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eeing anything with a group this size (made 

up of boisterous Americans, no less), in a 

noisy tourism van seems and had proved 

near impossible. We'd seen animals before on our 

excursions, but never a true spotting that lived up 

to the work our educators had done. Perhaps a 

combination of having Siddappa (an incredibly 

kind-hearted and enthusiastic wildlife expert), 

with us the time of day and weather for the outing, 

and the overall beauty and serenity of the place 

keeping us quiet, gave us multiple spottings this 

time/on this outing. The first was a beautiful owl 

of immense stature over which there is still much 

debate concerning its identification. With similar 

appearance and coloration to a Great Horned Owl, 

it flew across the road behind the van with deadly 

and silent accuracy. We drove on. Then we spotted 

the big guns. This whole trip seems to have been 

planned by Geeta on the trail of the world’s largest 

terrestrial creature. Elephas maximus moves south 

through India in its migrations.  

Elephants migrate locally from the Cauvery 

Wildlife Sanctuary to the Western Ghats in south 

India through Bannerghatta N.P., Biligiri R.F., B.R. 

Hills, Bandipur T.R., Mudumulai, and onward. It 

would seem Geeta planned this trip to line up with 

the movements of the towering veggie-saur. And 

yet, until now we’d only heard a far off trumpet 

from atop Rock Hill. Now, as we passed a small 

lake, there they were. There stood three beautiful 

female elephants, no more than nine feet tall, and 

about forty feet away. As we turned off the engine 

and very carefully milled about the van to get a 

good look and take pictures, we, with the help of 

Siddappa and Geeta, identified their ages and roles 

in the herd. Sixteen very large and heavily padded 

feet…a fourth tail flicked out low to the ground. A 

baby. No more than two months old. As the elders 

sensed our noisy and smelly presence, they began 

readjusting to encircle and further protect the 

young calf. The furthest-away individual retreated 

a ways to the brush with her tail elevated and 

turned back to face us directly. She wanted 

running room. “Go Manoj!” Geeta shouted in a 

loud, hoarse whisper to our driver. The elephant 

let out a loud warning trumpet and picked up 

speed straight towards us… 

Perhaps relieved that the engine noise meant we 

were leaving, or perhaps because a small part of 

the lake was between the road and the islet they 

were on, the cow stopped and returned to the 

others. We drove on. Our last sighting was a wild 

boar in the distance running fast as we returned to 

the field site. A delicious dinner, as usual, followed 

and Manoj drove the boys back to our quarters. 

*  *  *  *  *  *  *  * 

I'm part of an environmental studies program 

S 



going to the state of Karnataka in southern India. 

In an attempt to stray as far as possible from the 

ruby slipper-wearing 'heartland of America', the 

task is to find something out about myself I didn't 

know; a seemingly simple task for any old 

teenager putting up ‘Lost!’ signs for their identity. 

When you’re placed with 10 other students, all 

your same age and course of study, and forced to 

be together more or less 24/7 for six weeks, some 

interesting things happen. You learn more about 

each other than friends you’ve had for years. Even 

the pace at which you learn things about yourself 

seems to quicken. One more important factor is 

added. Environment. In this case: India-the most 

colorful, diverse, joyful, and stimulating place I’ve 

ever experienced, though that isn’t saying much. 

The real ‘meat’ of the experience, though, came 

from my shock at finding India’s immense, yet 

fairly organized legal system when it comes to 

managing reserves and organizing access to their 

resources. As part of some pre-conceived notion, 

I’d always been under the impression that India 

had far more problems to worry about than 

wildlife and ‘going green’. As I quickly discovered, 

wildlife and greenery IS India. All you need to 

throw in the mix is the people and the country lies 

before you. The relationship between people and 

their environment is fragile to say the least. India, 

as one of the major biodiversity hotspots, is 

essential to the diversity and perhaps stability of 

the global biosphere.  

I recall waking up the first morning to the familiar 

sound of birds chirping but still feeling 

confused...That does NOT sound familiar! Oh yeah. 

India. You never really notice a chirping bird 

sound until you hear one that sounds totally 

different. Different is an understatement. 

Throughout the course of the trip we had run-ins 

with bee-eaters, hawks, kites, owls, beautifully-

colored kingfishers, rollers, majestic peacocks, 

vociferous and ornery drongos, particularly 

Dicrurus paradiseus, and even a couple lucky 

encounters with members of the hornbill 

(Bucerotidae) family.  All a far cry from the robins, 

blue jays, and crows of the Midwestern U.S.  

