NORTHERN INDIA & THE CENTRAL HIMALAYAN FOOTHILLS

February 27-March 16, 2013
THE TOUR REGION:

Applying the term ‘northern’ to India could imply a vast region over 2000 km wide, from the border with Pakistan to the west and extending east to Bangladesh.  For the purposes of this tour, the description applies to the region surrounding, and within 400km of, Delhi – including the states of Uttar Pradesh and Uttarakhand to the north and east, and parts of eastern Rajasthan to the south and southwest.
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This region is incredible for birds, and hosts many of India’s finest birding localities.  The spectacularly high avian diversity here is largely a result of the broad diversity of climate, topography, and habitats to be found within relatively close proximity of one another, and the protection of many of the most ecologically fundamental areas in a comprehensive network of sanctuaries.  During the winter months birding is particularly productive, as resident species are accompanied by winter migrants from the Palaearctic, and species usually associated with higher altitudes can be found at lower elevations. 

Sanjay Van, Delhi

     Time permitting we will start birding within Delhi itself, where a few spare hours will allow us to explore one of the city’s most productive birding sites, Sanjay Van.  Despite being home to a human population of over 15 million, Delhi is surprisingly green – it is estimated that 25% of Delhi is wooded – with much of the intact forest within the city existing on Delhi Ridge, the northernmost extension of the Aravalli Hills.  Sanjay Van, a city park, forms part of the wilderness of Delhi Ridge and, with the exception of a few intersecting paths, is largely undeveloped, providing reasonably good scrub habitat (although native vegetation is increasingly infiltrated by mesquite).  Delhi’s bird list stands at around 450, of which around 200 have been recorded from Delhi Ridge.  Sanjay Van offers a good introduction to the more common and widespread birds of northern India - species habitually seen here include Grey Francolin, Indian Peafowl, Brown-headed and Coppersmith Barbets, Yellow-footed Green-pigeon, Rose-ringed and Alexandrine Parakeets, Indian Robin, Black Redstart, White-eared and Red-vented Bulbuls, and Bay-backed Shrike.

Accommodation:  Any nights spent in Delhi will be in the clean and comfortable 2* Sunstar Residency in the Karol Bagh district of northern Delhi.  Conveniently situated for our arrival and departure, there is also the added benefit of an excellent restaurant within easy walking distance of the hotel. (www.hotel-sunstar.com)
Ranthambhore National Park, Rajasthan – approx. 350km south of Delhi

     As the westernmost site included in our itinerary, Ranthambhore National Park is distinctly arid.  Nestled between the Aravalli and Vindhyan Hills, Ranthambhore is situated within a region of semi-desert interspersed with rocky outcrops, sheer cliffs and grasslands, dissected by jungle-filled ravines.  A former hunting preserve of the Maharajas of Ranthambhore, and later the British, the sanctuary is dotted with crumbling ruins that make it uniquely atmospheric, and the landscape is dominated by the ruins of Ranthambhore Fort, perched dramatically on a cliff ledge overlooking the reserve.  

Within the park, the habitat is predominantly tropical dry deciduous forest with extensive areas of patchy thorn scrub, interspersed with five perennial lakes that are a lifeline to various mammals, and are hence the focus of wildlife-watching, during the dry winter months.  In the post-independence era former hunting preserves such as Ranthambhore in princely states such as Rajasthan were ideal for declaration as reserves with the emergence of India’s wildlife conservation policies.  Ranthambhore was declared a wildlife sanctuary in the 1950’s, and enlarged to its current spread of 1334 sq km in 1992 by the consolidation of a further 2 adjoining sanctuaries in an earnest attempt to protect this vital habitat of the tiger.   

Tiger numbers, given the area of the park, are relatively low (at the last count it was estimated that Ranthambhore held 26 individual animals), however due to the easy accessibility and popularity, tigers here have grown so accustomed to human company that the park is one of the most assured sites in the country for a sighting of this otherwise elusive cat.  Their preference for sauntering along Ranthambhore’s un-tarred sandy tracks (because they are soft on the paws!) also facilitates the tracking of their daily movements.  In addition to tiger, the park is home to an abundance of smaller mammals, including sambar, chital, nilgai, wild boar, and hanuman langur.  Chinkara and jackal are also present here but sporadically sighted, while sloth bear and leopard are notoriously elusive.

Ranthambhore hosts an array of birds, and although there are few regional endemics here there is an interesting combination of desert species and the more general of Northern India’s forest birds.  More common species include Indian Peafowl, Indian Scops-owl, Rose-ringed and Plum-headed Parakeets, while Jungle Babbler, Red-vented Bulbul, and Rufous Treepie are positively abundant!  Specialities at Ranthambhore include Sulphur-bellied Warbler, a species particular to rocky scrub habitats, and Painted Spurfowl, an Indian endemic restricted to drier areas of the Indian peninsula.  Despite the catastrophic decline in vulture numbers in the last decade due to unrestrained use of the veterinary drug Diclofenac, it is possible to see 6 species here.  The lakes host a variety of species, including Painted and Woolly-necked Storks, Black-headed Ibis, Oriental Darter, a number of egrets and herons, River and Black-bellied Terns, Indian Spot-billed Duck, Cotton Teal, Great Thick-knee, and numerous waders.  Areas that fall outside the park boundary are incessantly grazed, and devoid of much mature growth as a result.  This arid scrubland scattered with low thorny bushes creates an ideal environment for species such as Sirkeer Malkoha, Southern Grey Shrike, Indian Baya and Streaked Weavers, White-capped Bunting, Greater Short-toed and Rufous-tailed Larks, Ashy-crowned Finch-lark, Chestnut-bellied and Painted Sandgrouse, and Indian Courser.  

