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Learning Corner

Learn about the history of life 

in the Himalayas, the glaciers 

that water North India, free-

ranging dogs and the dangers 

they pose to biodiversity, and a 

tale of forest council in the 

Himalayan forests!

Species in Spotlight

Mountain goats and sheep, a 

beautiful lotus, the 

Himalayan marmot, and 

nature’s musical cicadas 

feature in this high-altitude 

issue!

Fun and Games

Take our snow-capped quiz, 

try our word search, print 

out the colouring page, find

your way through a maze, 

and try a word scramble! 

There’s lots to do in the 

Himalayas!
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Encounters with snow 

leopards, surveying wild 

sheep, exploring Kibber, 

wandering through the 

hills, a tryst with a 

banshee, and a flower 

that blooms from fire!

Experiences in the Wild

Editor’s Note

“Howling winds whip snow from the rocky surface, blinding, 

blisteringly cold. The bleating cry of the bharal sounds startled at 

the sudden change in weather. Their fear is understandable - this 

is the haunt of the grey ghost, which will seize any opportunity to 

make a meal in this inhospitable landscape. Towering peaks rise 

out of the swirling snowstorm, their crests impenetrable, their 

glaciers nearly invisible. Yet life-giving water is born here in these 

mountains. These snow peaks, for all their remote aloofness, 

brim with life and sustenance. These are the jewels in India’s 

crown, the sentinels to the north, the land of ice and snow - the 

Himalayas.”

The Himalayas have inspired ballads, 

stories, and fears since time 

immemorial. This April, we delve deeper 

into the mysteries that these mountains 

hold - their ecology, their history, and 

the wildlife that call this inhospitable 

region ‘home.’ Little is known about the 

biodiversity of these mountains; most 

people associate them with remoteness 

and lifelessness, but this could not be 

further from the truth! Today, we explore 

stories of experiences in the Himalayas, 

filled with sightings of snow leopards 

and colourful birds, of the geological 

history of these snow peaks, and the 

relationship that humans share with the 

Himalayas.
- Priya Ranganathan & Nikita Bhat, Co-Editors
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Welcome to the 
Majestic Himalayas!
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Chances are that you have heard of the mighty ‘Himalayas’

because this range hosts several of the world’s highest mountain

peaks, including the highest one in the world – Mount Everest! Or

maybe you know it as the birthplace of the network of rivers that

gave rise to human civilization in South Asia. Perhaps you have

also heard that it is the snowy abode of Lord Shiva and a setting

for various other stories in Hindu mythology. As you can see, the

Himalayas hold a very important place in the history, geography and

culture of India and to understand how this came to be, we must travel

back to the very beginning - the formation of this mountain range!

The Birth of The Himalayas

The Himalayas seem ancient to us, but this is actually one of the

youngest mountain ranges in the world that came into existence 40 - 50

million years ago. Think of tectonic plates under the ocean that are well

known for being the cause of earthquakes and tsunamis when they shift.

Two such tectonic plates, called the Indo-Australian plate and the

Eurasian plate, collided and pushed up the land to give birth to what we

now call the Himalayas. The Himalayas are made up of ‘sedimentary’

and ‘metamorphic’ rocks. Sedimentary rocks are formed by the buildup of

smaller particles and metamorphic rocks are formed when older rocks

face high temperature and pressure, which transforms them. An amazing

thing to know is that the Himalayas are actually still growing as the

tectonic plates are still shifting beneath our feet! But we do not notice it

as the movement is very slow and occurs over thousands of years.

Rivers and Glaciers

The Himalayas give rise to a number of rivers that flow into mainland

India and other neighbouring countries. These are the life-giving rivers

that millions of people have depended on since our civilization was

established. The rivers also form many beautiful lakes and streams which

are visited by migratory birds, where they stop and rest along their

1
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only important but essential to our existence! What else do the

Himalayas do for us? The list is endless but let us look at some of the

more prominent services. The Himalayas house dense forests in the

lower regions with diverse flora (plants) and fauna (animals). The

plants and trees here have been used in traditional medicine for many

centuries. Different parts of various plants and trees, including flowers,

bark, stems and roots can be used to make pastes, ointments,

creams, potions etc. which are used in the treatment of many

diseases and illnesses. Apart from medicines, the trees provide timbre

(wood that we can use to make paper, firewood, furniture etc.). The

plants and fruits are also a source of food for the people who live in

that region. When the soils in these forests are dug up, we can find

many precious metals like gold, silver, and copper as well as coal

which is used to make fuel for cars, aeroplanes and other modes of

transportation as well as other widely used products like plastic. These

forests are also home to many unique animals and birds. They are all

dependent on one another, as well as the plants and trees, to create

an ‘ecosystem’ or bubble in which life exists in a harmonious balance.

The Current Dangers Faced by the Himalayas

The harmonious balance in the Himalayan ecosystem has

unfortunately been threatened for many years now by human activity.

As the population of India increases, more resources (like food, water,

medicine etc.) are needed by people. As the Himalayas

journeys. The higher parts of the Himalayas are always covered in

snow and contain the third highest deposit of snow and ice in the

world after Antarctica and the Arctic. There are also glaciers in the

Himalayas which are slowly melting and moving due to the increase in

Earth’s temperature, a concept we now know as global warming. This

can be dangerous, for if the glaciers melt completely, there will no

longer be a source of fresh water for the rivers that we all depend on!

Cultural Importance

As the Himalayas span several countries and regions, they are home

to many people who have developed unique cultures and practices.

Given that the Himalayas were the life-giving force necessary for the

survival of our ancestors, it is no wonder that they worshipped these

mountains and everything that they provide to us. Due to this, several

religions that worship nature and animals were developed here. There

are many sacred sites in the Himalayas, often associated with stories

of Gods, monks and sages, which are visited mainly by Hindus,

Buddhists and Jains as a part of pilgrimages. Today, there is another

reason that people from around the world visit the Himalayas. It is to

climb these mountains for adventure and thrill, an accomplishment

that many people hold with pride!

