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 had spent eight days in the blistering heat and 

smog of the city; eight days of breathing in air so 

polluted that it could bring tears to even the strongest 

eyes; eight days of seeing more trash than people… 

even though I'd never seen so many people in my 

entire life. Yes, I was glad to be getting out of the 

city.  

I do not want to be mistaken… I loved Bangalore. 

Everything about India's third largest city was 

intense. The sight of cows stopping the progress of 

dozens of cars was truly shocking. The honking of 

hundreds of horns was, at times, paralyzing. The 

smell and taste of the garbage of more than five 

million people thickened the air. Yet the pulsating 

spirit of those people was inescapable. Bangalore was 

electrifying. But Bangalore was not the reason why I 

had come to India.  

When I had dreamt of India (and oh, had I dreamt of 

India), I had envisioned lush jungles that were the 

color that green desired to be, towering mountains 

whose rocks whispered the deepest secrets of our 

planet and magnificent animals whose names 

represent the very definition of exotic. Could such a 

paradise still exist? I was about to find out.  

After an entire day's travel, I arrived at Forest Trails, 

a privately owned reserve in Karnataka, right next to 

Bannerghatta National Park. Because traveling 

anywhere in India takes so long (even if it is only a 

few dozen miles), it was already more than an hour 

past sunset; I would have to wait until the morning to 

scope out my surroundings.  

The next morning I woke up to the chirping of birds 

and the sound of the wind blowing in the trees. As I 

exited my tent, I gasped with delight. I was 

surrounded; surrounded, all three hundred and sixty 

degrees, by dry deciduous forest mixed with scrub 

land. Everywhere I looked I could see dozens of 

species of trees, flowers and butterflies that I had 

never seen before. Even the ground covering was 

foreign to me. I couldn't wait to get out and explore.  

I dedicated an entire day to learning as much as I 

could about this unfamiliar place. While walking 

around I noticed a peculiar thing: the ground moved! 

A significant amount of the ground all over the entire 

reserve was covered in a plant called touch-me-not 

(Mimosa pudica) that literally shrivels up beneath 

your feet as you walk on it or even if you barely 

touch it. A local botany expert said that touch-me-

nots actually come from the Americas. It's funny how 

you can travel halfway around the world and realize 

that there still is so much to learn about things back 

home.  

As I walked around, touching each tree, purposely 

stepping on every touch-me-not plant I could find, 

my imagination began to run wild. I could picture 

elephants (my favorite animal) walking in the open 

scrub (which probably is not likely) trumpeting their 

horns to announce their arrival. I could imagine 

elephants hiding behind trees in the forest, or 

blending in with the large boulders that were 
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sprinkled about the reserve. Would I ever get to see 

any of these magnificent creatures? I couldn't wait to 

find out.   

The trees at Forest Trails were much larger than I had 

expected. Fourteen years ago there were no trees at 

all. They had all been used up as resources for human 

beings. The owners of Forest Trails wanted the land 

to be left alone, wanted Mother Nature to right the 

wrongs. So here we are, only fourteen years later and 

several hundred acres of new forest has been added to 

the planet. It is so refreshing to know that good things 

do happen in this world.  

Some of the most common species of trees in Forest 

Trails are Teak, Terminalia species and, Rubiaceae 

(coffee) or Ficus (fig) families. Indian Milkweed 

shrubs (Asclepias eriocarpa) dot the landscape of the 

scrub (in Kansas milkweed could ruin a yard; in India 

it is so beautiful it SHOULD garnish a tabletop). Of 

course, I could not mention the plant species of India 

without discussing Lantana camara. This invasive 

plant species (also from the Americas) threatens to 

overcrowd and 'up-root' any other plant that gets in 

its path. The six foot tall shrub is thorny (though it 

does have cute, little flowers) and is as common as 

grass. Nothing seems to be particularly fond of 

lantana. With the exception of a handful of butterflies 

or a bird here and there, not a single species seems to 

go near it. If a solution is not found soon, Lantana 

camara threatens to rid India of thousands of acres of 

native forest, taking the native inhabitants (both 

animals and people) along with them.   

