
BIRDING ABROAD IN INDIA FEBRUARY 2015 

Team: Robert and Helen Adams, Geoff Bateman, David and Janet Benwell, Patricia 

Degnan, Julie and Jeff O’Donnell, Kevin and Freda Robinson, plus Nick Whitehouse and 

Lance Degnan from Birding Abroad 

This was our first “Birds and Partners” tour, designed to accommodate both an avid 

birdwatcher and also their partner who might be less keen on full days in the field. India was 

the perfect place for this and the tour went on to showcase an array of stunning birds and 

wildlife as well as exploring some of the amazing cultural wonders that feature so 

prominently in this part of the world. Careful planning meant that birders and their partners 

could enjoy the best of both worlds - a mix of birds, wildlife, culture, nice dining and group 

camaraderie, all this providing an opportunity to add a new type of birding holiday 

experience to the Birding Abroad range.  

The majority of the group assembled at the Thistle Hotel, Heathrow on the evening of 

Wednesday 11th February, meeting the remainder at the British Airways check-in desks the 

following morning. Our direct flight departed around midday and arrived in Delhi at 01:25 on 

Thursday 12th where we were warmly greeted by our ground agents and taken to the Shanti 

Palace hotel for a welcome few hours sleep.  

Thursday 12th February - the birders were the first to rise, escorted quickly away by our 

Indian birding guide to Sultanpur nature reserve just beyond the western outskirts of Delhi. 

Here the reserve was teeming with bird life, including several target species, including a 

male and female of the scarce and localised Sind Sparrow and three Brooks’s Leaf 

Warblers, both species giving excellent close views.  

 

Brooks’s Leaf Warbler, Sultanpur 



 

More common were Hume’s Warblers, Siberian Chiffchaffs, Lesser Whitethroats and Red-

breasted Flycatchers, numbering up to 20 each, calling and gleaning insects from the acacia 

bushes lining the walk ways through the reserve. Water margins held numerous Citrine 

Wagtails, whilst a less common observation was of a well marked Rosy Pipit on the fence 

bordering adjacent croplands.  We enjoyed a nicely paced walk, allowing us to familiarise 

ourselves with typical Indian wetland and scrub birds, such as Little Cormorant, Darter, 

Intermediate Egret, Painted Stork, Black-headed Ibis, Spot-billed Duck, Grey Francolin, Red-

wattled Lapwing, Rose-ringed Parakeet, Greater Coucal, White-throated Kingfisher, Little 

Swift, Grey-throated Martin, Red-vented Bulbul, Indian Robin, Indian Magpie-robin, Ashy and 

Plain Prinia, Purple Sunbird, Rufous Treepie and of course the magnificent Indian Peafowl.   

An Eastern Imperial Eagle perched ‘imperiously’ in a tree watching the activity all around.  

 

Sind Sparrow,  a male at Sultanpur 

Red vented Bulbul 



We then moved on a short distance to the Basai Wetlands en route back to Delhi, an 

amazing but unprotected area sadly succumbing to urban development and where the 

birding was also excellent. A stunning Sarus Crane stalked the wet fields where there were 

also 85 Bar-headed Geese, 200+ Purple Swamphens, and 15 White-tailed Plovers amongst 

a wide selection of waders. The drier margins produced seven Oriental Skylarks, some in full 

song, and both Isabelline and Long-tailed Shrikes, whilst the reed edges yielded nice views 

of three Moustached Warblers and most notably a Smoky Warbler, uncommon in this part of 

India.  As we passed through villages on the way back to Delhi we noted hundreds of 

Common and Bank Mynas, House Crows and similar numbers of Black Kites circling the city 

itself.  

