with tawny and black lines incising
the white in delicate striping from the outer edge of the
legs, fading to leave the leg mainly white. | think this was
through the camera lens, but perhaps it was simply naked
eye. How | was seeing did not register. Why did | not see
the entire animal? He was certainly a hundred feet away.
Perhaps it was protective hysteria that guarded me, gave
me only this bit until I could handle the simple fact that a
tiger was standing where | had wanted it to be, willed it to
be, expected it to be beneath the arch of branches. “Life
doesn’t happen this way”, ran a little river of thought deep
behind the frozen log-jam of my external mind.
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The tiger stood with the self-possession of an actor making
a stage entrance in a human theatre. He looked straight
before him, apparently directly at me, his glance traversing
the sand apron, the river. Motionless | in my motionless
dune must have been as a shadow in a vista he knew well.
Now he accepted that nothing was amiss. Because | was
there first, all was well.

He lay down where the sand was strewn with the last of
winter’s tawny leaves. His pink tongue protruded an inch
or two in rosy well being as he cooled himself. This pink-
tongued presence laid the lie to the whole company of men,
men who were experts, lifelong residents in the world they
shared with tigers. Perhaps their scepticism had infected
me during the moment of this very morning when | had
questioned the worth of coming on this part-spent day.

While | concentrated on absolute immobility before the eye
of the tiger, my senses were returning rather like scattered
birds to a roost. One thing to be alone on a lovely river, |
thought—an incredibly elemental experience to be alone
on a lovely river in the presence of a tiger. | was surprised
that it wasn’t fear | felt, only rending excitement.

The camera was on my chest, before my lower face. For all
the fiddling | had done it did not seem in focus. | made
fingers work. Rana Jung had warned, “If you do see tiger"—
and how unlikely his tone had made that possibility—
’move with great slowness. Your first shot must work, for
you won’t have a chance for second.” How much easier to
say than to act upon. But they settled, those words.

I was myself again. Yes it was most certain that he was
looking at me, the shadow in the dune. Staring and intently.
| pressed the shutter release which sounded like a cannon
and he continued to stare, the very pink tongue continuing
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to cool him. I wrenched a new film forward with a hideous
grinding sound. Tiger still there, staring. | performed this
sequence three times; now that my eyes were focusing better
I could see a small clutter of leafless twigs creating a tracery
before the tiger’s face. But now he turned to look toward
the river. This movement brought him free of the twigs. |
shot two more pictures and since he seemed oblivious to
camera noise, apparently deadened by its passage across
the water, | wondered if | might risk trading camera for
binoculars.

With infinite slowness | accomplished this. Using the
human powers closest to the flowing action of Python, |
made effort to reposition myself to the right.

Suddenly above and behind my head came a snort of alarm;
something had come to the top of the dune. Something. A
deer | should think had been coming to water and had
seen me or the tiger or both of us. | could not resist a slow
partial turn of my head before realizing how futile such a
gesture was, for whatever had been there was now
certainly fled.

Eventually the tiger stretched full length. He was at peace
and it produced a kind of peace in me as well. How could
I have imagined so much? Five, six, seven minutes in the
presence of such a one as this.

But | couldn’t stop being human when the test came. In
the human way | began to look beyond what had been
granted me. Of course the light was going fast. Self-
mastered, | would have let it go.

I hardly know what I did—crawled some, crouch-walked
some, conspicuous in the soft sand, somehow negotiating
the perhaps fifty feet that brought me to the grass patch
that until today had been my hide. All this in hope of
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bringing myself in view of the tiger’s side, into full view
before the sun left him.

Folly substituted for peace—how typically human. The tiger
was of course by now fully aware of me and drawn into a
tense crouch. He stared at me in smouldering readiness,
ears flattened back.

I had to refocus as best | could, attempt to hold a three
hundred millimetre lens unsupported at a sixtieth of a
second. Lunacy. Made shots and faded from view behind
the grass bank, hoping he would forget about me. All this
is embarrassing to admit. | can only offer lamely that being
alone in the presence of tiger is extraordinarily unsettling.

When | made my way behind the screen of grass the
traverse to the other end was made difficult by two-foot-
deep potholes monsoon-dug around each grass clump. By
the time | reached the end nearer to the tiger and the bridge
tree, he had vanished. | thought he had gone back into the
forest and | stood staring, prey to sustained tension and
stabbed with regret, shamed by the foolishness that had
let me insert the tyranny of the camera into an exalted
moment.

I had only a little while to compose myself. The driver would
come any minute now. With him the game guard, the forest
guard, and probably several others of the staff who tended
me, all taking advantage of opportunity to enjoy the dusk
and driven by curiosity to see if anything had eaten Memsa
(Memsaab) this day.

I had a devious and unworthy thought about all this, too.
Perhaps | should not let them know about seeing tiger.
Perhaps, waiver statement or no, they would put their
collective foot down, try to prevent me from returning to
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the river. I saw heads coming towards me through the tiger
grass as the last part disk of sun was speeding to earth.

“It’s been a fine day,” | called fatuously as | walked to
meet them.

Shukla was seizing my gear and | saw that the forest
guard’s dark face was searching mine almost anxiously.

I could not go on, even into the second minute with my sly
deception. “I saw tiger,” | blurted. The two faces broke
with smiles of joyous relief for as they had approached it
seems (the car always being left a quarter mile down the
night-to-impassable road) they had seen the tiger cross
before them.

How unworthy, how faulty my judgment had been! Turned
back into the forest indeed! Who was I to think that tigers
turned back for me. Naturally when he had emerged from
the wood he had intended a crossing of the river in his
own good time, perhaps drinking before moving over the
bridge tree to seek his supper in the vast grassland to the
west. Nothing in my puny trifling was likely to have
deterred him. All had been as in my saner moments | had
imagined it would be. Only the enslavement not shed when
I came to this place, the camera | had not had strength to
leave behind had cost me that transcendent experience.

Had | kept the peace | intended when | came, | should
have fulfilled that ultimate vision in my mind’s eye, that of
tiger flowing across the fallen tree that so harmoniously
bridged the river.

Though that perfect moment was denied me through my
own imperfections, | had moved forward, progressed
towards a better understanding of the mental and spiritual
poise required of those who would dwell outside the
fortifications of human culture. 53



The Fifth Day

f the hero of my natural theatre had entered, played
h i S

scene and departed, was there reason to continue this

vigil? The truth is, by the fifth day, the qualifications
0 f

a central character were no longer possible to define.
Concentrated observation makes of any living thing a
subject of interest, a cause for wonder. And can serve, like
Night Heron, who this morning would claim centre stage,
to probe for human frailty.