Ranthambhore is one of the most popular national parks in India, and as a result of the pressure created by rising visitor numbers the park authorities now regulate the number of vehicles allowed inside the park at a given time.  Access to the park is by open jeep or mini-bus, with safari timings of 0630-1000 and 1430-1700.  Birding is surprisingly good from a vehicle since many birds, such as quails and francolins, are less shy of a vehicle than of people on foot.  Sightings are however somewhat dependent on the safari route that we follow once inside the park – these routes are allocated to each vehicle at random upon entry.  

Accommodation:  During our time at Ranthambhore we will stay at Ranthambhore Safari Lodge, a comfortable wildlife resort on the main road heading to the park entrance, with large, clean and comfortable rooms and large private en-suite facilities with running hot water.  The open rooftop restaurant has views over the surrounding scrub and across to the mountain ridge that forms the border of the sanctuary. (http://www.ranthambhorehotels.com)
Keoladeo-Ghana National Park (Bharatpur), Rajasthan – approx. 200km south of Delhi

     Universally known as Bharatpur, which is in fact the name of the nearest town and, coincidently, of the king who first created the wetlands, Keoladeo-Ghana National Park is undoubtedly India’s most famous bird sanctuary.  It is classified as a UNESCO World Heritage and RAMSAR site in recognition of the importance of its man-made wetlands that host 400 species of resident and over-wintering birds. Ironically, the flooded meadows of Bharatpur were originally created and maintained as a series of freshwater marshes for duck-shooting by the Maharajas of Bharatpur, yet since its declaration as a bird sanctuary in 1956 Bharatpur has provided an irreplaceable refuge for vast numbers of water birds, including Sarus Crane, Painted and Black-necked Storks, Greylag and Bar-headed Geese, Indian Spot-billed and Comb Ducks, Eurasian Spoonbill, Greater Painted-snipe, and Black Bittern, as well as Indian Courser, White-tailed Plover, and numerous passerines in the intricate mosaic of mature woodland, sandy acacia scrub, and open grassland surrounding the wetlands.  

     Bharatpur was formerly renowned as a vital wintering site for a small population of Siberian Cranes, and their failure to arrive here in 2001 was a clear indication of the beginning of a sharp decline in the condition of the park’s environment.  Successive regional droughts have placed the wetlands of Bharatpur in severe threat and in conflict with the real need for survival of local agricultural communities.  Apathy of local officials coupled with improper land management have exacerbated the problem so that today Bharatpur’s wetlands are nothing more than a few puddles adjacent to the sanctuary road maintained by continuous pumping of groundwater.  In its heyday, Bharatpur was an exclusive shooting venue, shooting parties restricted to only a few per year.  Bag counts of over 4000 birds are a stark indication of the decline the park has witnessed.  

     Despite this, it is still possible to see an impressive number of species here, even though densities can appear alarmingly low.  Bharatpur is heavily dependent on the strength of the annual monsoon rains to support its wetlands into the dry season, and this will have direct implications for the species that will be present at Bharatpur each year.  Park authorities are attempting to improve the habitat through active land management and in the past few years have been hopeful of an improvement in the water supply.  Continued visits to the park demonstrate support for those working within and to restore this once remarkable site, while we also use Bharatpur as a base for exploring surrounding areas, in particular the reservoir of nearby Bund Baretha, a designated wildlife sanctuary home to many of the water birds now absent from Bharatpur. 

Accommodation:  We will spend our nights at Bharatpur in a renowned and recently renovated birding lodge, Hotel Sunbird, run by a birder and conveniently situated just outside the park entrance gates.  Rooms are clean and comfortable with private en-suite facilities with individual hot water geysers. (www.hotelsunbird.com)
The National Chambal Sanctuary (Chambal River), Uttar Pradesh – approx. 250km southeast of Delhi

     The Chambal is a perennial river, originating in central India and flowing northwards and eastwards through three states for over 900km until it eventually merges with the River Yamuna.  The river is a lifeline to agriculture in the region, providing the water necessary for irrigation of the plains in India’s agricultural heartland.  According to an ancient myth the river is said to have originated from the blood of cows sacrificed by an Aryan king in his quest for supremacy.  This king and everything associated with him, including the Chambal, were consequently cursed, and this labelling of the river as unholy meant that no large settlements and relatively few temples were established along its banks, making it one of north India’s most unpolluted waterways today.  

     The river is home to a distinct and richly diverse fauna, including Smooth-coated Otter, Marsh Crocodile (Mugger), various freshwater turtles and terrapins, and Gangetic Dolphin, a species particularly sensitive to polluted waters – its presence here providing testimony to the health of the river environment.  The National Chambal Sanctuary, encompassing a 400km stretch of the Chambal River downstream of the Kota barrage in Rajasthan, was created in 1979 when it was chosen as a release site for captive bred gharials, a species whose population had been decimated almost to the point of extinction by poaching and indiscriminate fishing.  

     Birding on the river by boat is a pleasant experience, facilitated by the lack of vegetation along the shore where species such as Brown Crake, Indian Stone-curlew and Great Thick-knee, River Lapwing, Indian Black and Black-headed Ibis, Painted Stork, Black-bellied Tern, and Sand Lark can be seen.  The Chambal River is now one of the most reliable places to see the resident yet patchily distributed Indian Skimmer, often in good numbers, alongside Black-bellied and River Terns.

     For around half of its length the river is flanked by mud ravines, a unique geological feature that is re-formed with the soil erosion that accompanies each monsoon.  The sparse vegetation within the ravines is predominantly tropical dry scrub forest, supporting species such as Desert Wheatear, Crested Bunting, and Brooks’s Leaf-warbler.  A width of up to 6 km of this habitat on either side of the river is also protected within the sanctuary. 