The program took us from the crowded streets of 

Bangalore to the pilgrimage and tribal site of dry 

deciduous MM Hills and Devarahalli, then to the 

Biligiri Rangaswamy range where much wetter 

forests and their accompanying leeches presented 

themselves to us, and on to Mysore for a break in 

civilization. The second half was the renowned 

Bandipur Tiger Reserve, along with the 

Mudumulai, Silent Valley, Top Slip, and Anamalai 

protected areas.  

As a scientist, I was anxious to get the real scoop 

on the tie between India’s people and its 

environment. In the U.S., working for a traditional 

western city zoo, the way humans experience 

their environment seems to be at a distance from 

it. Children go the zoo to see animals they find 

interesting. They go to an enclosed, organized, 

funded exhibition, essentially. In the push towards 

modernity and urbanization, the relationship 

between people and the nature around them is 

dwindling. The real lesson I took from India is 

how important that relationship can be. Tribal 

groups all over India live happily and cohesively 

inside of the forests, using age-old knowledge for 

food, shelter, even income. Sitting in an open 

shelter at an elephant camp somewhere in the Top 

Slip region, I remember gazing out as busloads of 



tourists arrived and began taking pictures of the 

resident pachyderms. Watching their faces as they 

apprehensively approached the giant creatures 

and even dared to touch them amused me. These 

creatures were merely an attraction to these 

people and I could help but think the same of my 

elephant friends back at the zoo. The difference 

came when you looked at the trainers. This was 

their life. They had an absolute bond with these 

elephants. Elephants are such an enormous part of 

life in India, whether as a religious symbol, a 

means of ecotourism, an amusing attraction, or 

even an annoying nuisance.  

Human-wildlife conflict runs rampant in much of 

India, as we learned from a lecturer at the Nature 

Conservation Fund in Mysore. They’re constantly 

working to educate farmers and villagers about 

simple things like elephant migratory patterns, 

and ways to peacefully coexist with these animals. 

Even young children are given environmental 

education beginning at a young age, as we 

observed at a school near Kanakapura, where an 

NGO called ATREE (Ashoka Trust for Research in 

Ecology and the Environment) works to 

encourage and discover new ways that people can 

make the most out of their lives in a mutually-

beneficial relationship with their environment. We 

encountered numerous examples of this 

relationship in our travels and our dealings with 

ATREE, including an initiative in MM Hills that 

works to teach the local tribal peoples known as 

Soliga to use the incredibly invasive Lantana 

camara plant and make furniture out of the 

branches/twigs/stems. This income-generating 

project benefits both people and environment, and 

perhaps serves as an example in which nature 

receives a benefit due to a little bit of nurturing 

from people.  

On another occasion in MM Hills, our resource 

expert, Harisha (who also works for ATREE), 

assigned us a small project in which we buddied-

up and went along a trail looking for and notating 

various things. Some looked for berries and seeds, 

others for leaves, and my task, along with my 

buddy, was to identify trees that had been 

chopped for purposes of firewood or agriculture. 

Confused with this daunting task, we set out, soon 

finding that indentifying trees that had been 

slashed at repeatedly with a machete is actually 

much easier than it sounds. With Harisha helping 

us identify for a while at first, we discovered 

something even more important. The trees we 

were noting turned out to be the same five or six 

species over and over again. It soon became very 

clear that there was more to this project than just 

learning how to tell if a human has chopped a tree. 

Locals, mostly Soliga, know the forest incredibly 

well, using only the best wood for firewood, 

primarily members of the Memecylon and 

Terminalia genera, Anogeissus latifolia, and 

Canthium dicoccum. These trees, it turns out, are 

major species over an immense portion of 

southern India, and are essential to the 

functionality of the forest ecosystem.  

Whether it was eating on plates made out of 

leaves off Butia monosperma (‘Flame of the 

Forest’) tree, or crossing the impressive Cauvery 

River on bowl rafts made from bamboo, nature is 

daily life in India, and even for us biologists and 

environmentalists, a bigger part of our daily lives 

than we could ever have imagined. The true 

necessity of nature, and its impact on humankind 



was as loud and clear as the trumpet of the 

elephant, and the roar of the tiger.  



 