Arrived at my hide in time for dawn. The heavy-lying river
mists dispelled slowly, muting the attacking sun, yet it was
far less cold than on the dawn visit of my third day.

Parakeets began their manoeuvres, twos meeting threes,
partners changing. Asymmetric though it might be, theirs
is a social dance form as engaging, as brilliantly costumed
as that of any courtly ballroom.

Night Heron, skulking on the edges of Python’s tangle, is
by contrast dour and sombre. But he is a newcomer in my
cast. Neck drawn into his shoulders, he is, save for an
unobtrusive black plume, a veritable grey ovoid on legs.

I devote my concentrated attention to his person as he
works his way to a snag emerging from the water beyond
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Lapwing Landing. The next hour he devotes to his toilette.
The pauses between preening motions are just long enough
that | am sure things will take a new turn at any moment.
After one hour they do.

I am ready. | catch Heron in takeoff, a takeoff that fizzles
into a short hop to a vertical stick three feet away. Clinging
to the side of this stick, his position tilts towards the water
in defiance of gravity. His head and concentrated gaze are
such that | see him in action stance, poised for the Kill, the
plunge into the river that will bring him breakfast.

And still after the second hour we are both like this.

Heron three times began the launching of a plunge, but
each time thought better of it before his feet could join his
body in leaving the perch. Not a toe moved before he was
back in crouching position.

As for me | passed through a phase of intense admiration
for his poise, his balance, his economy of motion, his
unflagging intent. After that | liked to think of throwing
something at him. Those of my muscles not frozen into
rigidity were trembling with strain by the time Night Heron
abandoned his crazily tilted pose. Having declared it no
contest, he hopped to another branch. Fortunately for me
it was a post out of camera range; | could quit with some
saving of face. | kept a check though. He never did dive for
anything. In an hour or so he flew upriver.

My humour was not improved by the arrival of a black
necked stork on the left sandbank for, after so much
frustration and nerves, | fell into a seizure of coughing.
The stork flew away.
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The sun was full on now. Under its therapy | relaxed and
fell to thinking about my arrival in this spot, now the centre
of my world.

My last evening civilization had been spent in Kampur, a
city 150 miles from my destination. I was dining in Kampur,
entertained by a business associate of Ashok, the Indian
friend who had suggested my visit to Dudhwa. When |
named my objective, the other dinner guests exchanged
glances.

“Oh, you must mean Corbett National Park?” someone
said hopefully, looking for more solid ground. | assured
them firmly that | did not mean Corbett and provoked
among the company a flurry of map hunting to locate this
place of which they had never heard. It gave me a certain
satisfaction not only to be listening to Mozart (as | mightin
western drawing room), but to be heading for a spot so
out of the way that these cultivated people knew nothing
of it though it was relatively near and in their own
homeland. It also made me feel shivery. | was perched
rather like Night Heron, but leaning out over the abyss.

Next morning the attitude of the driver who would take
me to Dudhwa was not so much of interest as suspicion.
When after several hours of progress over increasingly
worsening roads and countless swerves around buses,
bullock carts, and bicycles we arrived at Palia (the last town
before wilderness) | had the distinct impression that my
driver was near to the state of those African bearers who
in unfamiliar territory drop their loads and run for it.

Palia was bedlam. There were not only the usual
furnishings of an Indian town (pedestrians, bicycles, goats,
cows, pigs, buffalo), but also a generous sprinkling of
yellow tractors driven by handsome and devil-may-care
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Sikhs in bright turbans. This was a sugar cane area and
the crop was in full harvest. Still | was surprised to see
more machinery in this single small town than | had seen
in all the rest of India.

The other principal crop seemed to be peanuts. My
reference to kerbs was only figurative of course, but in some
places the peanut stands were so close together that they
served much the same purpose as would a formal kerb.

Our car was ringed ten feet deep as my driver attempted
to inquire the way from Palia to Dudhwa. Since | was likely
the only tourist to pass by and had a limited capacity, it
seemed the streets would be less crowded if everyone stayed
home and ate his own peanuts.

To improve my driver’s morose spirits | sent him off to find
lunch in one of the little stalls along the road while |
continued to munch peanuts. Presently we were off again.
As we left behind commotion, then cane fields, then village
compounds, and came to forest and unpaved roads, the
driver’s spirits declined and mine soared.

With little warning the gate to Dudhwa was before me, or
rather the Wordsworthian pronouncement that formed a
symbolic gate, a verbal gate much nicer than one fashioned
of stone or steel. The message which greeted me read:

Enough of Science of art

Close up those barren leaves,

Come forth and bring with you a heart
That watches and receives.

Someone then had truly understood the meaning and use

of such a place as this and its worth within the lives of
those who would travel so far to be a part of it.
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I would in later days find that message reassuring. Despite
the kind efforts of Raja Jung and the staff of ten or so who
clambered up to my room bearing pails of hot water, tea
trays, parcels of sandwiches, bananas for me to feed Raj
Begum, and kind smiles, | often felt far from the family |
loved, engaged in a futile search. Finally my determination
to come to the river grew firm, yet the plan seemed so
inappropriate to all around me (in light of tourist
preconditioning) that it had cast some doubt upon
proceedings even within myself. | had considered going
home for the proverbial two pins, but fortunately no one
had offered them to me. Now | rest blissfully in morning
sun, assured by Python already in his place that the day is
taking its proper course.

The cadence of the day goes on, bearing out the expected
rhythmic comings and goings. Crocodile is again on the
bank. Though nearly two hundred feet away he seems
aware of my regard. | reach for my binoculars and the
torpid body is nowhere to be seen as | train my glasses on
the spot. | find him later at the extreme range of my river
world and he is still there when | depart for the evening,
saying quietly to myself, “peup... peup... peup.”

The peups set in mind a discovery | wish to remember.

Tree Pie is the subject. After the flamboyance of Tiger at
dusk shall I have the audacity to talk of one not large bird
making its not large sound? I shall. | shall say that it was
marvellous to find in a sound so tiny such pervasiveness,
such power over the evening mood, wherein grows that
mystical experience of river evenings when least and most
become indistinguishable one from the other.

Tree Pie is smaller than our magpie, but magpieish in a
nature, golden tan of body with sooty head and shoulders,
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smartly dashed with black and white at wing and tail and
that tail long enough for show.