Services that the Himalayas Provide

We already know how the rivers arising from the Himalayas are not
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Rivers of Ice

5

are such a rich source of these resources, we have carelessly

destroyed the forests and, in turn, killed many animals and plants

that used to safely live there before. We have also polluted the

rivers and lakes and killed all the life forms that resided there. Not

only that, but we have also taken away the chance for the local

people of these areas to have a livelihood. Previously, they would

only take how much they needed from the rivers and forests, but

now that everything is being destroyed, they no longer have

access to natural resources even for their survival.

As a result, the current destruction of the Himalayas and threat of

global warming will make life not only difficult but also impossible

for millions of plants, animals and human beings, including

ourselves! We must keep learning about these grand mountains,

raising awareness about protecting them and save the Himalayas

so it can continue to exist for thousands of years to come!

2

High in the Great Himalayas, enormous slabs of ice give rise to

gushing water. These rivers of ice – known as glaciers – feed

some of India’s largest and most important rivers with melting

water. Millions of people depend upon the waters that flow from

these glaciers to support their livelihoods and for drinking water.

These great rivers – the Ganga, the Yamuna, the Brahmaputra,

the Teesta, and the Indus, among others – water the land and

create fertile belts where crops grow and civilizations thrive.

Glaciers were relatively unknown until 1840-1850, when one

glacier known as Pindari Glacier in Uttar Pradesh, became a

popular site as it was easy to approach. Today, one of the best-

known (and indeed, the largest) glaciers in India is the Gangotri

Glacier, the birthplace of the holy river Ganga and a holy

pilgrimage site for Hindus. Glaciers are spread across the high

Himalayan ranges, with the largest number occurring in Jammu

and Kashmir. These slow-moving icy rivers form over centuries

from accumulated snow and pressure. A combination of pressure

(upper snow layers pressing down on lower layers to form ice)

and gravitational pull causes glaciers to move slowly.

Priya Ranganathan | Illustrated by 
Krithika Sampath

NCF-India
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As glaciers move, they sweep up everything that they encounter in

their paths, creating a wide variety of unique glacial features –

cirques, moraines, glacial lakes, snow bridges, and glacial valleys!

They are the engineers of the snow peaks, and as they move

downhill, their ice begins to melt and rivers are born.

Let us take a look at some of the glaciers of the Himalayas and the

many rivers that are born from their wombs.

Nestled amidst the peaks that straddle India and Tibet lies the

peaceful pilgrim town of Uttarkashi. This town is famous for its

nearness to two important glaciers – Gangotri and Yamunotri.

Gangotri is by far the larger, measuring nearly 30 km long and 2-4 km

wide! It holds over 27 cubic km of water, which rushes out of the

mouth of the glacier, which is known as Gomukh (“mouth of the cow”)

due to its interesting shape. From Gomukh flows the Bhagirathi, the

headstream of the Ganga. She tumbles down past villages and

meadows of flowers, finally rushing into the plains near Hrishikesh

and Haridwar. The Ganga flows for 2,525 km from Gangotri to the

Sundarbans Delta, which straddles West Bengal and Bangladesh. It

is joined along its path by the languid Yamuna, who also has humble

beginnings in the Himalayas. Yamunotri is the glacial source of the

Yamuna, located on the slopes of Bandarpooch Peak in the Garhwal

Himalayas. Below the glacier is a shrine to the river goddess,

frequented by pilgrims in the warmer months. The Yamuna flows

along her separate course, joining the Ganga at Prayagraj

(Allahabad). The place where the rivers meet is called the Triveni
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Sangam because it is said that the Saraswati River (which no longer

flows above the ground) also meets the Ganga and Yamuna here.

Let us fly away to the Eastern Himalayas, on the slopes of the world’s

third-highest mountain (and India’s highest mountain) – Kanchenjunga

– in Sikkim. Here lies the Zemu Glacier, the largest glacier in the

Eastern Himalaya, which drains the eastern side of the mountain.

Zemu is one of the glaciers that feeds the magnificent Teesta River,

which joins the Jamuna River in Bangladesh after traversing Sikkim,

West Bengal, and eventually, Bangladesh! Many of the mighty

Himalayan rivers meet the Bay of Bengal at the Sundarbans delta,

perhaps the world’s largest delta and an ever-shifting geological

feature. As freshwater flows change over time, the mouth of the delta

changes its shape too, sometimes widening and sometimes becoming

a narrower V-shape. Here, the land is always changing, thanks to the

power of water!

The longest glacier in the Indian Himalayas is the 78-metre-long

Siachen Glacier, located in Jammu and Kashmir. The Siachen gives

rise to the Nubra River, which joins the mighty Indus. The Indus is one

of the few major Himalayan rivers that drains into the Arabian Sea;

most rivers make their winding way to the eastern coastline of India.

The Indus begins in Tibet and takes a convoluted route through

Ladakh and into Pakistan. It then bends sharply and passes a vast

gorge near Nanga Parbat, entering the fertile plains of Punjab and

Wikipedia Commons

Sindh in Pakistan. The word “Punjab” means “land of five rivers,”

referring to five major rivers that drain the province and join the

Indus – the Chenab, the Ravi, the Sutlej, the Beas, and the

Jhelum.

The Himalayas are a treasure trove of natural resources, with

nearly 10 major river systems originating here and over three

million springs, feeding 64% of irrigated land in the Himalayan

region. Glaciers have shaped the distribution and supply of water

in northern India, providing a year-round supply of freshwater that

nourishes crops and provides for over 500 million people!.

However, as temperatures warm with the addition of greenhouse

gases in the atmosphere, glaciers in the Himalayas have been

melting at increasingly alarming rates. The World Meteorological

Organization estimates that temperatures in the Himalayas have

experienced a rise of 0.4 degrees Celsius higher than the global

average, spelling danger for our glaciers (Maurer et al. 2019). With

warmer temperatures, the self-purifying ability of Himalayan rivers

would also reduce and the chances of seasonal drought across

India’s rice and bread baskets would have grave impacts on

agriculture and food supply.

If our glaciers continue to melt, what will become of the rivers that

rely upon them for longevity? We must act now, so that we don’t

face a future where our glaciers disappear and the great rivers that

flow across our land slowly run dry.
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Who let the dogs 
out?