Accommodation:  We will spend one night on the outskirts of Jarar village at Chambal Safari Lodge, a pleasant and traditionally designed wildlife lodge situated in a plantation on the former cattle fair grounds of the local chieftains.  The cosy cottage rooms are designed to blend in with local architectural styles, and are ethnically furnished.  Large en-suite bathrooms are equipped with individual hot water geysers.  Since mains electricity to the lodge is supplied on a rural feeder line it can be erratic, however there is generator back-up when required at peak times. 

(www.chambalsafari.com)
Taj Mahal – Agra
     Once alternating with Delhi as the capital of the Mughal Empire, today Agra is a sprawling industrial, and heavily polluted, city, however the power of its magnificent monuments continues to draw visitors from around the globe.  Situated on the banks of the Yamuna River (a good birding spot!) the exquisite Taj Mahal, a perfect blend of Indian Hindu and Persian Muslim architecture, was built by Shah Jahan as a fitting tomb for his beloved wife, Mumtaz Mahal, who died, at age 39, while giving birth to their 14th child.  For 2 years after her death Shah Jahan ignored his responsibilities as the ruler of an Empire, instead dedicating his life to building this enduring monument to love.  Work began in 1632, and with a workforce of 20,000 took 22 years to complete with the white marble transported over 300km by 100 elephants, and the semi-precious stones coming from as far away as China (Jade), Afghanistan (Lapis lazuli), Tibet (Turquoise), and Russia (Malachite).  The grandeur of the building in its entirety is matched with exquisite intricate inlay decoration, and surrounded by a traditional Islamic char bagh, or quartered garden, creating a peaceful idyll in the dust and chaos of the surroundings (which is also a good spot for more common Indian birds).  A number of myths surround the Taj Mahal, the most dramatic that on its completion Shah Jahan ordered his chief mason’s hand to be cut off to prevent him repeating the masterpiece elsewhere.  When the Taj Mahal was constructed the Mughal Empire was already in decline and under attack from the northwest and the south, and despite its unquestionable beauty this was an extravagance that the empire could not afford.  For his decadent overspending of state funds Shah Jahan was later to be imprisoned by his son in Agra’s Red Fort, where he spent the last eight years of his life.  With India under British rule the future of the Taj became doubtful.  In the mid 1800’s plans to dismantle the monument and sell the pieces at auctions went so far that cranes were erected in the gardens, however a similar auction of a piece of the Red Fort failed to gain enough interest, and the plans were abandoned.  The Taj was restored to its former beauty by Lord Curzon in the early 1900’s, yet today the marble is continuously assaulted by the growing pollution levels in this sprawling city.  A second tomb, the I’timad-ud-Daulah, was a smaller precursor to the Taj Mahal, and the first Mughal building to be faced with white marble inlaid with contrasting stones.  The tomb was built for Ghiyas Beg, a Persian who became Chief Minister of the Mughal Empire, and whose daughter, Nur Jahan, was married to the Emperor Jahangir.  Mumtaz Mahal was Nur Jahan’s niece, creating the great irony that the two most perfect Mughal tombs were built not for the Mughal emperors themselves but for a Persian adventurer and his granddaughter.

Western Himalayan Foothills (Sattal & Pangot), Uttarakhand – approx. 250km northeast of Delhi

     The foothills of the western Himalayas offer exceptional birding in pleasant surroundings against a backdrop of colonial architecture and picturesque mountain scenery.  In the winter months resident montane specialities are joined by migrants from the north, and the area is delightfully quiet.  Contrasting starkly with the Indian plains the region is home to a distinct avifauna, and exhibits remarkable changes in birdlife over relatively short distances as the increasing altitude and associated changes in topography effect gradual changes on climate and vegetation.    

     Sattal is a small, picturesque mid-altitude (1300-1450m) holiday town in the Kumaon Hills of the low Himalayas.  The name Sattal simply means seven lakes, and these are dispersed through the thick forests of the surrounding hillslopes; the lake edges and thick undergrowth providing unrivalled habitat for birds during the winter when the town is virtually deserted.  

     Much of the best birding is, in fact, within the town and its outskirts, as the scattered nature of Sattal’s development has left numerous patches of grass and scrub that support Himalayan and Siberian Rubythroats, Golden and Himalayan Red-flanked Bush-robins, Blue-capped and Blue-fronted Redstarts, Rufous-breasted and Black-throated Accentors, Cinnamon Sparrow, and Kaleej Pheasant.  Other Himalayan species that can be found in the area include Rufous-bellied Niltava, Blue-winged Minla, Great and Blue-throated Barbets, Himalayan Parakeet, Grey-backed Shrike, Asian Barred Owlet, Himalayan and Mountain Bulbuls, Black-throated Thrush, Streaked and White-crested Laughingthrushes, Rusty-cheeked Scimitar-babbler, Red-billed Leiothrix, Lemon-rumped, Grey-faced, and Orange-barred Leaf-warblers, Green-backed and Red-headed Tits, White-tailed and Chestnut-bellied Nuthatches, Bar-tailed Treecreeper, Rufous Sibia, White-browed Shrike-babbler, Himalayan Flameback, and Red-billed Blue Magpie.    

     The entire region is dissected by shallow mountain streams home to some distinctive riverine species including White-capped River-chat, Plumbeous Water-redstart, Himalayan Pied Kingfisher, and three species of Forktail – Spotted, Little, and Slaty-backed.