I learn this dusk, the hour when man’s being is most
impressionable, that the tree pie, sometimes raucous, always
beautiful, likes, as the softness of evening settles upon him,
to sit reflectively on an open branch crooning in a voice
muted and silvery, “peup...peup...peup.” Slow. A distant
drip of water. Never to be forgotten. And how many know
that the little secret evening call of the tree pie is

peup...peup...peup?

Of many sounds heard each day, a portion | can identify.
But many—screams, croaks, rasps, sweet-trilled songs—I
shall never know, for they are uttered deep within the forest
and are another story complete within themselves,
complete and utterly apart from the revelation of this simple
moment.

Peup...peup...peup... | first heard the little sounds floating
in the air above the stillness of the darkening river and had
searched long and vainly for the ventriloquist. Several times
I looked past the branch in which the tree pie’s colours
blended like so many evening shadows. Then I saw him,
saw the beak open to drop its liquid sound once more.

What brings such incalculable joy to such instants of small
discovery? It is a mystery to be treasured, not solved.

This night R.L. Singh, Director of Dudhwa National Park,
paid me a visit. He was chaperoned by his wildlife officer
as we sat by my bright little fire and talked tiger, talked
park. Likely enough the particular purpose of his visit was
to appraise this American crazy who had taken up
residence on his river bank.
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At Dudhwa the tiger population was kept track of through
the identification of individual pugmarks photographed
each morning after the animal’s night time visit to dry
season waterholes. The current population of tiger for all
India is about two thousand, said Singh, eighty percent of
which are in parks or sanctuaries.

The director and | found common ground in his intent that
Dudhwa should be for serious nature study. | felt comfort
that, unlike Singh of Tiger Haven, he did not hold with
baiting for tiger. In fact, Dudhwa’s Director was clearly
more the holist, concerned with all the life within his
domain, life in which tiger was but one part.

One point on which both Singhs and | agree—satisfaction
that the old times were gone—the times when tiger must
be produced for the shooting pleasure of the rich and
mighty no matter what the scarcity. Thus no longer were
such deceptions needed as the eight foot tape measure
marked to read a more impressive nine.

Instead there was “Project Tiger” a conservation effort
receiving world support.

It was a good evening.
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The Sixth Day

uman nature will ever seek to improve a good

thing. Feeling fancy, | thought to hide in the

g r a S S

upstream at the far end of the sand dune. From

here | would spy on Crocodile, catching him

in the act of crawling out of the water perhaps. This bit of

aggression, inappropriate to my nobler objectives, | found
costly.

My original hide had managed to keep the sun at my back
for nigh the entire day. This new spot brought it into my
eyes and onto my back. Crocodile was certainly not fooled
and | missed Gray Heron, who came to grace Prime Perch
for the first time in my vigil on the river. At least | missed a
good view of him.

When the sun had brutalized me beyond enduring, | found
in retreating to my old hide that | had been missing a troupe
of rhesus macaques. | had heard them downriver the
previous afternoon but caught no glimpse.

Now they spread over the sand like so many children
enjoying the sun at the beach. | think they had been
drinking in the river, had come by the same route the tiger
used; certainly they departed into the trees at that spot.
My presence did not disturb them. | now saw that monkeys
do not travel through the trees as rapidly as | had imagined
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when pursuing them with a camera. Rather they may
proceed only a few hundred feet in twenty-four hours. |
was to enjoy them the whole day as they worked their
way slowly upriver.

Python comes out.

Enter a new face—an osprey lands downriver. | wait and
he waits, some forty-five minutes | judge, until the sun has
swung around to light him nicely from my place of
exposure.

I turn my head, starting with an alarm | had not felt even
on the arrival of the tiger. A man. A dark-skinned
aboriginal type, is coming from upriver. He wades in the
water and carries a pole. At this instant he glimpses Python.
He gestures excitedly to someone | cannot see beyond my
grass clump. “A poacher!” is my first thought, “and he
has an accomplice.” | stand up, a sort of involuntary
reaction, a first step should it be needful in the course of
defending Python.

The feelings within me were so elemental, so primitive!
How curious it was—the sight that came to melt these
feelings into silent laughter. No, not all laughter. Some of
the hostility remained. The gap beyond my grass clump
was filling with a group of middle-aged Americans, all
floppy blue hats, red bandannas—all pointing and
gesturing in an effort to locate Python one for the other. |
remembered Argan (Arjan) Singh was expecting a group
of tourists at his farm.

Fortunately | was neither bear nor tiger, for it took them
rather a time to see me though | was only a dozen feet
away. The youngish man who seemed to be leader said,
noting the camera dragging at my neck, “Oh, were you
photographing him? Well, we won’t disturb him any
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further.” But Python was already disturbed by sounds or
movements or both. He had commenced a dignified
departure as the group exited, trailing their voices behind
them.

Three minutes for the Nauranala. They had travelled—say
ten thousand miles—to get here and had only three minutes
unless, | supposed, they were to be late for lunch. Of course
beyond Python there was little to be seen at the moment.
The river had not yet recovered from their arrival, their
advance man who had chased Osprey away. The monkey
troupe had not yet re-emerged from the forest and it was
early for Crocodile. I would miss Python’s dependable
basking at that part of noontide when most creatures took
more shaded siestas.

But the macaques now returned in twos and threes,
keeping me unwitting company. They sought a flat green
plant that flourished in the damp of the water’s edge and
plucked away with both hands. Not far upstream a
crocodile had stolen from the river—one entirely grey from
jaws to tail. | doubted the tan | had noted previously was
earth stain—then there must be two, both very large.

What about the monkeys? Will they note that still hazard
in their path? Yes. As they slowly come one by one to the
small leaning tree, which is the last bulwark between
themselves and disaster, they make their way with seeming
casualness back into the forest. No alarm cries are made,
yet without warning even the babies take heed. Later | see
the whole troupe working along the shore beyond the croc.
It was not by chance that they have detoured by way of
the forest. And it has been a process of two hours and more,
but no one has lost awareness of the conduct required to
assure that life will continue.

Need to stretch my legs takes me into the woodsy cover
beyond the sand bank and up the river. | am playing (o&



recurrent tourismic fevers!) my afternoon game of crocodile
stalking with usual results-sleep-click-splash. But when |
leave he returns quickly to the same place. At least | am
designated harmless.

As evening comes cacophony breaks out upriver. The
macagues want the world to know that they have met a
predator and that in this case he is aggressively hungry.
But near me the crested serpent eagle is sitting silent on a
high branch. The pair of black vultures is drifting
companionably through the sky. It makes the hubbub seem
distant as parakeets and doves water quietly, knowing |
am there and not caring.