8

3
The bond with a true dog is as lasting as the ties of this earth can

ever be, a fact which should be noted by anyone who decides to

acquire a canine friend.” Such statements on human - dog friendship

exist alongside popular idioms like, “Dog-eat-Dog,” indicating

ruthless and fierce competition amidst people to succeed at all

costs. In this confusing medley of contrasting feelings towards dogs,

we fail to see that these ‘domesticated predators’ have important

ecological roles as members of the food web in the ecosystems

where they live. Dogs also frequently interact, mostly in a negative

manner, with the local wildlife of a region1,2.

So, how did the dog evolve into one of the most successful

mammals in the history of nature?

First, it is important to look at one category of domestic dog that

differs from your regular household pooch – free-ranging dogs.

Free-ranging dogs are defined as those dogs that are not under

human supervision, whose activities are not restricted or modified by

human activities, and who are sustained both by human food

resources and wild prey. These dogs are the most abundant

terrestrial carnivorous animal on the planet. India has the highest

number of free-ranging dogs in the world3. Along with negative

encounters and conflicts with human beings and livestock, they have

been identified as a critical threat to wildlife conservation efforts4. In

many countries, domestic and feral dogs roam freely,

Subhashini Krishnan | Illustration by Pratiksha Sail

‘Dogs got personality. Personality goes a long way’. – Quentin

Tarantino

When it comes to dogs in India, their typically-friendly personality

seems to be rapidly evolving into something far more concerning.

Dogs have replaced the usual ‘cat on the wall’ – a term for those

who remain neutral in a war - and broken down the metaphorical

wall between species that are naturally selected (wild) and those

that are artificially selected (domestic). It appears that dogs are

no longer restricted to solely one of these categories. They are

rapidly colonizing both domains, to the increasing alarm of

conservationists.

In a future where both human and dog populations are going to

increase, it is important to understand the effects of free-ranging

dogs on wildlife, especially when discussing threats to

biodiversity. As one of the earliest animals to be domesticated,

the grey wolf has been identified as the closest wild canid relative

of the present-day domestic dog. In his book ‘Man meets Dog’,

Konrad Lorenz states, “The fidelity of a dog is a precious gift

demanding no less binding moral responsibilities than the

friendship of a human being.
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which increases the number of encounters they have with

wildlife2. Not only do they directly injure or kill wildlife, but they also

pass on diseases to them due to close contact5. In India, there have

been a few studies and numerous anecdotes looking at the direct

effects of dogs on wildlife, some of which include: a negative

impact on the population of black-necked cranes in the high altitude

Ladakh region; predation on Indian gazelle (chinkara) in the Thar

landscape; and a number of anecdotal attacks on prey species like

blackbuck, spotted deer, wild ass, etc. across multiple ecosystems.

As a part of my M.Sc. dissertation study, I looked at the interaction

between free-ranging dogs and wildlife in the village of Hanle inside

Changthang Wildlife Sanctuary, Ladakh. The study took place in the

winter months of December - April, due to which I did not witness

many interactions of free-ranging dogs and migratory birds that arrive

in the summer. However, I noted maximum interactions of these

dogs with red foxes and Tibetan wolves, two of the top mammal

predators in the Ladakh region.

Apart from documenting inter-species interactions, I made a few

interesting behavioural observations about free-ranging dogs in that

landscape. Many of the dogs formed groups that behaved much like

a pack, coordinating chases after prey and sharing their food. In one

such group, allosuckling was observed, wherein two lactating

mothers equally fed milk to all the pups in that group. Free-ranging

dog groups observed in other parts of the world are generally known

to have fission-fusion group dynamics, where they sometimes form

groups for convenience and sometimes move around individually.

However, the observation of these pack-like groups in Ladakh
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A Tale of Forest 
Council
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Forest Election Committee

Subject: Request to address the unprecedented crisis of our 

Himalayan community

Dear Mr. Broun Bear,

I hope everything is fine there in the dense forest. I want to caution

you about the current development at the edge of the forest. It is no

secret to us forest dwellers that we have continuously faced the threat

of being completely stamped out by the extremely abhorrent bipeds

for ages. We have lost our families, friends and home to those

monstrous backhoes, which function at the command of the sapiens.

However, these days, the forest outskirts are experiencing a

preposterous sudden drop in fiendish activity. This inactivity from our

cruel enemy is a big matter of concern to our think tank, Mrs. Gold

Eagle. She suspects that they might be planning for a more powerful

attack. Are those snollygosters planning to conquer our land for their

giant infrastructures such as dams, industries, roads, etc.,

Sarika & Ankur Singh | Illustration by Asmita Sapre 
Ranganathan

landscape seems to indicate that these so-called “domestic” dogs

are behaving more like their wild ancestors!

It is high time we understand that threats to biodiversity

conservation are also tied intimately to economic, social, and

political values of people as well! Many instances of dogs

threatening humans are being noticed around the world, which will

hopefully bring in fresh perspectives on this issue. Landscape-level

studies with a better scale of understanding the problem at hand

will help to draw wholesome, data-driven action plans to manage

free-ranging dogs in India.

India already has plenty of wild canids; do we really want to add

man’s best friend to that list?

References:

1. Butler JRA, Du Toit JT, Bingham J. 2004. Free-ranging domestic dogs (Canis familiaris) as

predators and prey in rural Zimbabwe: threats of competition and disease to large wild

carnivores. Biological Conservation 115: 369-378.

2. Vanak AT, Gompper ME. 2009. Dogs Canis familiaris as carnivores: their role and function in

intraguild competition. Mammal Review 39: 265-283.

3. Gompper ME (Ed.). 2014. Free-ranging dogs and wildlife conservation. Oxford University Press.

4. Ritchie, E. G., Dickman, C. R., Letnic, M., Vanak, A. T., & Gommper, M. 2014. Dogs as

predators and trophic regulators. Free-ranging dogs and wildlife conservation, 55-68.

5. Home C, Bhatnagar YV, Vanak AT. 2017. Canine Conundrum: domestic dogs as an invasive

species and their impacts on wildlife in India. Animal Conservation 21: 275-282.
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or have they retreated from the war, pitying us? What is their nefarious

plan? We still don’t know the answer, hence our current course of

action should be to gear up and address the problem proactively.

Our land investigator Mr. Mormat caught up on a strange situation -

our current President Mr. Tigger was again spotted participating in

unsolicited interaction with someone from the outer-town of Sapiens.