At a central Delhi restaurant, clearly designed for ‘western’ guests, the birders were rejoined 

by their partners who had risen at a more civilised hour and taken a leisurely sightseeing 

tour to two of Delhi’s prime tourist attractions. The first cultural stop was at Qutab Minar, a 73 

metre high sandstone and marble tower built as long ago as 1193. The grounds here are full 

of historical features dating from different periods in history as each new ruling power added 

their own structure to the site.  Unfortunately you can no longer climb the Minar itself, but the 

whole site was spectacular and well worth visiting and our guide gave us a brief but concise 

lesson in Indian history. Moving on we drove passed the parliament buildings, built by the 

British at the time of the Raj and all extremely impressive. Because of security in the area, 

we could not park up and walk round so our views had to be taken from the bus. We then 

arrived at Humayun's Tomb. Humayun was a Moghul emperor from the 16th century, the 

tomb being built as a monument to him nine years after his death by his wife Bega 

Bagum. The design later became the inspiration for the more famous Taj Mahal and after 

our visit we could see how the Taj replicates it.  The grounds were beautiful and gave a 

calming and relaxing atmosphere to all who visited them.  

 

Humayun’s Tomb, 

Delhi 



The whole group then boarded the late afternoon train to Ranthambhore, allowing us to 

experience the famous Indian railway system. Any apprehensions about such a journey 

were soon dispelled and our reserved carriages proved to be quite acceptable with ‘sleeper’ 

loungers on which to stretch out and rest.  The mode of transport was smooth, with food and 

drinks offered frequently, and the views out across the vast plains and into local village life 

added much interest to the journey. Two Red-headed Vultures were spotted sitting on pylons 

alongside the track were probably the avian highlight of the journey. On arrival at 

Ranthambhore we checked in to the Ranthambhore Kothi Hotel, a modern and comfortable 

hotel where we enjoyed a nice evening meal in the restaurant. 

 

Friday 13th February – after a leisurely breakfast the group enjoyed a morning’s bird watch, 

exploring a variety of habitats within a couple of miles of the hotel. Highlights on the flat 

sandy expanses were four Indian Coursers and groups of Painted Sandgrouse, both 

stunning species, seen and photographed at close quarters.  

 

Ranthambhore Kothi  

Painted Sandgrouse 



 

A little further on two Variable Wheatears, here of the race opistholeuca, a couple of Indian 

Rollers, 20 Ashy-crowned Sparrow-lark, six Tawny Pipits and a Southern Grey Shrike.  A 

party of six Indian Vultures soared in the skies allowing the key identification features to be 

studied and we were pleased to see them after the decimation of the ‘gyps’ vulture species 

in India due to organo-chemical accumulation effects. The hotel gardens hosted a couple of 

White-browed Fantails, fly-catching in the sunshine.   

The afternoon saw the group take their first organised ‘safari’ into the famous national park, 

the prime objective being of course to spot a Tiger. Excitement levels were high as we 

entered the famous Ranthambhore reserve and remained so as we were driven steadily 

through the lovely forest, scanning clearings and hillsides for the elusive big cat.  The birding 

was of course superb, with highlights including Black-necked and Woolly-necked Storks, 

several Short-toed Snake and Crested Serpent Eagles, six Alexandrine and 25 Plum-headed 

Parakeets, an Indian Scops Owl peeping out of its roosting hole, several Dusky Crag 

Martins, several White-bellied Drongos and three species of babbler. Although our main 

mammalian quarry remained out of view, there were plenty of other mammals on show. 

Northern Plains Langur numbered around 50, and both Sambar and Spotted Deer were 

plentiful giving excellent close views.  A few small groups of Wild Boar were seen grubbing 

in the earth, but without doubt our guide was most delighted when a magnificent Sloth Bear 

appeared just a few metres away from our vehicle just off the forest trail. The bear seemed 

oblivious to our presence as it rummaged around in the undergrowth as cameras clicked 

away, before it went on its way deeper into the forest. Whilst our guide sees Tigers on 

around half his regular visits into the reserve, this was his first sighting of Sloth Bear in over 

two years.   

Another tasty evening meal was enjoyed by the group with the day’s cameras shots being 

passed around the table. 