At day’s end | sit for a long time among the tiger grass
hummocks at the top of the river bank. Roots have held
clumps of sand in place, but high water has washed
channels a foot or two deep among them. Thus sitting on a
level with the top of the grass roots, the lower part of the
body is in the trough and hidden. While peering through
the grass one’s head and shoulders are well camouflaged
from life moving below at water level.

I am of course watching intently for the tiger | do not feel
will come. Since in this place one does one’s best to watch
in all directions at once, my eyes come eventually to the
bank directly before my knees.

I find, not two feet below my own, a cattish face, small but
made arresting by good-sized ears rounded off at the top.
We stare in mutual shock, and very, very slowly he squeezes
his eyes shut, hoping, | suppose, to clear his vision of this
alarming apparition. But | am still there even after his
second blink of equal slowness.

I, meanwhile, am as usual undone by a reach for my
camera, though the dusk, which mutes his colouring, is
ghready too deep for its use. This wavering in



concentration—perhaps a blink of my own eyes-was
enough to unpin my companion.

The face is gone.

And leaning over the bank | can see not so much as a
vanishing tail.

Tail of what? There are some nine species of what might
be termed the smaller cats in India, not to mention the
Indian civet, which also has appealing eyes and ears that
are rounded off.

But does a name really matter? This creature, this jungle
cat of a few short moments, is mine forever.

The soft murmur of Hindi voices formed an obligato to my
thoughts as we drove home. | felt quite alone with my
memory of the little jungle cat and his intense regard, his
look of grave interest which meeting my eye had seemed
to form a bridge between us on which we could meet in
the struggle to perceive and understand.

That night I slept early and soundly until in the deep of it |
found myself suddenly awake and crying, crying with
simple love of it all—particularly that small cat and for the
tiger into whose toe mark his whole footprint would fit
with ease. And while | was loving, | included a spider |
had seen, a spider so minute that his completely perfect
web, his whole world was contained in such a toe mark—
the toe print of a tiger.
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The Seventh Day

n unsettled mood pervades me. The arrival of
the Americans on the previous day had seemed
less a reminder of home and country than an
invasion of aliens.

Though my own life in America is that of an activist, |
found that | resented the bringing of that syndrome to this
place. This place was a teacher. It had shown me that |
could live a solitary and quiet existence without
experiencing a single moment of loneliness or feeling that |
lacked occupation. Even my last crutches, a camera,
notebook and bird book, were often offending impediments
causing me to miss a great deal. They interfered, one might
say, with the business of being.

Now as | took my morning journey on Raj Begum, | looked
back to see an olive drab vehicle in the distance. It turned
down a side track and there was a glimpse of the open
side as of amural in pinks, reds, blues. A harsh note against
the neutral tones of the Indian winter landscape. The
Americans. Would they come to the river again?

Of one thing | was more sure. | was too warmly dressed. A
sweater could go. The long cotton underwear that had
become a habit during the morning and evening chill of
the past week-that was not so easily dispensed with. As
the morning progressed | had an odd impression that my

66



uncertain restless feeling was beyond underclothes, even
that it was reflected in the birds. Living on a great riverine
flight corridor meant traffic, but today | thought the traffic
seemed especially heavy.

A new kingfisher came to the perch tree. He would make
five of Little Blue. His flight was slower, heavier, perhaps
the result of the thick, long beak that inspired his official
name—stork bill.

A parakeet streaks past, pulls upward to a perch with a
breaking spread of his tail; the tail becomes a yellow fan
with elongated central feather like a rib of vivid green.
Flight. Different for every species. Dove, side-slipping,
slowing descent with erratic wavers.

Me. Side-slipping between India and America in my mind.
At Suthiana Rest house my requirements were the central
official function for a dozen lives. Though it would not be
achieved in my time, a trench was being dug in the name
of re-establishing piped water to the house, if not for me,
then for those who would come after. Overlooking that
trench from my upper veranda, | had been amused to think
how surprised the Indian workmen would be if they
learned I (with my own hands) had executed one very like
it for the asparagus at home.

I had a driver and mahout, and the latter had an assistant
to cut Raj Begum’s food, including her daily basin of cooked
rice. In America we drive our own cars in carrying out a
relentless regime of freight and passenger haulage for the
entire household. As for having a cook for one’s elephant!
I thought of the endless array of dogs, cats, birds, fish,
chickens-to say nothing of the humans-whose meals are
regularly catered by members of the family.
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Here there were gardeners, water bearers, wood carriers,
cooks, and cleaners and Mr. Misra who managed all and
made known to the others what was desired. Because there
were so many, each with a relatively small assignment,
the overall effect was of abundant time for following
personal inclination.

While in America my husband and | are interchangeable
parts in the life support machine, turning our hands to
laundry or bread making, wood from harvest to wood box;
we execute all from soup to crepes, from window cleaning
to fence building. If it is accomplished on our acre it is
accomplished by one of us or one of our children. | begin
to suspect that the siren song of technology has not so much
liberated as enslaved us.

In India it would be inconceivable, such as schedule. Yet
in America because of our mechanical helpers, we
encompass the livelihoods of many men in our lives before
even coming to the profession which is our main reason
for being, or the public affairs, the voluntary service usually
attendant. This | symbolize in my existence by my frequent
efforts to talk into two telephones at once since | also
function as my own secretary. | am almost too wearied by
this enumeration to mention those activities we finally come
to for re-creation—reading, concerts, sports, television,
theatre.

Could one living in such a manner spend nine days
deactivated? Nine days solely involved in the business of
being? Could concentration be brought entirely upon a few
square yards of earth and the life thereon as it was being?

But | found that | was far from de-activated. Instead | found

inner action that was beyond motion. Not a stranger to
the technologies of observation, | would say that here |
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was not so much observer (which often connotes an
Olympian superiority) as participant in the scene.

I had lapses as | have frequently admitted, expensive lapses
that marred my life on the river. At my best | simply ingested
stillness, experienced serenity as a quality of wilderness.

Man’s well-meaning efforts to watch birds and animals
often induce them to fly or run away. We think of them so,
or food gathering, or killing each other—always busy. In
reality it would seem wild creatures spend a larger portion
of life in a composure that contains the poise of identity,
the identity that is so determinedly sought by the
contemporary world.

On the Nauranala | was reawakened to time—not to its
passing, heaven knows | had been all too aware of that—
but to its wondrous content, a feeling that there is more of
it than | had thought, that it is richly layered with the
interaction of sun, earth, atmosphere, the growing and
animate creation that is the product of this interaction, until
each day becomes a statement of life beyond the power of
art, science or philosophy to express.