His activities in the recent past have been quite unprecedented, which

arose suspicion even in the mind of our coolheaded Mr. El-phant. Our

most reliable spy Mr. Tahr has kept a close eye on him and has

managed to collect pieces of evidence regarding his suspicious

activities, which point towards the blasphemous thoughts of Mr. Tigger

against the goddess forest. He might be involved in selling the rights of

our forest to those biped fiends.

I would also like to inform you that our Minister for Foreign Relations

Mr. Goose has returned home and brings the news from the sapien

world. He said that the bipeds seem to behave strangely in other

places as well. Contrary to Mrs. Gold Eagle, he reports that a new viral

ailment has gripped the biped world. Our cybernaut boy Mr. Red

Panda, after rummaging, has gathered intel and said that this

pandemic is dangerous and may also have a detrimental effect on us.

Relatives of Mr. Lion and President Mr. Tigger who were captured last

year for the zoo designed for biped entertainment are reported to have

fallen prey to this deadly viral disease. This incident has again unveiled

the nefarious plans of the deceitful bipeds that had ensured us

of the health and safety of our kind in the zoo. So, we have sent out a

team of officers headed by Mr. Pegion, to get to the bottom of the

matter.

There was a time when we used to roam the land and scale the sky,

without any fear of being poached or hunted. We even formed a

beautiful relationship with the sapien world. This bond has weakened

over the last century. Unfortunately, in the last few decades, the

biped race has adopted a multidimensional approach to defeat us

and encroach into our forest. It is now a well-established fact that the

acceleration of climate change is solely their handiwork and has

already evoked various issues like forest fires, cutting of trees, and

the loss of lives and food for others.

Our fragile shelters have often been swept away due to flash floods

and glacial lake outbursts. Our numbers have declined due to hunting

guided by their everlasting greed. For centuries we have maintained

the balance of Mother Nature who has nurtured their civilization yet

blinded by their lust for power and pathetic economy, they have been

mutilating the hands of their benefactor.

Last week, Miss Monal sent an emotional message on behalf of the

avians to me. She informed me that two more families have been

enlisted as critically endangered and are struggling for their mere

existence. Some of my neighboring families including those of Mr.

Musk Deer, Mr. Rhino, Mr. Cheer, and Mr. Snow Leopard are
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barely visible these days. We might be heading towards mass

extinction at an unprecedented rate and our flora community

members are no exception.

However, not all hope is lost. Mr. Pinus and Ms. Alnus have

observed that not all bipeds are the same, which runs contrary to

our new beliefs. Mr. Popular and Mr. Abies stand testimony to

the kind-heartedness of some bipeds. Some of them are very

kind and are doing great work for the conservation of our

forestlands. They are approachable and might be helpful to us in

our struggle for all. If these bipeds pay attention to our issues, we

could have a better chance of winning. I suggest forming a

committee that can contact those sapiens directly and give

suggestions for improving their policy on wildlife and development

projects that will ensure peaceful coexistence. Ecological

corridors, national parks, eco-sensitive zones and projects like

‘SECURE’ Himalaya can directly benefit us. However, awareness

in the sapien community is the key that may redefine their

understanding of the economy as ‘an economy with ecology’.

For such revolutionary change, there is a dire need for a leader

who will count Mother Nature’s conservation plans in the list of

agendas during the Wildlife Election Campaign. If such initiatives

are taken by the leaders, it might help in spreading awareness

among communities. However, the community must also

demonstrate that nature conservation is one of our primary needs

so that it

becomes an agenda for electoral politics. I think that the time has

come to elect a new leader who ensures our collaboration with the

sapien world for mutual understanding of problems and restoring

the balance of our Himalayan ecosystem.

Mr. Himalayan Yak

Young leader
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Most people believe that working in biodiversity conservation or

wildlife science requires a degree in, well, science. Well, meet

Deepshikha Sharma, a conservationist with the Nature

Conservation Foundation and a nature-lover who has roots in

decidedly non-scientific beginnings! Team YFN decided to sit

down for a little chat with Deepshikha to learn more about the

path she took from the city to the high Himalayas where the snow

leopard roams.

Team YFN: Welcome, Deepshikha! Why don’t you start by telling us

about your job. What does a day in your job look like? What are your

daily tasks?

DS: I am conservationist with Nature Conservation Foundation (NCF). I

work with people to conserve snow leopard habitats in the high

mountains of Himachal Pradesh and Ladakh. My day in the field involves

meeting with local communities to understand their issues with wildlife. In

collaboration with the communities, we work out ways to prevent or

reduce the losses they face due to wildlife attacks. We also engage with

the Forest Department to ensure their schemes reach the communities.

Team YFN: Fascinating! So, what did you study in college/M.Sc. to

prepare for such an interesting career?

DS: I have done M.A. in Development (social science). This course has

helped me understand linkages between social and ecological systems

and how they are interdependent on each other.

Team YFN: Ah, a meandering route to this field! When did you realize

that this was what you wanted to do for your job? What made you realize

this?

DS: I have always wanted to work with wildlife but didn’t know how to get

there. And having a non-science background made me think it was not

possible for me. But now I realise that conservation does not require any

specific background. One must only be passionate about working

towards peaceful co-existence of humans with wildlife.

5
In conversation with Deepshikha Sharma

Lantana camara (Invasive)



Team YFN: Can you talk about any challenges that your career

has put forth?

DS: Conservation is difficult in some areas more than others. I

have been lucky enough to have community as well as

departmental support for our interventions. However, we still face

some challenges of illegal hunting and poaching in these regions

for which we are continuously looking for ways to engage with the

communities.

Team YFN: What would you say are 3 essential qualities that

someone getting into this field should possess or develop?

DS: Empathy, patience, and problem-solving skills!

Team YFN: What makes this job rewarding and keeps you

going?

DS: Successful stories/incidents and support from communities.

Team YFN: And now a little advice for our budding

conservationists. What piece of advice would you give to

someone who is interested in getting into this field?

DS: Just have an open mind to listen and be ready to take on

challenges.

Team YFN: Can you provide any resources such as names of

organizations or programs that may help prepare those who are

interested in joining this field?