     Pangot lies further up the Kumaon Hills; the drive from Sattal passes through the colonial hill station of Nainital (1938m) and along some of the most spectacular mountain roads in the region.  Views of the Himalayan range are incredible in clear weather, the highest peak visible from here being Nanda Devi at 7826m.  Translating as ‘bliss-giving Goddess’ Nanda Devi is the patron Goddess of Uttarakhand Himalaya, while the mountain itself is the tallest in India today.  Birding will take us from Pangot to nearby Baggar, Timla Pani, and Cheena Peak, the highest accessible points in the area reaching en elevation of just over 2600m.  We will also take a walk through Mongoli Valley, a productive area of open woodland, streamside vegetation and fields, as we descend to Corbett National Park.  

     In terms of bird species those found at Sattal and at Pangot are somewhat similar, yet Pangot’s higher altitude is reflected in the distinctly different vegetation and in the presence here of many additional altitude-dependent montane specialities, including Bearded Vulture, Long-billed Ground-thrush, Himalayan Greenfinch, Pink-browed Rosefinch, Scarlet Finch, Koklass and sporadically Cheer Pheasants, Variegated, Striated, and White-throated Laughingthrushes, Himalayan Pied Woodpecker, Fire-breasted Flowerpecker, and Yellow-browed Tit.  Pangot also lies at the junction of the central Himalayan and western Himalayan endemic bird areas, and hosts the restricted range Black-chinned Babbler and shy Nepal Wren-babbler.  

     The distribution of species between Sattal and Pangot is highly dependent on prevailing weather conditions, which can be highly variable in the foothills.  In the event of heavy snowfall or persistent icy conditions it may not always be possible to reach Pangot, however many of the birds usually associated with Pangot tend to descend downslope and can be found at lower elevations in such conditions.

Accommodation:  To enable us to thoroughly explore the range of altitudes represented in this region we divide our nights in the Himalayan foothills between Sattal and Pangot.  In Sattal, we will stay in Sattal Birding Camp, a small, friendly camp established especially for birders 4 km from the centre of Sattal in the village of Bhakgtura.  Uniquely placed on a mountainside at an elevation of 1340m the camp is surrounded by pine and oak forest, with dip pools in the garden that attract a variety of species throughout the day.  Accommodation here consists of 5 deluxe, cosily furnished tents, each pitched on raised concrete platforms beneath thatched roofs, with private en-suite facilities.  At Pangot we will stay at Jungle Lore Birding Lodge, ideally situated on a hillslope at an elevation of 2150m overlooking forest and scrub with views to the plains below.  Rooms in individual cottages or a 4-room lodge are clean and cosy.  The home-cooked meals provided here are wholesome and tasty, with hot tea and coffee available throughout the day.  The comfortable dining area looks out over a small garden with a permanently busy bird table that attracts a variety of species throughout the day, including White-throated and Variegated Laughingthrushes, and Black-headed Jay, providing excellent photo opportunities.  Nights in the foothills can be cold, but rooms at both Sattal and Pangot are equipped with hot water geysers in the en-suite bathrooms, electric or gas room heaters, thick quilts, and hot-water bottles on demand. (www.sattalbirdinglodge.com  & www.pangot.com)
Corbett National Park, Uttarakhand – approx. 250km northeast of Delhi

     Corbett National Park lies in the Nainital district of the state of Uttakhand, nestled against the foothills of the Western Himalayas in the terai – the forest and savannah grasslands that flank the Himalayas to the south.   Formerly part of the princely state of Tehri-Garhwal, the park was ceded to the British East India Company by the Raja of Tehri in return for assistance preventing Gurkhas invading the remainder of his estate.  Much of the land, largely cleared to make it less vulnerable to invasion, was settled by the tribal Boksas of the terai, however they were evicted upon the establishment of British rule in India, when the importance of the region to wildlife was realised.  Parts of the park have therefore been under protection since 1858 when farming and cattle grazing were banned in the lower Patli Dun Valley, an area that forms a large part of the sanctuary today.  

     The declaration of Hailey National Park in 1936 created India’s first, and the world’s third, national park.  Later renamed Ramganga National Park in 1956, and finally Corbett National Park, the sanctuary now honours Jim Corbett, the legendary hunter and pioneer conservationist, best known for hunting man-eating leopards and tigers in the Kumaon and Garhwal Himalayas in the 1920’s.

     Corbett National Park is, in fact, part of a larger expanse of protected wilderness.  Combined with Sonanadi Wildlife Sanctuary and Kalagarh Reserved Forest this protection extends over 1318 sq km, and it was here in 1973 that ‘Project Tiger’, an ambitious government-enforced conservation programme, was launched, by declaring this as India’s first Tiger Reserve.  Corbett is also an integral part of WWF’s Terai Arc Landscape Programme, aiming to protect three of the five terrestrial flagship species – tiger, Asian Elephant, and Greater One-horned Rhinoceros – by restoring corridors of forest linking 13 protected areas of Nepal and India to better enable wildlife migration.  

     Corbett is uniquely picturesque, placed partly along a valley between the lesser Himalayas to the north and the Siwaliks to the south.  Bisected by the Ramganga and Kosi Rivers and their numerous tributaries, the forest and its inhabitants are sustained through the dry winter months by their perennial flow.  The terrain is hilly, climbing from 360m to 1040m above sea level, and the mixed deciduous forest is interspersed with open grassy pastures known as chaurs, ideal for herds of grazing elephants.  

     From a birding perspective, Corbett is favourably situated where the avifauna of the Himalayas meets that of the Indian plains.  During the winter months the region plays host to many species otherwise found at higher altitudes, alongside other seasonal migrants and resident birds.  Although the density of birds is lower here than elsewhere, over 580 species have been recorded in the park, with Corbett having the highest diversity of raptors anywhere in the country.  