Here | lived within time, responding to its rhythms. | felt
safe, cozy within the cycle of the day. In this place |
competed no more against the time that is master of the
inharmonious life; 1 no longer made my way through a
contrived superstructure like a child on an unending jungle
gym.

Here my tempo came to coincide with the tempo of the
day.

Though I felt myself trued up by the simplicity of my present
existence, | knew that what | could, on the Nauranala, call
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trivial was not trivial, that when | left this remote river
bend half a world from home, | would again be assaulted
by commotion, held in the vice-grip of distractive forces
which we refer to as our culture. | would again be haunted
by the tension of trying to hold life on course, correct the
imbalances and injustices, which rend the elaborate world
we have built above and beyond nature. And time would
again become the opponent, tormenting me unto the final
moment of life, the close that will again prove the folly of
man’s effort to function as a god.

Yet comfort was with me.

What | had known here | could know again in any corner
of wilderness anywhere, anytime that | should permit
myself to repossess this understanding.

An egret is winging along the river, white and clean as a
lance. His sturdy prow is reinforced by a tucked back head
and folded neck. A white keel slims rapidly into a shaft of
black legs. The egret’s flight is sure and quieting to one
who has fallen upon too much introspection.

His flight is of the middle air and there he finds his ease.
Where shall | find mine? Is there a point of balance between
the complexities devised by the human mind and the
realities of the natural world? If | can find my way as does
the egret and those of his milieu, fishing eagles, kites,
herons-high enough to escape earth-based obstacles yet
flying the river avenue within sheltering walls of trees—
then | shall be well satisfied.

As with us of the human world, there are, of course, many
realms in the world of birds, realms quite different from
Egret’s middle course. Doves, parakeets, crows, tree pies,
drongos and their ilk seek upper branches and treetops.
That ultimate queen of the river, the black-necked stork,
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skims the trees; the white-necked stork circles into the upper
drafts on which the vultures sail. The wrens, blue throats,
red-breasted flycatchers, coucals stay close to earth. The
water is skimmed by lapwings, sandpipers, night herons.
The river itself is invaded by the darter, who seen moving
side to side beneath the surface may be taken for a fish,
until, like Venus born from the waves, she breaks water
and speeds directly into air. Soon she is winging above the
trees, dark neck a dart against the sky. Or as today when
for the first time | see two together, a pair of arrows traverse
the blue.

Now I see a third lapwing with my friends downriver.

“Ah then, we have a second pair,” | muse, assuming the
fourth, for whoever saw one lapwing alone? Soon after
this, inconclusive day ends lightly.

The pied kingfisher takes a fish with an explosive noise
and having swallowed it flies to his mate on a favourite
water-line perch downriver. The gentleman as he flutters
steadies himself with his long deadly black beak closed upon
his wife’s nape feathers. It is a prolonged mating, broken
off by something suspiciously like a fishing dive, though
the male’s flight takes him from view. No mistaking
however the female’s action. She reflects upon her bliss
the better part of a whole second. Then she too hits the
water.

For pied kingfishers little seems to long interrupt the
romance of eating.
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The Eighth Day

wo species of butterfly counted last day out. Noted,

some bursts of red silk cotton flowers in the branch

tips, so high that sun showing through them blazes

as through Chartres glass. To have seen these
things, the pied kingfisher’s going on and to have made of
them and other portents, nothing! But today, not even the
dullest wit could overlook spring.

Early chill in the air, or so it felt to one who had abandoned
longies. Raj Begum propelled me coolly through the dews
and mists of morning. Soon | was sliding down from my
kneeling elephant all else forgotten as | took sanctuary in
the world of the river, a world already presided over by
the grey headed fishing eagle sitting on the Premier Perch.

Enter stage right the Brahminy Kite, or as | will learn later,
the Kite-ess, for to us non-kites they are indistinguishable.
She lands on that short broken trunk so favoured by Little
Blue. From here she drops the last three feet into the river
itself, choosing the exact spot the lapwings and sandpiper
use for bathing.

Kitess indulges herself in a fine soak and splash then flies
up to the Premier Perch, which has scarce cooled from the
last occupant.

Her preening is extensive but incomplete when | see her
take wing. She decamps to a less open perch in the trees
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across river. | see the reason. Again the Americans’ beater
is coming downstream. He may see a few things, but by
the time his employers arrive, they glimpse precious little
that has not already beaten it.

Poor torpid Python has just made his way to his sun lounge
in time for the Americans’ second call. Someone with a
135mm lens had hoped to photograph him, it seems. But it
is a wide river. He soon gives up his attempt.

The leader asks—is it incredulously?—if | photograph
Python every day. | answer him seriously, “No, not at all. |
come to photograph what is here before you arrive, and
what will come after you are gone.”

Morning continues. Kitess in her foliage is still drying off.

Enter lapwings. There are three this morning. My
assumption of yesterday (that there must be two pairs) was
false.

They are on Lapwing Landing, the female in her favourite
spot, closest to the upstream driftwood pile. Four or five
feet from her a trim tight-feather bird in her image and
likeness. Down island, the second of my resident pair, Lax
Feather—characteristically the smart black and white of
his head and neck plumage is fluffed out.

The centre bird advances on Lax Feather a few steps. He
gives way, not hastily, merely keeping his distance always
the same. Slim Neck, as | shall call the new male, turns
back, closing the distance to the female. Lax Feather moves
after Slim Neck, who doubles back, renewing his delicate
but unmistakable attack.

The female seats herself like a stork on her knees and
forelegs. Is this a provocative gesture? After several more
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feints, retreats, and returns, some low-key talk among the
three, Slim Neck begins a very rapid clicking of his bill which
breaks the normal pattern of steady Ts...Ts...Ts...

He presents himself to the female with tilted bows that bring
his beak tip to earth; these bows are made to her both fore
and aft and with beak rattling like fine and passionate
castanets in rising crescendo. He has persuaded her into
submissive pose and despite those long and seemingly
unmanageable red legs he mounts her.

Still present during this passion, Lax Feather stands alone
like one transfixed. Within ten minutes time the courtship
and mating are repeated three times. Lax Feather retreats
to the sand apron. Slim Neck stays close by, watchful but
un-aggressive.