Indian Courser, a favourite with the whole group 



 

Saturday 14th February – we were up slightly earlier today for our second escorted drive 

on the trail of the Tiger. The route taken was to a different part of the reserve, an area which 

included tranquil lakes set amongst mixed woodland. Herons and egrets were well 

represented in this habitat, including over 20 Asian Openbills and a flying Black Stork. The 

lakes and their margins also held five River Terns and several species of wader allowing 

side by side comparison; Redshank and Spotted Redshank, Greenshank and Marsh 

Sandpiper and all of Wood, Green and Common Sandpipers. A Black-shouldered Kite flew 

passed, three Egyptian Vultures circled overhead and a handful of Shikras flashed through 

the trees, in typical accipiter fashion.   Yellow-footed Green Pigeons were new for the trip list 

as were a Long-billed Pipit, five Pied Kingfishers and close views of several Black-rumped 

Flamebacks (woodpeckers).  We left the reserve having had a great session of birding, but 

still yet without a sighting of a Tiger. 

 

Sloth Bear, a rare sight indeed 



After a light lunch back at the hotel, the group once again split and the ‘non-birders’ (who 

were by now gradually morphing  into novice birders) made a visit to the Dastkar Project as 

an alternative to birds.   This charitable organisation provides local women, particularly those 

displaced by the creation of the national park, with meaningful work and income after 

Ranthambore Tiger Reserve was created.   We arrived to find a small but industrious group 

of ladies sat on a veranda hand sewing all type of things, from patchwork blankets and 

clothing, to bags and toys.  All the ladies were very welcoming and eager to display the work 

they produced. Many were accompanied by their beautiful children who played together 

whilst their mothers worked. Inside we saw a lady screen printing onto fabric, whilst others 

were in a sewing room.  An interpretative talk explained how the project came about and 

how it helps the local community, after which a small shop was visited giving an opportunity 

to purchase all the goods produced. With no bartering involved and everything reasonably 

priced, the only dilemma was what and how much to buy, as all the products were beautiful. 

A thoroughly enjoyable visit had been made all the more satisfying by the knowledge the 

gifts bought directly benefited the local community.  

 

After some rest and recuperation at the hotel, next was a guided excursion to view the 

fabulous Ranthambhore Fort. Climbing the steps there, large families of Northern Plains 

Langur monkeys were passed, but the spectacular and breathtaking views over the tiger 

reserve had to be seen to be believed. This is said to be one of oldest forts in India, built 

around 940 AD, and there is so much to see that half a day’s leisurely walk, even with a 

guide in tow, is hardly enough to discover the four km square of ruined palaces, temples and 

houses. 

Meanwhile the hardened birders spent time on the lowlands outside of the reserve, chalking 

up some notable new species for the trip including five Yellow-wattled Lapwing, four Streak-

throated Swallows, three Small Minivets, a Common Iora, three Pied Bushchats, two Brown 

  hard at work at the Dastkar project 



Rock Chats, five Southern Grey Shrikes and singles of both Desert and Isabelline 

Wheatears.  Our last port of call was in open mature woodland bordering the foothills of the 

main reserve. A surprise here was a pair of the scarce White-naped Woodpeckers at a nest 

hole, as well eight Jungle Bush-quails which skulked in a narrow gulley before finally giving 

themselves up.  

All reunited for the evening meal, thoroughly enjoyed alongside a few drinks. 

Sunday 15th February – today was our last morning in Ranthambhore, and we knew 

therefore that we would need some luck to come up trumps and manage to see Tiger. We 

again took a different guided route through the reserve, sticking patiently to the task. Deep 

into a more remote part of the reserve, our guide could hear the distinctive sounds of 

Spotted Deer alarm calls.  Recent ‘pugmarks’ in the dirt track showed that a Tiger had 

passed this way earlier that morning. The cantor drew slowly to an area where several other 

vehicles were already parked. Excitement rose as news spread quickly that a Tiger was 

sitting in the grass only some 20 metres away. Scanning through the thorny scrub, one by 

one each of our group gradually focused in on the magnificent animal, which sat calmly in a 

clearing near a stream side, oblivious to the clicking of cameras and tourists’ happy voices. 

We had done it! Tiger seen and great views as well. A young but fully grown male was the 

inside information from our guide.   

