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Ride the Blue Elephant!

Area: 694 sq km core area. 105 sq km restricted tourist area Altitude: 410 to 810 meters above sea level
Best Time to Visit: November to March Closed: Monsoon season
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Keoladeo Ghana National Park is a gem in India's ecological crown despite being one
of the smallest parks in the country. Declared a World Heritage Site in 1985, it has
had to withstand devastating drought in recent years, which has caused lasting
damage to its unique wetlands. It was like witnessing a miracle, therefore, to visit
Keoladeo in the monsoon of 2005, when the area was seeing the wettest July in the
past 20 years. Farmers had lost their crops and bridges had been washed away. But
there was a glimmer of hope — perhaps Bharatpur could now regain its former glory.

Washed out or not, the monsoon is one of the times when maximum avian activity
occurs in the park, a fact that often gets lost in all the attention that winter and the
accompanying migratory birds receive. During the rains, some of India's most
spectacular birds deck themselves out in their finest plumage, get together to court
their mates and nestin huge coloniesin the trees lining the paths of the sanctuary.

July marks the beginning of this season. | stood with water stretching as far as the eye
could see on a muddy bank with one of the trained naturalists in the park and one of
its cycle rickshaw-puller-cum-guides beside me. Above, long red legs extended to
negotiate a tricky landing. An open-billed stork descended into a babul tree, only to
be pecked by his neighbour; it fell out and flapped off to a nearby perch. As with
humans, location is the primary thing when birds build houses — no self-respecting
open-bill allows another to trespass on its prime few square feet of treetop.

There was a cracking sound across the road behind me and | turned to see another
open-bill stork wrestling with a small branch it fancied as building material. AlImostin
slow motion, it grasped the branch in its heavy bill and wrenched it away before
jumping into the air and solemnly flying to its nest. A pair of open-bills were
arranging twigs together around the bowl of their new home, another pair were
mating — a brief affair, and some, having got all the preliminaries over, were sitting
on their eggs, eyes half-shut, looking profoundly content. | was sure that they would
not look so happy once the chicks were born. They grow at a fast pace and demand
foodinloud voices. The colony of storks then dons a busy look, with parents flyingin
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