DS: For conservation you don’t need anything in specific. Community

skill is necessary that can be learnt independently. However, a

masters in the field of social science with ecology is definitely an

added bonus. This can be done from institutes like Azim Premji

University, ATREE, Tata institute of Social Sciences, etc. Various

government universities also offer social science programmes. NCF

offers Conservation Leadership Courses which covers host of topics

like raising funds for conservation, community-based conservation,

writing for conservation etc. For conservation research one can

consider institutes like Indian Institute of Science, National Centre for

Biological Sciences, Indian Institutes of Science Education and

Research, Pondicherry University, Wildlife Institute of India, ATREE,

Garware college, and Pune University.

Team YFN: And finally, what is the most cool or exciting thing you

have seen while doing your job?

DS: My work is fun because I get to travel a lot and meet new and

interesting people. And of course, sightings of wildlife add to the thrill!

Careers in Conservation 14
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The Tsaba valley in Ladakh is an important wintering ground for the

Tibetan Argali and local livestock alike. Thirteen herders collectively

use this space, sharing the land with the Argali, a large mountain ram

native to the Himalayas. Interestingly, for each herder, grazing space

is allocated depending on the results of a random chit- picking

system. This way, there is no favoritism nor is there a monopoly.

Rigzin Dorjay | Illustration by Kshiti Mishra

Generally, Tsaba valley is a difficult place to survey as we have to travel

in the winter and camp for a few days with the herders. The temperature

goes below -20 oC sometimes! Our toothpaste, oil, and sometimes even

our sleeping bags freeze! But regardless, the double-observer survey

exercise in the Tsaba valley is a very interesting one to undertake.

During the survey of 2019, it snowed a lot more than previous years.

Additionally, we were short on field staff. It was important to use the help

of locals in ensuring the survey was conducted. We have been working

in Tsaba valley for more than five years now, monitoring the winter Argali

population. Each year, we train interested locals and herders to conduct

surveys. We were lucky to have four people from a nearby village ready

to work with us. They had experience from the previous years and also a

deep interest in wildlife.

Our team had a mix of ages and gender. Diversity makes a team strong!

We packed our tents, food, and equipment and went off to survey in late

February 2019. We all met at Rumste village, which is the doorway to

the Tsaba valley. Due to the heavy snowfall, we couldn’t take a vehicle

into the valley. The river was frozen, and the slopes were heavy with

snow.

We had to trek for an entire day to reach our campsite, where two local

herders were stationed. They lived in a traditional tent called a Rebo,

which is made of yak wool. Each herder grazed around 300-400 sheep

and goats in this region. Our old friend, Acho (Ladakhi term for elder

brother) Tashi Phunstok, greeted us with his usual welcoming smile.

6
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As the evening turned into night, we relaxed with a warm cup of fresh 

tea made by Acho Tashi, who returned from a day of grazing in the 

pasture. As we were cooking dinner together, we discussed the 

upcoming survey with Acho Tashi and the team. As the herders use 

this valley during the same time as the Argalis, they are a key source 

of information about the presence of these large wild sheep in this 

remote valley.

For the next day’s survey, we split into three teams consisting of two 

observers each and surveyed three adjacent valleys. As we were 

walking to our respective survey valleys, rather unexpectedly, we 

saw a lot of Argalis along the way. Not only that, but we were greeted 

with an amazing sighting of two Himalayan wolves as well. What was 

especially interesting was the fact that there was a Kiang (Tibetan 

wild ass) grazing with the Argali herd. Did the heavy snow disorient 

this majestic beast? We could only speculate.

As different teams surveyed different valleys, we spoke with herders 

about the Argali. A particular valley within Tsaba, named Nyelung, is 

known to be the best Argali habitat in this part of the Himalayas. In 

fact, we have regularly for the past five years been sighting these 

beautiful creatures there. However, in 2019, we found very few 

Argalis there. The herders suggested that heavy autumn snowfall 

rendered the pasture inaccessible, further exacerbated by heavy 

winter snowfall. Perhaps this pushed the Argalis to come further 

down the valley.  

As we met each herder family, we gifted them a torch with extra batteries

as a token of appreciation for hosting us and also providing us with

valuable information. Though to a city- dwelling person a torch may

seem insignificant, to the herders of Tsaba, a torch’s light is the only

source of visibility in the dark of the night. Additionally, we gave each

herder a Tibetan calendar, telling them that whenever they see a group

of Argali, they should record and subsequently share that information

with us.

The first day of the survey went very well. We saw over a 100 Argalis,

the highest number we have ever seen on a single day. We went to bed

extremely satisfied and excited for the next day. I must say, though, the

cold tried to spoil our spirits. I couldn’t feel my toes and fingers, but the

curiosity and excitement of the possibilities of tomorrow calmed me

down and I went to sleep.
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The next day, after three hours of uphill climbing, we finally

reached a ridgeline that allowed us to scan the valley floor well.

The snow soaked my shoes and socks and my eyes burned due to

the sun’s reflection against the white snow .

As we rested and sipped some warm tea on top of the ridge, I saw

a circling raptor. As I put my binoculars to my eyes to see what it

was, rather unexpectedly, through the corner of my eye I saw a

strange looking rock. As I diverted my gaze to check what it was, I

was stunned to find the reality… Behind a Caragana bush sat the

majestic ghost of the mountains, the snow leopard! I nudged Acho

Yanjor (my second observer), but Acho had seen something else!

A few hundred meters below there was a fresh carcass of a big

male blue sheep. No wonder the snow leopard was around. We

sat for a long time, observing the predator. Finally, the snow

leopard walked down to the carcass and ate till it was satisfied.

Our survey route was meant to run through the area where the

carcass was. However, to avoid disturbing the animals, we took a

detour and made sure we remained inconspicuous amongst the

rugged rocks. It is always a thrill to see creatures like the snow

leopard, but it is important to ensure that we don’t disturb wildlife.

Places like the Tsaba valley are their last home.

As we continued surveying, we found an impressive group of big

male Argalis. This was truly the icing on the cake. As we returned

to the basecamp, we met some other herders and also saw a

carcass of an Argali.

Priya 

Ranganathan

This reminded me of the circle of life – in our Buddhist culture, we believe

that each living being is important for the balance of life on earth. The

herders have coexisted with wildlife for ages and sustained all life forms in

the landscape, true to this belief.