 

Our cantor returned to the hotel where we then had lunch before embarking on a second 

train journey, this time to Bharatpur, arriving mid afternoon, where we checked into our hotel 

the Laxmi Vilas Palace. Here the terrace provided the ideal setting for a restful English tea 



for some of the group whilst the birders as ever were scouting around the hotel grounds. 

This proved productive with close views of a male Taiga Flycatcther, showing all the well 

established identification features and enabling us to compare it with the many Red-breasted 

Flycatchers we had seen so far on the trip. The evening ended with another fine meal in the 

very ornate setting of the restaurant with its fine murals.  

 

Monday 16th February – we rose slightly earlier today and after breakfast we met our 

guide, the legendary Ratan Singh, at the entrance to the world famous Bharatpur nature 

reserve. His warmth and fantastic knowledge of the birds and wildlife meant were in the best 

hands. To save our legs we took rickshaw rides through the reserve, stopping firstly to gaze 

into a shady hollow where a wintering male Siberian Rubythroat eventually showed its 

stunning plumage and was a winner amongst the group. Short strolls with intermittent 

rickshaw rides ensured we kept up the momentum through the reserve, checking out a 

variety of habitats from woodland to flooded ‘jheels’ which teemed with wildfowl, storks and 

herons. Many duck species familiar to us in Europe winter here, but 400 Lesser Whistling-

duck, 70 Comb Duck and two Cotton Pygmy-goose were less well known species.   

 

Laxmi Vilas Palace, home for three nights 

Lesser Whistling- duck 



All three species of cormorants were seen including a couple of groups of our first Indian 

Cormorants.  Close views were had of two Black Bitterns, motionless in the root tangles at 

the water’s edge. Raptors were well represented with at least 10 Spotted Eagles seen 

throughout the day, singles of both Steppe and Eastern Imperial Eagles and two of the 

localised Indian Spotted Eagle. Both Pheasant-tailed and Bronze-winged Jacanas tripped 

across the floating vegetation, and waders were also well represented.   

 

Lunch was taken al-fresco in the temple area of the reserve, a lovely hot buffet brought to us 

so that we could stay out in the field and maximise our experience of this terrific reserve.  

We continued our steady rickshaw ride and walk trail, stopping to look at the nest of a Dusky 

Eagle-owl, occupied by an adult and two well grown young. Of the same family, but many 

times smaller were four Spotted Owlets squatting on overhanging branches, whilst perched 

and flying between the tree tops were the peculiar large shapes of several Indian Grey 

Hornbills. A Coppersmith Barbet was heard singing and a pair of Yellow-crowned 

Woodpecker and 12 Long-tailed Minivets showed well. An Orange-headed Thrush was 

found, skulking in the leaf litter, whilst slightly more showy were ten Bluethroats and two 

lovely Grey-headed Canary-flycatchers. Bharatpur allows visiting UK birders a great 

opportunity to see some warblers which are rare vagrants to the UK, and so our views of at 

least 20 Hume’s Warblers and three Greenish Warblers were well received. The starling 

group is well represented in India and during the day we noted some 60 Asian Pied and 30 

Brahminy Starlings, whilst amongst the seed eaters were several small groups of Red 

Avadavat and Indian Silverbills. 

Mammals also feature strongly within the reserve, including several Rhesus Macaques, 

Nilgai, Wild Boar and at least ten Golden Jackals.  We returned to the hotel as dusk was 

falling, the full day’s birding having provided a terrific list of 133 species.  

                                             

  Bharatpur 



Tuesday 17th February – today a few of the birders rose early once again and went with 

Ratan to look at some slurry lagoons situated within Bharatpur town and known to be a 

favourite haunt of various waders. Here good views were had of six Greater Painted Snipe, 

12 Marsh Sandpipers and 20 Temminck’s Stints amongst the more common species.  A 

skulking warbler eventually showed, proving to be our first Blyth’s Reed Warbler of the trip, 

whilst a Wryneck reminded us of the UK’s east coast in autumn.  After breakfast, we were 

honoured to be offered a visit to Ratan’s own house to meet his family and hear about Indian 

family life.  Several generations live together and his children and grandchildren who were 

enjoying a festival holiday were a delight. A short walk into the surrounding rural countryside 

proved productive for birds of course, with great views of Bay-backed and Long-tailed 

Shrikes as well as several Red Turtle-doves.    