     The reserve itself is divided into a number of ranges.  The most productive area for birding, and for tiger sightings, is Dhikala in the park’s western ranges, and the 30km drive to it from the Dhangarhi gate on the reserve’s eastern boundary.  The Amdanda entrance to the park offers day visits to Bijrani – a mixed habitat that can be quiet for birds, but a good spot for tiger.  A further good birding area exists at Jhirna, an excellent patch of forest on the southern side of the park which may be explored on foot.  One great advantage of Corbett is the persistence of many exceptional woodland areas, in particular at Mohan and Kumeria, outside the park boundaries, and the possibility of exploring these on foot, often from the road, significantly increases the list of potential species here.  

     Specialities of Corbett and the vicinity include Great Pied Hornbill, Common Green Magpie, Great Slaty Woodpecker, Himalayan Flameback, Green-tailed Sunbird, Orange-bellied Leafbird, Rufous-bellied Niltava, Maroon Oriole, Ashy, Black-crested and Himalayan Black Bulbuls, Pin-tailed Green Pigeon, Red-breasted Parakeet, White-throated Bushchat, Red Junglefowl, Kaleej Pheasant, Dusky Eagle Owl, Tawny and Brown Fish-owls, Grey-headed, Lesser, and Pallas’s Fish-eagles, and Collared Falconet.  Much of the best birding in the area is to be had outside the confines of the reserve, with the advantage that such areas may be explored on foot.  During our stay at Corbett we will visit nearby Mohan and Kumeria, both to the northeast of the park.  Mohan is an excellent dense forest habitat easily viewed from the road, home to some of the more skulking of Corbett’s birds, including Chestnut-headed and Yellow-browed Tesia’s, and Long-billed Ground-thrush, while at Kumeria the rocky stretch of the Kosi River supports Plumbeous Water-redstart, White-capped River-chat, Brown Dipper, and Crested Kingfisher, with Wallcreeper frequenting the steep cliff faces of the riverbanks and the rocky shoreline.  Ibisbill, which used to winter habitually along the Kosi River here, were absent from this area for a number of years until the return of 2 birds in 2007, followed by a single bird in 2008.    En-route to Corbett from Pangot we will drive through Kaladunghi at the base of the hills, the winter home of Corbett’s namesake.  The house is maintained as a museum, the grounds of which often host some species, such as Orange-bellied Leafbird, hard to find elsewhere.  Time permitting, we will make a short halt here and at nearby Corbett Falls on our descent from the foothills.

     In addition to its rich birdlife, Corbett is home to some 50 species of mammal.  The tiger population here is estimated at a healthy 140 individuals, and while the thick jungle provides an ideal habitat for this opportunistic feeder the sheer density of the forest means they are extremely difficult to see.  Sambar, Cheetal, Wild Boar, Hanuman Langur, and Rhesus Macaque are relatively common while leopards, jackal and Yellow-throated Marten less so.  Herds of elephants can be seen on the extensive flood plains of the Ramganga where they congregate for an evening drink.  The rivers are renowned for their good populations of two of India’s most prized angling trophies – Golden and Chocolate Mahseer – which in addition provide ample food for the endangered Gharial, successfully re-introduced here into the Ramganga in a scheme that has restored the population to a sustainable level.
Accommodation:  While at Corbett we will spend 3 nights at Tiger Camp, a well-established, comfortable wildlife resort along the main road running along the eastern boundary of the reserve.  In contrast to many of the resorts that have sprung up here, the grounds of Tiger Camp retain a good cover of natural vegetation, attracting a variety of birds, such as Tickell’s Thrush, Common Green Magpie, and Brown Hawk Owl.  Although the resort is not on the banks of the Kosi River there is access to the river via a footpath, where Wallcreeper is regularly seen.  Rooms are clean and cosy, with en-suite bathrooms equipped with individual hot-water geysers.  The restaurant here serves an excellent selection of buffet dishes.  We will spend one night within the western ranges of the reserve at Dhikala Forest Lodge, a large fenced compound idyllically situated at the edge of the Patli Dun Valley overlooking the Ramganga River and its vast grassy floodplains in the middle of tiger country.  This is the best way to access the core areas of the sanctuary, since day visits to these areas are not permitted unless in the noisy canters (open lorry-bus) operated by the forest department.  Surrounding the complex is an extensive area of grassland, the best place among the accessible areas of Corbett to see species such as Eurasian Marsh, Hen, and Pallid Harriers, Crested Treeswift, Black Francolin, Red Avadavat, and Bright-headed Cisticola.  The entire lodge complex has recently undergone refurbishment, and although still basic, the rooms are now relatively comfortable and equipped with all necessities – including hot water geysers in the en-suite bathrooms.  Meals are served as a buffet, which is generally good although there is not always a great deal of choice (it is possible to buy snacks before entering the park). 

(www.dhikalaforestlodge.in  &  www.tiger-camp.com
DAILY ITINERARY

Day 1-2  Wednesday February 27-Thursday February 28:  All participants will need to board an overnight flight to Delhi this evening. We will arrive in Delhi around 10:00PM on February 28th and will be transferred to our hotel. Night in Delhi.