In the evening, all the 13 herders and the survey team met together for a cup

of tea and conversation. We had recorded the highest number of Argalis in

the Tsaba valley in five years of monitoring. I was extremely proud that a

team consisting solely of locals conducted this robust scientific survey and

could not wait to include them in future surveys!
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This winter, I got the opportunity to spend several nights on the cold

forested slopes around Hathipaon, near Mussoorie, a part of the

Himalaya. I thoroughly enjoy this time of the year, waking up to the

delicate-looking frost crystallizing on fallen leaves and blades of grass

on the forest floor, the rich smell of rotting humus, the long-drawn calls

of the hill partridges, and most beautifully, the occasional winter rain.

In order to explore the landscape and truly feel the elements, I packed

only the bare necessities and I had no clear destination in mind and

no clear objective, other than to simply walk and live on the mountain.

I had all that I would need to live happily and comfortably on my back.

I began walking north through a dense oak-rhododendron patch, with

the occasional tall pine tree with its crocodile-like bark standing out.

The narrow pugdandee, or game trail, that I was following suddenly

became narrower and shorter through the undergrowth, leading me to

crawl on all fours through it. A few hundred metres ahead, I reached a

large stretch of the mountain where the slope had slid off, leaving a

large bare grey patch on the mountain.

A local herder had told me a few weeks ago that this range of the

Himalaya is often characterized by such landslides. I gingerly walked

through the rock fall, picking up a shard of rock here and there.

I slid and scrambled down, using small saplings and trees to

guide my slip downhill. However, one must be careful of the

stinging nettle, a plant that causes a short-lived sting. After being

stung a few times, one subconsciously finds themselves avoiding

it!

Eventually, I reach a small clearing atop the hill. I put my rucksack

down and looked at the panorama of the Himalaya. To the north, I

saw the tall grey and white rock and ice of the glaciers embraced

by thick, swirling clouds. The sun was becoming a deep orange-

red as it made its way westwards. I could see that the valleys
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to the east were already in the dark, owing to the hills blocking

out the evening rays of the sun.

I continued on. A group of khaleej pheasants flapped noisily

away, screeching when they were startled by my presence. I

went further and found a patch of trees ahead. Given that I had

only a couple of hours of daylight left, I started setting up camp.

I tied my hammock between two trees and gingerly sat on it to

test whether it was well-secured. The sun had already dipped

below the horizon, casting a mellow violet-orange shade onto the

clouds above. I put on my headlamp, picked up the machete that

I had brought, and started collecting firewood. Since there are

very few humans that traverse this region, there is plenty of

firewood. I picked up small twigs, fallen branches, dry pine

needles and scraped up some dry grass. This would serve as

kindling to start the fire. The best place to collect firewood is along

streambeds. During the raging monsoons, several trees and logs are

washed down the slope along these paths and often get stuck, not

making it all the way downhill.

I tend to be frugal with firewood as despite seeming dead and useless,

fallen logs play an important role in the forest, serving as food and

shelter for several insects, snakes, lizards, frogs, and even small birds.

Their decay also enriches the soil with nutrients, helping the forest to

grow better. I stashed away a part of the firewood under the tarp that I

had. If they were unused, I would scatter them across the forest the next

morning.

Deep below in the valley a barking deer called repeatedly, almost

maniacally. It must have sensed a leopard around. The calls

reverberated through the mountains, bouncing off the tall slopes which

were turning from dark green to black. I was lucky as I had found a large

fallen oak branch, for oak burns much longer and much warmer than

other trees. In addition, I had some bamboo, which burns fast and

furiously, a great help when one is cooking in a hurry. But I was in no

hurry; I had all the time in the world since my shelter and heat were

taken care of.

I started the fire and leaned back against a log and watched the

crackling and roaring of the orange flames pick up. It was mesmerizing.

I found myself thinking about everything and then nothing, just being.

There is a ringing unity that emanates from the fire; all feels like one.

Arjun Kamdar
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A mountain scops owl began calling; its typical two-noted “too-too” is a

familiar sound in these parts. Another owl called from the east, and they

were almost dueting. Gradually, the calls came closer and closer, until

they seemed to be just about 10m away. However, I knew that it was futile

to attempt to spot them; these owls are always heard but almost never

seen!

I eventually spread out the sleeping bag on the hammock, getting ready to

sleep. I wrote a few notes and warmed myself by the fire before

enveloping myself in the sleeping bag and shutting my eyes for a good

night’s sleep.

To me, living on the mountain is an incredibly fulfilling experience, to feel

the elements against one's skin, and to spend one's time simply living and

thinking is a source of great contentment.

Arjun Kamdar
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An Encounter with a 
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I grew up in Kumdok, a small village of 17 homes in the interior of

Ladakh. When I was young, all of the families in our village reared

livestock. Each family had goats, sheep, yak and cows and all of

us split the responsibility of herding among all the families, such

that one or two individuals always accompanied the animals into

the pastures. I still remember that time when I first went to herd

livestock for the village. I think I can never forget that day.

It was our turn that day and since my parents were occupied with

a few chores, they asked my eight-year-old brother Nurbu and me

to go instead. I was six years older than my brother. We spent the

day minding the animals, having tea and sattu (flour made from

roasted barley), and chit-chatting constantly. We had nearly 50

animals in our charge. The day passed smoothly, and we were

feeling confident and relieved that no untoward incident had taken

place.

Just as we were climbing down the mountain with the herd of

animals, Nurbu let out a shriek and pointed towards a huge, furry,

grey animal that had caught a goat by her neck.

Both of us froze for a few moments, not knowing how to react to this

creature in front of us. Its paws were huge, and we could see it flexing its

muscles to hold the goat in its place. We were trembling and could

barely stand upright. We did not have the courage to shoo it away. It was

a snow leopard, the phantom of the mountains. Several tense minutes

passed and all we could do was stare at the animal. Finally, I took a

deep breath and told myself that I was the older one and thus needed to

deal with the situation. I asked my brother to be brave.

Both of us walked towards the snow leopard screaming loudly. Nurbu

hurled stones in its direction to scare it away. I took a stick and started

beating the ground. Startled by the noise, the snow leopard dropped the

goat and growled at us menacingly. Eventually, the commotion we

created made it impossible for it to devour the goat in peace. So, it

moved away and climbed up to a vantage point. We ran towards the

goat to check if she was still alive. She was not. My brother and I looked

at each other with worry.