 

 

Marsh Sandpiper                Painted Snipe 

Black-winged Stilt  Pied Bushchat 



Lunch was then taken back at the hotel before the birders went off into the reserve once 

more, consolidating their views of the wide variety of species on show and enjoying close 

views of up to four Paddyfield Pipits. Others in our group took a guided excursion to the 

Deeg Palace where they found a spectacularly interesting palace built in 1772 by the rulers 

of Bharatpur State as a luxurious summer resort, though it was still in use until as recently as 

1970. Most interesting was an ingenious and complex system of fountains and pools used to 

create a cooling ambience away from the intense Indian summer heat. Inside we discovered 

the bedroom of the Maharaja with its original intercom still intact and used for calling the 

queen to his bed chamber!  Also the original air cooling system is still in place, involving a 

series of huge carpets hauled up and down, which although very labour intensive to work, 

was remarkably efficient.  Highly recommend for a short visit. 

 

 

Deeg Palace 

Deeg Palace 



Wednesday 18th February – After breakfast we left Bharatpur behind and made our way to 

the city of Agra and the awe-inspiring Taj Mahal. The stunning marble mausoleum inlaid with 

precious stones was built in the sixteenth century, the product of an intriguing ‘love-story’ 

between Emperor Shah Jahan and his third wife Mumtaz Mahal.  Our knowledgeable guide 

explained the history and cultural nuances attached to the building which dazzled in the 

day’s sunshine, with everyone agreeing that it was a highlight of the tour. Birds of course 

could not go unnoticed even in these venerable surroundings, and three each of White and 

Dalmatian Pelicans were seen as well as our first River Lapwings of the trip. Several 

hundred Black Kites circled the area.  

 

Lunch was taken at a restaurant in Agra, before we drove on during the afternoon to the 

Chambal Safari lodge. Here we first enjoyed a refreshing afternoon tea in the grounds, 

before talking a stroll through the gardens and neighbouring fields. Birds were as ever 

plentiful with Indian Stone Curlew being a new addition to the trip list and numerous waders 

including 28 Temminck’s Stints on one pool alone. A walk through the nearby village gave us 

a close view of real rural life. A lovely Orange-headed Thrush was watched in the grounds, 

along with a small group of Oriental White-eyes and 20 Chestnut-shouldered Bush-sparrows 

(common here but of course a much sought after species for UK birders visiting Turkey and 

the Middle East).  Mammalian interest came with three Large Grey Mongoose which 

waddled through the grounds and the numerous Indian Flying Foxes (a type of fruit bat) 

hanging from the tall trees.  

A pleasant beer was enjoyed around the lodge camp fire before another delicious evening 

meal.  



Thursday 19th February – this morning we drove the short distance to the Chambal River 

through a landscape of sandy ravines and so called ‘badlands’ once the haunt of bandits 

and now celebrated in ‘Bollywood’ films. Here we paused briefly to watch both Baya and 

Black-breasted Weavers and an assortment of prinias including Grey-breasted, Jungle and 

Ashy. We then boarded our two small tour boats for the eagerly anticipated river safari. The 

boats cruised slowly allowing us to enjoy close views of both Mugger and Gharial crocodiles 

lounging on the sandbanks mid stream which also held four Indian Skimmers and three 

Black-bellied Terns. The shoreline was productive and we pulled close alongside to see at 

close quarters eight Great Thick-knees, four Pied Kingfishers, as well as Little and 

Temminck’s Stints, Kentish Plovers, Blue Rock Thrush and examples of Masked, Amur and 

White-browed Wagtails. A group of five Small Pratincoles flew up river, several Ospreys 

passed the boat and a first-year Pallas’s Gull settled on the water allowing great views. A 

few kilometres upstream the boats were moored and we stepped ashore to have a 

refreshing tea break. Whilst there, we were treated to views of a Ganges River Dolphin 

which surfaced several times allowing all to see this rare and endangered cetacean. The 

boat safari had been thoroughly enjoyed by all the group and we returned to the lodge for 

lunch.  