Later in the day Slim Neck approaches his new-won lady
again and again. Finally she remains standing before her
insatiable suitor and he flies to a spot of sand at the base of
the driftwood pile, sinks down in a nesting pose, fluffing
and waggling his up-cocked tail seductively. She is
unimpressed. He flies to another island and sits down
chirping to himself.

Lax Feather, vanquished, has flows away, unseen by me,
unseen perhaps by the others. He will not be again among
us.

Suddenly from Kitess comes a mewing call. Eight or ten
times it comes as a large dark eagle is seen approaching
from high and upriver. The great Imperial eagle flies on
broad and powerful wings.

Out of nowhere comes Kite, his burnished chestnut aglow
in the sun as he rises to a position above the now circling
eagle. Altitude gained, Kite draws his wings to part fold
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and begins a power dive at the larger bird below. The latter
yields air, easing back in the direction from whence he came
through a series of widening circles.

Kitess mews again—shall | suppose in admiration of her
mate’s dashing performance? He reappears on high, having
swung off from the departing intruder. Gaining new
altitude, Kite folds his wings once more to speed descent,
but with new intention. Now he comes directly over and
behind Kitess who mews appealingly. Kite’s attentions to
his mate are carried out modestly behind the foliage
screening her perch as a flurry of red wings shivers the
leaves.

My noonday walk takes me towards the wall of green that
closes off my upriver scene. Crocodile took to the water
while I was still within the trees. | sit on a leaning trunk,
hoping to wait him out.

To right, to left, once more left, directly before - the splashes
are countless but in such deceptive pattern that never once
in the next twenty minutes or so could | actually catch his
instant of breaking water, if indeed he does break water.
Nothing but widening rings and in my mind an impression
of silent laughter. Likely enough the one has an accomplice
to join joyfully in the sport of tourist baiting.

Walking back to my hide | know | am watched. Sometimes
as the terrain forces me close to the little ferny gardens
along the water’s edge | feel a distinct shiver between the
shoulder blades. Then | am distracted.

Surely one of Little Blue’s iridescent feathers has lodged
upon a leaf, a branch overhanging the river shallows.
Discarded feathers | permit myself to collect and I struggle
toward it, until as | am almost there I see that instead here
is an exquisite small butterfly, resting after the unfurling of
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new wings. One of a thousand emergences that will follow
in days to come. | reflect that my time on the river is likely
enough one of the quietest times of year, the trough
between winter and spring. Yet itis all I could ask for, all |
could bear.

Now by grace of light falling just so, the hint of blushing
pink is ready to be seen-there at the throat. It tells a story a
female, an immature, but most surely the flycatcher called
red breasted. Though | am no wiser, a human urge - our
pretence of knowing - now is satisfied within me.
Unmindful of my foolishness the little bird continues his
downward swoops, making him as much a bird of prey as
any eagle. A miniature bird, he has a large place in the
world of the river.

After seeing Tiger, tawny in tawny light, can the day’s end
belong ever to any other creature? The answer is yes. How
inherent is democracy in all that lives! With what equality
they take their ultimate stand in memory! The
overwhelming drama of Tiger is somehow no more distinct
than that of Tree Pie and his softly penetrating “peups”,
or Jungle Cat’s incredulous stare, or that which now
occurred as | turned from vain staring towards the empty
entrance of Tiger’s track into the forest.

| see Little Blue sitting on an unpretentious driftwood post
close by the upstream sandbank. See him, glowing as a
blue coal of fire above the river, which is shadowed and
green-black. The green-black is such as might be the well
of night itself. Is it here that night waits for release from
the bowels of earth, for the proper moment to overpower
the day?

In the interim a host of small silver fish, rather too large for
Little Blue’s maw, throw themselves clear of the water in
some sweet spring rapture. The gathering encompasses a
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roughly circular area near river width in diameter. At quiet
moments a half dozen fish may be in air—usually many,
many more. In their ecstasy they move on their tails across
the water before falling back into darkness. The shimmer
and twinkle as they travel, their brightness mirrored in a
feathery aureole of attendant droplets and mercurial rings
left upon the water.

Enchantment to me, a spell broken finally by a dark roar
of sound. That sound, a squadron of ducks beating the air
into an express train rush as they fly headlong after the
departing sun. Directly upon that, as to be almost
counterpoint, a low coasting shape going from the sun’s
place to the black forest before me.

This then was to be the day’s final messenger. Broad eagle
wings, a cape drawn in silent pass over us all: the glowing
kingfisher, the silver fish, the river, and the watcher of all
these three.
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The Ninth Day

oday | relinquish the river. If I could I should be

here as a shade, seeing all, but being myself
i n \% i S i b | e

I would, if could, wipe away the stigma of my

human presence, the mark of fear that is the shame
and heritage of my kind, our reaping after long years upon
this earth.

I had witnessed the jarring of river life by the Americans,
the return to balance as | knew it after their departure. But
of course it was all a matter of degree. | yearned now to
see the perfect equilibrium that could only be when | too
was no longer here.

But my physical being would not sink as water into sand.
Next best to the magical powers | did not have was to draw
into the enveloping thicket, the farthest end of my grass
patch. Thus wormed virtually into earth, | was buried from
view. By the same token my own view was greatly
restricted. Required of me at last, the relinquishment of my
camera, the final symbolic weapon of the gentled man.

In this I made complete submission to the life of the river,

offering up certain gaunt vestiges of human ego to the
shyest dwellers in this place.
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And they were ready to reclaim their own. While my
balance was still awkward, my physical adjustments
incomplete, the white-necked storks flew in, taking the
prime perch for the first time in several days. No action of
mine was to disturb them, | vowed, and it was in
infinitesimal stages that | brought myself into an acceptable
angle of repose.

The storks were still there five hours later, preening and
resting by turns, blinking their pale blue lids slowly over
garnet eyes, the feathers of their bronze plumage flickering
changeably to magenta as they fluffed in response to the
sun. Again | felt with them the intimate communion of
being, that total peace that is the reward of living in natural
harmony with the movement of the day.

The storks were no sooner assimilated than a flock of
peahens washed over the scene, island hopping, dune
drifting, and then on into the forest.

My screen was so secure that | do not know how long a
black-necked stork stood on Lapwing Landing before my
eye found the foliage tunnel that revealed her. So erect this
presence, her four feet in height seemed more. From the
white rounding of her shoulders emerged a resplendent
column. At base, queenly purple tinged the neck’s vibrant
indigo blue. That neck rose in a strong spare line to the
crown where sat a distinct cap of red violet. The beak was
formidable, blue black and of such sheen, as | have said
before, that the highlight glistened as silver.