I looked at my brother and requested him not to tell our parents or the

villagers what had transpired that day. We were both afraid that we

would be punished or shouted at. We placed the carcass exactly where it

had been killed and quickly climbed down the mountains to track the rest

of the herd. We found them huddled together about three kilometers

away. We were not sure who the deceased goat belonged to, and we

were concerned about whether she had been lactating.

8
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We reasoned that if the goat were lactating, the owner would notice

the missing mother when her lamb bleated for her. If not, then we

would have little to worry about as the owner would likely not notice

the missing goat. I tried to milk the goat and was relieved to find

that she was not lactating. Small mercies.

The next challenge in front of us was how we would carry the

carcass back with us. We were both small and did not have the

strength to carry an animal that weighed between 20 to 30kg. We

contemplated hiding the carcass but noticed that the snow leopard

was observing our moves and would, therefore, discover the hiding

place. We spent nearly two hours fretting about this and did not

realize that we had been ignoring all the other animals in the herd.

They were nowhere to be seen. I felt a pit form in my stomach.

On our way home, we met a few villagers who were looking for us.

They had come to help with herding and enquired if we had

encountered a wolf or snow leopard that day. My brother and I

shook our heads and glanced at each other. We reached home late

in the evening and my mother gave us some tea and roti. Although

we were bursting with emotions, we decided that it would be safer

to pretend that things had gone smoothly.

While we were having tea, Mother said that she had been thinking

about us all day. She had thought about a snow leopard and our

goats in the afternoon and wondered if this was bad omen of some

kind. But she was relieved to know that this wasn’t the case. We felt

a wave of guilt and shame rising in our hearts.
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Banshee in the 
Woods
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As someone who has grown up listening to ghost stories, I was

always fascinated by the mysterious creatures that descend after

dark, playing mischief on the mortals inhabiting the earth. When I was

a young girl, still in school, my grandfather used to humor me with

countless stories of chudails, prets and bhoots (witches and ghosts)

that he had met throughout his lifetime. One of my favorites was the

one where one night, after having enjoyed a game of teen patti

(playing cards) with his friends, my grandfather left his office late. It

was the early 70s and the beautiful Himalayas were still untouched by

grotesque dams, metallic roads and long chains of hotels. The sky

was dimly lit by countless twinkling stars. It was getting quite late and

there weren't many people on the road. My grandfather was pedaling

down the familiar unlit road, humming an old country song. The

silence of the night was broken only by the occasional buzzing of

cicadas. Already quite late, my grandfather figured that a few more

minutes wouldn’t make much of a difference to my grandmother's

temper, so he stopped for a beedi (cigarette) break. As he was

puffing his lungs with tar and pulling out chains of smoke, he heard

from somewhere, not too far away, the sound of someone whistling.

Aishwarya Joshi | Illustration by 
Asmita Sapre Ranganathan

Traditionally, each herder is supposed to alert other herders about

instances of depredation so that they can be better prepared the

following day and can be accompanied by four instead of two

shepherds, as is normally the case. We did not have the courage to

share this news, however..

The next day, we noticed that only one male shepherd went into

the pasture. We worried ourselves sick about what would happen.

We wondered if we had put his or the goats’ lives in danger. As it

turned out, no one was harmed.

After about two months, we confessed to Mother about the snow

leopard and told her that we had tried our best to save the goat.

She was shocked to hear the details and burst into tears when she

got to know that we had tried to shoo the big cat away with merely

a stick and a few stones. She hugged us and told us to be more

careful the next time. She explained why it was important to tell the

villagers about such incidents and chided us not having done so.

It was only much later when I began to work in conservation that I

realized that the ideal thing to do when a snow leopard kills an

animal is to let the carcass lie undisturbed so that it can feed on it.

This ensures that the snow leopard doesn’t kill more animals the

following day. My brother and I had unwittingly done so, which

worked out for the big cat, the villagers and for us!
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My grandfather used to regale me with this tale when I was growing up

and always ended the fable on a cautionary note, to not loiter alone in

the dark!

Several years later, as I was trotting down a similar dusty road in the

foothills of the Himalayas with a friend, I heard a wailing sound.

Suddenly, the memory of my grandfather’s old tale rushed through my

mind. Afraid that we might have accidentally encountered a non-living

entity, I told my friend to hurry back. When she failed to grasp the

sudden change in my demeanour, I quickly recapped the story to her,

and much to my surprise, she started laughing. It was only after she

had regained her composure from bouts of laughter, that she told me

that the eerie sound we heard was the call of a spotted eagle owl and

the chan chan sound was not coming from a chudail’s payal (anklets)

but were probably dried pods of Kanju trees rustling in the wind. As she

explained it to me, sure enough, we heard the rustling of leaves and

saw something glide across the sky before settling in another copse of

oak trees. Feeling both sheepish and relieved, I joined my friend in her

laughter.

The next day I called my grandfather, who is an old man now and

although his face has lost some of its beautiful features with age, he

still has a wonderful memory and a young man’s vigor. He was

pleasantly surprised to hear from me so early in the morning. We

chatted for a while and said our goodbyes. I couldn't bring myself to tell

him that all those years ago, what he witnessed was not a chudail but a

harmless owl. After all, I don’t think he would ever forgive me for

robbing him of a wonderful ghost story!

24

Thinking it was a figment of his overactive imagination, he did not

care much and continued smoking. Suddenly the wind blew and

carried with it an eerie sound. Chan, chan. My grandfather looked

around and saw a glint of something red amidst the crooked oak

branches directly in front of him. He quickly doused the beedi with

his left foot, turned, and had only just mounted on his bicycle,

when he heard the loud wailing of a woman. Slowly, he turned

around and found a pair of gleaming red eyes stalking him. A look

of horror spread across his face, and terrified that it might be a

chudail, my grandfather started pedaling with fervor and did not

stop until he reached home.
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Orchids and Ashes
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The forests of Uttarakhand are plagued by wildfires every year and

2020 was no exception. It is hard to say how forest fires start as

there are several possibilities. The spark could come from

shepherds attempting to grow new grass at a faster rate,

concerned farmers hoping to bring rain, villagers wanting to clear

the trails, or from illegal timber extraction, activities, and droughts.