While trying to identify plant species, I nearly ran 

into what I thought was a pile of leaves, but was 

quickly told was the nest of a nightjar bird 

(Caprimulgus indicus). If a single species were to 

win a game of hide-and-seek, this bird would 

probably take the cake. The best way to actually see 

the bird is to take a photo of the general area (with 

the camera's flash on) and then to find the eye 

gleaming from the flash in the picture and then use 

markers from the bird's surroundings to locate it. 

Camouflage this good could never be created in a 

factory.  

The next day, I finally found what I had been looking 

for. After only a few minutes’ walk, I arrived at the 

base of a gigantic (at least five hundred feet high) 

rocky hill. The hill primarily consisted of granite and 

gneiss rocks. Though several of the surrounding hills 

were now home to granite quarries, this hill was and 

would forever be safe.   

The ascent up the hill was like something out of a 

National Geographic special. Lizards and skinks by 

the dozens ran for the safety of loose rocks as they 

felt the presence of humans coming. Frogs (primarily 

skitters) leapt for the safety of small pools of water. 

Grass Jewel, Common Tiger and Emigrant butterflies 

were being tossed about by the strong winds as if 

they were the shuttlecocks in a game of badminton. 

Loose coaster-sized pieces of granite (which now 

adorn my coffee table) dotted the hillside. I didn't 

know what to expect once I reached the top, but I 

knew one thing: it could not possibly get much better 

than this.   

I could not have been more wrong. Life at the top of 

the hill was straight out of a fairytale. Ten yards in 

front of me a beautiful, crystal-clear pond surrounded 

by trees. Frogs, tadpoles and small fish ruled the 

waters while grasses and moss covered the outskirts 

of the pond. Small pools of water (only a couple of 

square feet in size) surrounded the larger pond and 

even crept their way down the slopes of the hill. 

Lying on the flat, smooth granite while feeling the 



wind rush over my face created the perfect state of 

calmness: rocks heated from the sun mixed with cool 

mountain air. Several things went through my mind: 

the perfect place to take a nap, the perfect place to do 

yoga, the perfect place to camp out at overnight 

(though I was quickly informed that elephants visit 

the pond on the hill every morning at sunrise, so that 

would be too dangerous). Yes, heaven on Earth had 

been found.  

The view from the top deserves its own paragraph. 

Homes (a few were modern and large, but most were 

beautiful one or two room huts) and villages dotted 

the landscape in all directions. Hills similar to 

"heaven on Earth" could be seen to the East and 

South. The view to the West was even more 

spectacular: the Western Ghats filled the horizon (a 

perfect view at sunset). From such a high elevation 

(about 3,000 feet) the forest looks very lush and 

shows no signs of ever being completely decimated. 

However, if given a few more years, the forest will 

be even thicker.   

I decided to do some exploring on the rocks. Two 

small pools of water were full of more than one 

hundred tadpoles, which made for great 

entertainment. Another pool was full of a dozen or so 

very tiny (about one centimeter in length) clams that 

a local guide that never even heard of before. After it 

was explained to him that in other parts of the world 

humans eat clams, he responded by saying, "people 

are demons." That kind of empathy for animals can 

only be had by a life-long vegetarian.  

I did not want to leave the hills… ever… but my time 

was cut short by the trumpeting of elephants from the 

forests below! Everyone needed to return to the 

safety of our camp immediately, before the wild 

elephants could cut us off from our home base. 

Safety was the furthest thing from my mind. I had 

just heard my first wild elephant trumpets! Leave? 

Why would I leave and miss the chance to see them?  

But I understood. Wild elephants are extremely 

dangerous and I definitely wanted to live long 

enough to make it back to the top of the hill again. I 

made it my goal to visit the top of the hill as many 

times as possible. And I decided that even if I could 

not see an elephant, it was comforting enough just to 

know that they are out there.  