Most startling of all within this dazzle of blue variants was
the eye—round, large, seemingly lidless and of pure lemon
yellow. As | (who had made exhaustive effort to outwit it)
knew well, it was also an eye extremely keen. Its pupil, a
point of perfect black, was the last accent of this striking
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structure. Very long red coral legs provided earthly
transportation.

Who was he who bestowed the name black necked stork
upon this ravishing, colourful creature? Someone pulling
a bird skin from a cache in a dim museum basement?
Someone who looked forward to dragging it upstairs for a
display—a pretend real stork by pretend real water? On
what sunny river was its iridescence left? It’s truth?

Are museums and zoos worse than nothing? As purveyors
of false impressions have they sidetracked the basic message
of nature? Spawned instead bored stares and yens for fur
coats? The stuffed, the imprisoned convey according to
what they are—shadows.

In her own good time the queen of the river flew away. |
had found during my watch that her son basked at a
respectful distance on the sand apron. His immature
plumage growing to elegance was more softly blue of neck,
brown of wing. The identifying badge that marked him
male was the brownness of his eye. He lingered a while,
then swept after his mother.

The darter, swimming under water, must have merged just
below me to stand hidden by the bank. When a slow
forward tilt brought him into view he was already drying
his wings on the edge of the near island. To this moment
he had been a sleek dark resident of the sky, a pale serpent
neck afloat in the river (for he swims half submerged). Or,
as | first saw him, a rack of laundry drying in the distance.
Now he stood for creation.

Creation pleads nothing; its beings-its storks, its darters-
are its justification. Human intelligence, stumbling along
under the weight of many attributes, forgets that this is a
sort of creation it cannot do. In the glory of its manipulative
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powers intelligence often overlooks its founding gift, the
ability to appreciate. Yet this, this appreciation of that
which it cannot concoct is the very tempering and
modifying quality which can turn our headlong course
from destruction of our earthly habitat, move us to a wiser
way of life.

See one living thing. See it, as it can be seen after a retreat
dedicated to seeing.

See this bird which we have named Darter. This pagan
god incarnate with ceremonial wings outstretched. The
wings are flat black as though of silk taffeta; the stiff fan
tail is of like material. Core of these embellishments a body
defended from the water’s chill by a down of midnight
black, a down that is to the wings as deep pile velvet is to
taffeta. The textural excitement of these blacks gives over
at the base of the neck.

The feather plush of the sinuous neck form starts upward
in copper, melts to silver, pales to platinum as the head
curves into an exquisite rapier of beak. Upper mandible,
the sheen of white satin, the lower is clear yellow. Behind
all is a pale but deadly directing eye.

Water droplets lie lightly upon the neck down, taking on
metallic glitter according to the interaction of sun and the
particular metallic colour of the feathers on which the
droplets lie. Further embellishment—a festooning of pale
silver feathers stream from the leading edge of the wings
to fall over the outer surface. Where wing joins body a
cluster of these sheer ribbons spring into a fall extending
the length of the body, a celebration of breeding season.

But words fall defeated. The darter is not to be brought
away from the Nauranala.
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Had the darter been the river’s only creature he would have
been worth all nine days. Yet | took him to mark the absence
of old friends. Today Python did not take his place as he
had these eight days past. Had he found tiresome the
intrusive voices of those come to exclaim over him? More
likely he was off in search of a meal.

And Lax Feather, self-appointed watchman of the river,
whom life had pushed aside, a reminder that the living
pass as do the reasons. | could not but mourn these absent
ones, whose forms and natures | was empowered through
my form and nature to cherish and feel for.

The white-necked storks were still on Perch Tree. The bird
who faced me moved his left foot up the shaft of his right
leg and delicately closed upon it, using the toes of his foot
as thumb and forefinger. He maintained this pose for a
long time.

Through the last hour or two of their extended stay | have
been allowed virtually free movement. Now one by one
they leave the tree to begin a slow spiral upward into the
sky. From somewhere a third stork joins them and the three
drift higher and wider and away, leaving me with a new
distraction, a dark saw tooth ridge floating upriver.

Here was Crocodile as | had expected to find him, his
unrelenting eye above water line. This fellow regards me
from one vantage point then another. From several points
of observation | am at long last at the end of my ninth day,
judged harmless. Soon he lies on the bank, swollen with
good living and smiling his scalloped smile. Since Tan Tail
is upstream looking like a beached log under some trees,
there is no longer doubt that my bend in the river has at
least an arkian complement of crocodiles.

Out of the east sweeps a storm of sound. A lane of bees
g%llows a queen’s path through the sky. In the largeness of



the day it is like a shiver, these mere pepper specks voicing
this rising shout of menace as they pass. They, who cast
only the slightest shadow on the sun, could be deadly as
any tiger.

Slowly the afternoon quiets itself. The coucal slips furtively
around the perimeter of my scene as is his wont. A peacock
calls. The doves and parakeets are gathering for the
watering ritual that closes the day. The lapwings rearrange.
The water stills more in the deeps, and in the out-of-channel
shallows takes on the softening tints of a blushing sky. It is
all so gentle, so familiar.

My thoughts reach out like fingers to touch Prehistory at
his post on the river. Will he survive the high waters of the
next monsoon? At what season will come the bird who so
limed his cheek? He has been someone’s favourite perch,
but not one here in my brief residence. Will Python be back
tomorrow? Where is Hog Deer now? Did the third stork in
the sky bode for one of the resident pair the fate that befell
Lax Feather? | shall not know where the lapwings choose
to nest, nor if the blue throats will safely fledge young from
the grassy isle at my feet.

But it is sure that in my mind’s eye the tiger will come from
the forest in amber sun and, walking the river on the bridge
tree, make his disappearance into the grass that is striped
for the hiding of tigers.

I slipped from the river trying for the same unobtrusiveness
that | had sought throughout the day. | had breathed for
these few days in rhythm with time. Now | must leave the
river to its quiet and its shadows, to the nights and days
that would come after me.

By chance as | emerged | found a broad tree trunk directly
before me. It formed a shield between my eyes and the
burning disk of the sun now near the rim of the earth. 83



The tree was black and parent to a bewilderment of
reaching arms. Just so was the dark heart of the world
awaiting me. Yet the tree was resting in an aureole of light.

Could I hope that because of my days in this place, the
ordinary world would be likewise contained? For me thus
softly illuminated?