Day 3 Friday March 1: After a well deserved night’s sleep, we will spend the morning birding at the Okhla Bird Sanctuary, a nice wetland complex amid the chaos of Delhi.  Around lunchtime, we will return to the hotel to freshen up before departing for the train station to catch the overnight train to Sawai Madhopur. The train schedules in India are not always reliable, but it will likely be after midnight when we arrive. From there we will be transferred to the Ranthambhore Safari Lodge, which is about a 15-minute drive. Night at Ranthambhore Safari Lodge. 
Day 4 Saturday March 2: This morning we will take our first game drive into the park. The early morning drives through Ranthambhore are an excellent introduction to common Indian birds and also will give us our first chance to see a tiger. Some of the common birds in the park include Rufous Treepie, Oriental Magpie-Robin, Red-wattled Lapwing and Spotted Dove. There are also many Spotted and Sambar Deer in the park and if we are very lucky we may encounter a Sloth Bear. After a mid-morning breakfast at the hotel, we will spend the early afternoon birding in the scrublands surrounding the hotel where two of our main targets will be Indian Courser and Painted Sandgrouse.  After lunch back at the lodge we will set out on a late afternoon drive back into Ranthambhore National Park in search of birds and, of course, tiger.  Overnight at Ranthambhore Safari Lodge.

    Day 5 Sunday March 3: Another early morning start will be required for our final safari into Ranthambhore.  After breakfast at the lodge we will load the vehicle and begin the 6-hour drive to Bharatpur.  Driving in India is an adventure in itself and the trip is certain to be an enthralling experience. We will be sharing the roads with all make and manner of vehicle in addition to dogs, cows, bicycles, shepherds and who knows what else. The strings of villages we pass through are populated by an endless array of colourful characters certain to keep anyone from getting bored. We will arrive by evening to spend the night at the Hotel Sunbird in Bharatpur.

Day 6 Monday March 4: After breakfast we will be picked up at the hotel by several bicycle rickshaws, which will be our means of transport for the day. We will spend the entire day birding within Keoladeo-Ghana National Park, about 10 minutes from our hotel. The park is an elaborate mosaic of wetlands and drier upland habitats that supports a rich and diverse bird community. Some of the specialties here include Little Cormorant, Painted Stork, Pheasant-tailed Jacana, Dusky Eagle-Owl, Indian Scops-Owl, White-breasted Waterhen and Sarus Crane. The park also is a great place to see Indian Rock Python and there is sure to be a plethora of Rhesus Macaque.  Overnight at Hotel Sunbird.  

Day 7 Tuesday March 5: This morning we will either visit nearby Bund Baretha where we will spend the morning scanning the expansive reservoir, its islands and sandbanks from the dam and from the ruins of Kishen Mahal, a former Maharaja’s Palace. If the water levels at Bund Baretha are low, we will instead visit an agricultural area outside of town where we could find Brown Shrike, Common Babbler, Indian Roller, Desert Wheatear, Long-billed Pipit and other such scrubland birds. On the return to Bharatpur we will make a quick stop at some ponds where there are often Greater Painted-Snipe. After lunch we will drive to Agra where we will take about 2 hours to visit the Taj Mahal and then continue on to the Chambal Safari Lodge where we will spend the night. The entire drive from Bharatpur to Chambal will take about 5-6 hours, so it will be around 8:00 PM when we arrive. There is a large roost of Flying Foxes on the grounds at Chambal and watching these amazing mammals fly about in the night sky is a memorable experience. Night at Chambal Safari Lodge.
Day 8 Wednesday March 6: After another early breakfast we will drive about 30km to the banks of the Chambal River.  Along the way we’ll make a few stops for specialties like Crested Bunting and Variable Wheatear. Upon reaching the river we will board several motorized boats and spend several hours cruising this quiet and largely unpopulated river. Hindu legend claims that the river was cursed long ago and hence has never had large settlements or factories built on its banks. As a result it is India’s cleanest river and home to many species that are extremely rare in other parts of the country. Our main target here will be Indian Skimmer, but we should also see Lesser Whistling-Duck, Black-bellied Tern, Bar-headed Geese, Sand Lark, River Lapwing etc. We should also see the unusual Gharial, an endangered crocodilian with a long narrow snout and, if we are very fortunate, a pod of Ganges River Dolphins.  After lunch at Chambal, we will drive 7 hours back to Delhi where we will arrive around 10:00 PM. Night in Delhi.
Day 9 Thursday March 7: Most of today will be spent making the 8-hours drive from Delhi to Sattal, which is situated in the Himalayan foothills. We will arrive by mid-afternoon which will give us time to visit a nearby river basin where an entirely new suite of birds will be present. Species that we may find here will include Plumbeous and White-capped Water Redstarts, Spotted Forktail, Black-throated Tit, Red Junglefowl, Khalij Pheasant, Blue Whistling Thrush and White-crested Laughingthrush. By late afternoon we will check into our hotel in Sattal, a wonderfully comfortable place with delicious food and a beautiful view of the surrounding foothills and valleys. Night in Sattal. 
Day 10  Friday March 8:  This morning we will bird along a quiet mountain road near the hotel. We will make short drives and get out periodically in areas that look productive. Some of the exciting species that are possible around Sattal include Streaked Laughingthrush, Rusty-cheeked Scimitar-Babbler, Scaly-breasted Wren-Babbler, Gray-hooded Warbler, Ultramarine Flycatcher, Red-billed Leiothrix and Himalayan Rubythroat. After lunch we will return to the river valley we visited yesterday to search for species we may have missed. Night in Sattal. 