 

 

Pied Kingfisher 

River Tern   Black-bellied Tern 



 

After a relaxing lunch and with batteries recharged, some went to discover life in a nearby 

village, escorted of course by a local guide. Once at the village all seemed fascinated to see 

the group, just as fascinated in fact as the group was to see them! Chatting at length through 

our local guide, one lady told all about her day and in turn she enquired as to how a day 

worked out at home in the UK! The children all followed in line in ‘piped piper’ fashion, and 

everyone seemed eager to show the group their homes.  One family insisted we join them 

for ginger tea and later we were greeted by two young women dressed to go to a wedding 

wearing the most beautiful and colourful sarees, with henna tattoos over their hands.  All the 

villagers wanted to talk and though they are hugely poor in comparison to our West 

European lives, it became evident they were extremely rich in generosity. It was in fact very 

interesting and sobering to compare our lives.  One lady was recycling old sarees by tearing 

them up and making a type of cord which was then made into a woven bed base! Everything 

here is recycled and nothing goes to waste. A 76 year old lady was more than happy to pose 

for a photograph alongside her fantastic weaving. Another family asked for help using their 

cutting wheel to cut mustard for animal feed and when Pat had a go this caused no end of 

hysterical laughter! With nobody asking for money, just time, it was a very enjoyable and 

humbling experience. 

 

Pallas’s Gull Great Thicknee 



 

 



 

 As we gathered around the camp fire for drinks later that evening, our guide ushered us into 

the trees to watch a Common Palm Civet, a largely nocturnal mammal, which had emerged 

from its daytime hideaway to seek out food.  

Friday 20th February – today was our last full day, so a few of the birders had another visit 

to the river banks where two more new species for the trip were seen; a close, perched 

Long-legged Buzzard and six flyover Chestnut-bellied Sandgrouse. A group of small larks 

were watched closely and showed features strongly associated with Hume’s Lark (including 

the call, bill coloration and overall plumage tones), but separation from the closely related 

Short-toed Lark involves very subtle differences and we had to be content with the term 

‘probable’.  

Meanwhile others from the group enjoyed a guided visit to the Bateshwar Temples on the 

banks of the Yumuna River which produced a classic photographic opportunity. The remains 

of over 30 temples (originally over 100)  are all dedicated to the Lord Shiva and are an 

important spiritual and cultural centre for Hindus.  As we wandered along from temple to 

temple, we purchased some ‘offerings’ later used by a holy man who performed a short 

ceremony where the entire group gave offerings to Shiva! This spiritual experience is not 

one that many westerners will have experienced and was one of the highlights of the tour. 

On leaving all were invited to ring the extraordinary collection of large bells, and with a 

picture postcard backdrop, this was another thoroughly enjoyable cultural visit which 

enhanced the spirit of the holiday. 



 

 

Bateshwar Temples 



After a final tasty hot buffet lunch in the grounds of the lodge, we said farewell to our hosts 

and boarded the minibus for the drive back to Delhi, via Agra, where we passed the 

impressive and massive buttress fortifications of the Agra Fort and could see distantly the 

gleaming white marble of the Taj Mahal. Birds seen from the bus included five Sarus Cranes 

and at least three Black-shouldered Kites hovering over the vast tree dotted agricultural 

plains.  The evening meal was time to reflect on a superb trip, which had delivered some 

wonderful birding and wildlife, amazing historical and cultural excursions, with lovely 

accommodation, excellent food and great group camaraderie.  

Saturday 21st February – This morning we transferred from the hotel to Delhi’s Indira 

Ghandi airport for our direct BA flight back to London Heathrow.    

Special thanks to Julie, Jeff, Kev and Rob for sharing their photographs all taken on the trip. 
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