But before | left the park my Indian friends would lay upon
me some illumination of their own. In an extension of the
last gathering around the car, the time for little gifts to be
made in thanks for their service, Misra speaks a reminder.
“To stop, please, at headquarters. Boy in-charge of
generator there today for receiving his gift.” When |
ventured to remind that | had had no electric light he
responded that if | had had it it was this young man who
would have provided it.

Matter settled. Besides, | remembered | was being less
accurate than | intended.

For there had been an evening’s exception to my non-
electrified way of life. Arranged, not by me, but by Shukla,
the game guard, Shukla who was more or less responsible
for my safety, a task sometimes daunting both for my
waywardness and for the distraction of the new wife who
shared his cottage some hundred yards from Suthiana.

Surprisingly Shukla had appeared on a particular evening
with an old fashioned radio of the ‘thirties and the
announcement that President Carter had made a speech
supporting world efforts for the environment. Despite the
limits of our common language | understood all this and
further that Indira Gandhi was soon to make a formal
response to the Carter message. Shukla wanted me to hear
this and to use his radio for the purpose.
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The radio, shaped like a gothic arch, crackled with static,
serving to make Indira’s words almost unintelligible, but |
bent my utmost attention to the speaker, so touching was
Shukla’s sincerity.

I wish world leaders might know this story, know how
seriously their words are taken. Not all are such as
President Carter, Indira Gandhi, yet words that are mere
running off at the mouth may beam across the ether to
form the hopes, the expectations of Shuklas everywhere.

These words issuing from unseen power centres now may

reach a thousand remote stations over the globe, be counted
upon by a thousand Dudhwas and their people.
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Epilogue

hen | was a child my very musical
grandmother told me of waking one
m r n i n g
to the fading sound of a musical chord in

beauty beyond any she had ever heard.

Despite the years that have passed | awakened this
morning-a particularly luminous Southern California
autumn morning—in similar wonder. | seemed to have
been in a powerful presence now receding. It was a dual
presence, Saroj Raj Chowdhury and the tigress, Khairi. The
impression was strong that they had bidden me to speak.
Fanciful, of course, for others had certainly known more
of their story than I. Yet sometimes it is given that a brief
view yields up an essence.

That 1977 glimpse of life at the park director’s home was
as a window thrown open upon a scene of love and
understanding, a scene not to be forgotten. It was upon
that Simlipal morning that I reflected a few days later while
sitting at my bend of the Nauranala—sitting—waiting—in
hope of seeing Khairi’s primeval counterpart. Though in
experience these two were worlds apart, theirs was a
common power and beauty. Also, they were one in a
projection of contentment with life as it had come to them.

And when he would come, how simple, how there was the
Nauranala tiger stepping forth from the forest beneath the
arched branch totally at peace with life.



Though I muddled things a good bit on that occasion,
though | should miss his crossing of Tiger Bridge, his
elegance stands enduring in my mind’s eye. And | didn’t
get eaten. Perhaps in that Khairi had inadvertent part. It
may have been her settling presence which prevented fear
from swamping desire in the moment of the wild tiger’s
appearance, a smell of fear that to him might seem
invitation to attack.

Khairi’s capacities have already been recounted in some
detail in the story of my third day at the river. Now | face
an accounting of the next six years. During that time in
which Ashok and | continued our sporadic correspondence
he was working in Dubai but keeping up as best he could
on conservation news from India, reports of the nature
preserve he had established at Dalma (two hours or so north
of Calcutta), and such general tigerish news as: “From time
to time local people may walk down a track on one side,
passing a tiger going in opposite direction on the other side
of the road—all without incident. On the other hand,
within a two-year period since your visit to Dudhwa, some
twenty four local people have lost their lives to tiger.”

Ashok’s 1991 Christmas letter noted good news for Indian
wildlife in general. He wrote, “India has tightened its
wildlife laws and more or less banned hunting altogether.
Export of wildlife has been banned completely.”

But there would never be letter-news more important to
me than that involving Saroj and Khairi.

Even at the time of our Simlipal visit we both knew Khairi
would never quite make it back to the wild. Too much to
ask of a man to cast her innocence into a world of danger



for which he could not prepare her, from which he could
not protect her.

At the time of our visit Saroj was doubtless unaware of his
predicament. The observational study of her growth as
carried on by the meticulous notes of attendant scribes was
the foremost concern as his deep love for Khairi grew. The
study was a proper enough project to pass with scientists
and fellow professionals, who by custom keep their
attention fixed upon the welfare of the species. What
happens to the individual creature must be beneath—if not
notice—at least their larger objectives.

This is not to suggest that Chowdhury was single in his
dedication to his tigress. All the wild things of his realm
were the concern of this man of grand design.

Ashok wrote to me, for instance, of an elephant downed
by some malady, apparently too weak to rise. Saroj on
discovering him stayed by, gently proffering leafy branches.
Slowly the elephant became used to his presence, began
accepting food. The Director stayed on guard some three
days. Supplied with food and water the elephant threw
off his illness and, strong enough to rise, made his way
back into the forest to be one more wild elephant in a
country where too few remain. One could say Chowdhury
did this for the species. My guess is that in his head and
heart he did it first for the particular animal.

Finally a letter came that brought the story’s conclusion.
Khairi was dead.
She would have been about eight years old when she

contracted rabies from some village dog. Even in her
extremity she had bitten no one among her loving



attendants, struck out at no one with her great paws. |
remember standing transfixed, letter page unturned, as |
thought of all that beauty and power and humour and
creative intelligence ebbing away, that magnificent
adaptation to an alien world. Feeling such pain within
myself, | tried to imagine the incalculable grief of Saroj Raj
Chowdhury.

At last turning the page I learned that within some weeks
the Director too had fallen ill, died soon after. Those who
knew him said he died of a broken heart. I, who knew him
scarcely at all, believe that they were right.

But so long as any person knows this story, the story of
Chowdhury and Khairi, their passage on this earth will be
like music—my grandmother’s music from another sphere.

As to that other tiger, the wild one who could have emerged
anywhere along the forested edge of the Nauranala but
chose the exact spot beneath the arching limp by which |
expected him—about that tiger a small question lingers
which I still ponder. It concerns the spot in which he chose
to take the evening sun.

Before him was a great stage of white sand. It provided a
commanding view of the river world of which he was most
clearly king. However, fringing the forest at his point of
entrance was a thick scattering of tawny leaves, an
autumnal remnant even as spring was at the point of
breaking over the land.

Was it mere happenstance that he stretched out upon—
made himself one with—those concealing leaves? Or did
he make his choice in innate wisdom, the distillation from
athousand hunted generations? Does deep running caution
temper even the power of tigers?
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