Day 11  Saturday March 9:  Departing Sattal, we will drive through the mountain resort town of Nainital and ascend further into the Himalayas to Pangot where we will spend the next 2 nights. We will make a few stops en-route and as the birds will change again as we increase in elevation. New species to be expected include Black Eagle, Chestnut-bellied Rock-Thrush, arriving at Jungle Lore Birding Lodge in time for lunch.  We will spend the afternoon birding around the lodge and in the immediate surroundings, where we will immediately notice the presence of more altitude-dependent montane specialities that are restricted to these higher altitudes. Some of the possibilities will include Himalayan and Rufous-bellied Woodpeckers, Black-crested Tit, White-tailed Nuthatch, Blue-fronted Redstart and Lesser Racquet-tailed Drongo. Night in Pangot. 
Day 12  Sunday March 10:  This morning we will drive even higher into the Himalayas where we will search for two very difficult target birds: Koklass and Cheer Pheasants. The former can often be seen along the road, but the Cheer Pheasant inhabits steep, rock, inaccessible slopes and often requires hours of scanning to be located. Luckily there are many other interesting birds found in the same locale, so even if we miss the Cheer Pheasant there should be plenty of other avian rewards. These could include Blue-capped Redstart, Upland Pipit, Whiskered Yuhina, Altai Accentor, Steppe Eagle and Verditer Flycatcher. After lunch back at Pangot, we will walk another mountain road in search of Striated Prinia, Bar-tailed Treecreeper, Striated Prinia, Long-tailed Minivet, Chestnut-headed Bee-eater and Brown-fronted Woodpecker. Back at Pangot, the feeding tables should attract Black-headed Jay, White-throated Laughingthrush, Oriental Turtle-Dove and Russet Sparrow. Night at Pangot.
Day 13  Monday March 11: From Pangot we will retrace our steps through Nainital and into the hills of the Terai region of Uttaranchal towards Corbett National Park.  The drive to our lodge, Tiger Camp, will take about 4 hours and we will plan to arrive in time for lunch. Tiger Camp is a very nice lodge situated amidst plush gardens where a nice variety of birds can be found. Wandering the grounds here should produce Common Tailorbird, Rufous-bellied Niltava, Purple Sunbird, Tickell’s Thrush and many other interesting birds. Later in the afternoon we will visit the banks of the nearby Kosi River where we could see Wallcreeper, Common Kingfisher, White-throated Fantail and possibly a lingering Ibisbill! Night at Tiger Camp.

Day 14  Tuesday March 12: Today we will spend the entire day birding areas adjacent to Corbett National Park. We will not enter the actual park today, but instead will focus on productive areas outside the gates and within 45 minutes of Tiger Camp. We will have several open vehicles available for our use and we will plan our activities based upon birds we have not seen as well as recent reports. Possibilities will include Little Forktail, Brown Dipper, Black-crested Bulbul, Changeable Hawk-Eagle, Himalayan Flameback, Rusty-tailed Starling, Blue-headed Barbet, Long-billed Thrush, White-rumped Shama, Green Magpie and many, many more. 

Day 15  Wednesday March 13: We will check out of Tiger Camp this morning and enter Corbett NP for the first time. We will stay this evening at Dhikala, a camp about 3 hours inside the park gates. Dhikala offers basic accommodations and since we will be returning to Tiger Camp after one night, we can pack a small overnight bag for the trip and leave the majority of our luggage at Tiger Camp. Once we have entered Corbett we will be in some of the best tiger habitat remaining in India. We are not allowed out of the vehicles in Corbett, but our open-air jeeps are designed for wildlife viewing and the opportunities for it will be innumerable. In addition to the possibility of a tiger around every bend, we should see our first Asian Elephants and possibly a leopard! Birds will also be abundant with some of the more enticing possibilities being Great Slaty Woodpecker, Pallas’s Fish-Eagle, Jungle Myna, Yellow-eyed Babbler, Golden-fronted Leafbird, Crested Treeswift and Red-breasted Parakeet. Night at Dhikala.
Day 16 Thursday March 14: Hopefully by now we will have seen a tiger, but if not, we will have a final morning game drive at Dhikala. The abundant population of Sambar and Spotted Deer around Dhikala support a healthy tiger population and these marvelous carnivores are frequently seen during these drives. We will return to Dhikala for breakfast around 9:30 AM and then pack our belongings for the return drive to Tiger Camp. After checking in, lunch and an afternoon rest, we will spend our last afternoon birding areas around our lodge in search of species we are lacking. Night at Tiger Camp. 
Day 17  Thursday March 15: We’ll have a final breakfast at Tiger Camp and then make the colourful 8-hour drive back to Delhi where we will arrive by late afternoon. After a farewell dinner and the compilation of our final checklist we’ll catch a few hours of sleep before going to the airport for early morning flights home. Night in Delhi.
Day 18  Friday March 16:  Flights home. Please note that many flights from Delhi to the US depart very early in the morning, so departing for the airport by 1:00 AM may be necessary. The departure time will, of course, depend upon everyone’s schedule and transportation to the airport will be available regardless of your departure time.
TOUR COST: The cost for the tour will be $3900 USD per person double occupancy from Delhi. This includes all meals beginning with breakfast on Day 3 through dinner on Day 17, accommodations, airport transfers, bottled drinking water, ground transport, guide fees, park and monument entrance fees, overnight trains, boat trip on the Chambal River, bottled drinking water and all tips (All tips are included except for a tip for our local guide who will be with us for the entire tour. Please plan on a tip to be collected for him at the end of the tour. Recommended amounts for this are $75-100 USD). It does not include international airfare, Indian visa, camera fees where they apply, alcoholic beverages, laundry or any other items of a personal nature. There will be a $575 USD single supplement charge. This single supplement charge can be reduced substantially by opting to share a room for the one night we will stay at Dhikala! 

REGISTRATION:  The deposit for this tour is $500 per person. The deposit is payable by check which should be mailed to Otus asio Tours at 900 Hillsborough Road in Chapel Hill NC 27516. A completed registration form and signed waiver agreement must also be sent in order for the registration to be complete and accepted. Full payment of tour price will be due 90 days prior to the departure date (November 29, 2012). Final invoices will be mailed in early November 2012.
TOUR SIZE: The maximum number of participants on this tour will be 10. At least 6 persons will be required to operate the tour. 

TRIP INSURANCE: We strongly suggest that you purchase trip insurance in the event that you have to cancel your registration. Many companies have requirements that the insurance be purchased before, or shortly after you register. Please check with the seller on their requirements before purchasing a policy.
BAGGAGE: We suggest that you pack in two small duffel bags, or one duffel and one medium-sized suitcase, plus your carry-on bag. As a precaution, please pack your travel documents, binoculars, medications, basic toiletries, and a change of clothes in your carry-on bag. 
TOUR DIFFICULTY: There is no need to worry about your fitness so long as you are reasonably healthy and take simple precautions.  To maximize our sightings, we will explore on foot as often as possible, however no long treks are involved in this tour, and all walks are of maximum half-day duration, at a relaxed birding pace and often with our vehicle following the group.  Due to the potential danger of large mammals at Ranthambhore and Corbett National Parks much of our birding here will by necessity be from open jeeps or canter and there will be places where we will not be allowed to exit the vehicles. 

HEALTH:  A number of immunizations are recommended for a visit to any part of India, and malaria prophylaxis is recommended for most regions throughout the year.  The immunizations advised are: Polio, Hepatitis A, Typhoid Fever, Tetanus, and Diphtheria.  In addition, immunization against Hepatitis B, Japanese Encephalitis, Cholera, and TB may be considered.  Check the CDC website for all current recommendations regarding travel in India. Pre-exposure vaccines for rabies are not usually recommended for short-stay travellers with the exception of animal-handlers, or those who intend to stay in isolated areas.  As a precaution you should take care to avoid all contact with animals (in particular dogs and monkeys) to prevent bites and scratches. 
     The most common cause of illness among travellers in India is diarrhea (the ubiquitous Delhi Belly!), which can be accompanied by vomiting and in some cases fever.  Most visitors can expect to suffer to some extent at some point in their visit, however there are a number of precautions you can take to avoid a severe attack.  Most importantly, drink water only from bottles with intact seals, do not accept drinks with ice, which may have been made using untreated water, and use bottled water for brushing your teeth – if in doubt ask your tour leader for advice.  Most minor cases of diarrhea are not due to food poisoning but simply the presence of bacteria your system is not accustomed to, and are usually self-limiting within a couple of days.  If you do suffer from diarrhoea an anti-diarrhoeal agent, such as Loperamide (Immodium) can reduce the symptoms, while an antibiotic such as Ciprofloxacin may be useful in more severe cases.  It is important to avoid dehydration by drinking plenty of non-alcoholic fluids, possibly supplemented by oral re-hydration solutions. (During the 2011 tour only one person had intestinal difficulties and these were very minor and only lasted a few days.)
INSECTS: Mosquitoes may be a problem in some places and we strongly advise that you bring an effective insect repellent and apply it regularly. Wearing light-coloured long-sleeved shirts and long-trousers, particularly in the evenings, will also help prevent insect bites. The cool temperatures of the foothills and generally cooler conditions in the lowlands at the time of year of our visit mean that mosquitoes are not too prevalent in most of the locations we visit, however you will still need to take sensible precautions.  Mosquito nets are not typically provided and should not be required providing you take the precautions outlined above; however you may wish to consider bringing your own if you feel it would add to your personal comfort.

PASSPORT AND VISA REQUIREMENTS:  All foreign nationals require a visa to enter India, obtainable from your nearest Indian embassy or through an online procurement service like Travisa Outsourcing. You must have at least two blank visa pages in your passport in order to have a visa issued.  It is a further requirement of the visa issuing authorities that your Passport must be valid for 6 months after your exit from India.  Issuing of a visa may take up to 2/3 weeks and although we will advise you on your application, it is your responsibility to ensure that you complete the necessary formalities in advance of the tour. Tourist visas for India are normally issued for a period of 6 months, valid from the date of issue.  Fees, requirements, and application arrangements vary with nationality, and are subject to continual change.  It is imperative that you check with the appropriate office well in advance.  It may be possible to use a visa agent to secure the visa on your behalf, although this does involve an additional handling cost. 
The visa application form requires you to give a contact name, address, and telephone number in India, for which you may use the following:  Mr. Qupeleio De Souza, S-6 Roomir Apartments, Miramar, Panjim, Goa 403001, India.  Ph.: +91 9822139859.
CLIMATE:  The weather conditions throughout this tour will be variable as a result of the wide range of altitudes and considerable area we pass through, and climate will vary markedly from place to place.  This tour takes place within the dry season and showers are unlikely in the lowlands – in fact the areas we pass through here are some of the driest in India.  In the hills it is possible that we will experience precipitation in the form of rain, hail, or even snow.  In the foothills of the Himalayas temperatures can change from warm (in the sun) to cold overnight.  The coldest months are January and February, when temperatures usually remaining above freezing by day (40-50 F) but, at times, are much warmer. It is often below freezing at night at higher altitudes.  After this time days are often pleasant at Sattal (up to 65-70 F), cooler at Pangot, but always with the possibility of a cold spell and due to the unpredictability of weather conditions in the foothills it is important to be prepared for inclement conditions at all times of the year.  Daytime temperatures will be warm (70-90 F) at Ranthambhore, Bharatpur, Chambal, and Corbett, with cool nights and early mornings (50-70 F) that can feel very cold in an open jeep.  
INFORMATION:  For further information about this tour contact Jan Hansen at Otus asio Tours at 919-259-95423 or otusasiotours@gmail.com. A bird list from the 2011 tour is available at www.otusasiotours.com.