According to research, almost every fire in a forest is caused due to

direct or indirect human impact, as natural fires are rarely found

anywhere in India. Wildfire destroys biodiversity and has been causing

an increase in temperatures across the northern parts of India.

One early February morning, I checked the weather app and found out

that Uttarkashi was in the red zone. The atmosphere was hazy with

smoke in the air, becoming denser around the hills. The air was so bad

that I couldn’t go out running or hiking. Every evening I saw monstrous

flames burning new patches which made me wonder if any greenery

would be spared. Every other day we planned to go on hikes, but the fire

kept charring our plans. It had been a while since I had an adventure up

on the hill. I finally decided to just go and see the damage up close.

On an unusually warm February day, my friend and I started to climb at

7AM. As we climbed higher up, the landscape changed considerably.

The air had a smoky smell to it, the carpet of pine needles was almost

burned to ashes, the atmosphere was dry while half-burnt grass, charred

animal carcasses and smouldered trees formed this new hellish

landscape. It was a truly devastating sight and a lifeless gloom hung in

the air. We continued to climb up for about 30 minutes, after which we

began moving westward.

The fire was still alive on small, scattered patches of the ground. As we

continued walking, my friend spotted a deer to our right. Looking in the

direction of the deer, a small orchid plant caught our eye.

10
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To get a better look at it, we scrambled up the rocky slope. The

wildfire had burned all the underbrush around the trail and rendered

the area clear of its thick growth. Perched high up on a tree, the

orchid wasn’t blooming and so it was difficult to tell which species of

orchid it was. We decided to keep an eye on it until it bloomed. We

were about to head back, when we spotted another orchid plant and

then another and another. Bunches of happy orchid plants littered the

trees further up!

None of them were blooming but stood distinctly with their long, lively

green leaves against the dull background. The stems hung low with

the bloom remains still attached to the pods, which suggested that

the plants bore flowers not long ago. The roots were a mix of

stumpy, dry-looking outgrowths firmly attaching the plant to the tree

with protruding white, long aerial roots to absorb nutrients from the

air. I closed my eyes and thought how strikingly beautiful this part of

the forest must have looked before the firestorm when these flowers

were in full bloom. The air around would have been filled with the

crisp, golden aroma of orchids. Moths at night and beetles, bees,

butterflies and birds during the daytime would have stopped to feed

and say hello to one another. The trees must have been beaming

with their new embellishments. What a sight to behold!

It was remarkable that all this time on our previous orchid-hunt

adventures, we were crossing the trail oblivious to this treasure of

orchids. If it weren’t for the fire, the orchids would have remained

hidden.
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Then as if to join us in our eureka moment, another barking deer

showed up, surprisingly, around a burning tree stump. It watched us

and stayed for a moment before disappearing into the wild. This new

discovery gave us a much-needed rush of adrenaline and we

hopped off on the trail.

As we continued orchid-hunting, we found a variety of epiphytic

orchids. Trees lush with beautiful pink and white Foxtail orchids,

broken looking leaflets supporting fragrant yellow and purple striped

blooms, and brown orchids looking like floating boats surrounded us.

We hit a bonus when we found our first terrestrial orchid that looked

like an egret soaring high in the sky and I couldn't wait for this new

patch to bloom and shine. At first it looked like the fire devoured

everything that stood in its path, choking the wildland. Although it

caused so much destruction, in the process I learned an important

lesson in looking on the bright side of situations. The start of our day

wasn’t as lively and interesting with all the damage that surrounded

us, but there is always a silver lining that reminds us to keep on

hoping and sometimes, it takes a firestorm to find it!
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Captivating Kibber
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Kibber is a small, quiet hamlet in the midst of gigantic mountains

and scenic valleys in Spiti, Himachal Pradesh. The best way to

reach it is by road in 3-4 days from Chandigarh, halting at night in

Shimla, Rampur and Kaza, to gradually acclimatize to the altitude.

Indeed, one has to learn to be patient to reach Kibber!

Upon reaching it, you are immediately absorbed into its sleepy

quietness and serenity, like a place straight from a fairy tale. It

may initially seem lifeless to some, but if you look around, there

is life aplenty.

On my first trip to Kibber in 2019, I went for a walk one day and noticed a

peculiar sound coming from the foothills of the gigantic Mount Kanamo. It

appeared to come from a pair of fast-flying, white bellied, medium sized,

pigeon-like birds. Upon inquiry, I found out that they were ‘Chhalong’ or

the Tibetan Sandgrouse. The birds were engrossed in sand bathing, sun

basking, drinking water and occasionally pecking at food on the ground. I

watched them almost every day for the next ten days till they completed

their daily ritual- flying in with a peculiar sound from Kanamo, taking a

semi-circular turn and landing on the ridgeline- picking food and flying to

the plains of Chomoling and then to the stream near my tent.

In another instance, a small bird landed near the stream in front of my

tent. It hopped around, looking for food. To my astonishment, it was a

Horned Lark! Excited by my very first sighting of this bird, I went out for a

walk the next day with binoculars and cameras, hoping to get fortunate

with another sighting. At some point, I noticed a movement nearby. I

hurriedly took out my camera and started clicking pictures. Upon

zooming into the pictures, I was amazed to find that it was a female

Horned Lark, with an insect tightly held in her beak. She was alert and

hopped around till she reached a spot near a couple of rocks. She looked

up to glare at me and stood like a statue for a few seconds. I watched her

with fascination and after around fifteen minutes, I saw endearing and

graceful big beaks emerging from the subterranean treasure chest. The

female lark started feeding them! The mother Lark had brought food for

her two chicks. The scene was so immensely engrossing that I had

Abhijit Dutta | Illustration by Rubina Rajan
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forgotten that I had a camera in my hand. I suddenly realized that I should

capture this moment and was not disappointed; the mother lark cooperated-

feeding her chicks for a good five minutes and posing for me at the same time!

My second visit to Kibber was in 2020. Word had got around that an elusive snow

leopard was nearby, so some colleagues and I decided to look for it. It was a

difficult walk on a downward slope, with knee deep snow. When we finally

reached the edge of a cliff, I stood for a while and took a deep breath to regain

my senses. Slowly, I realized that there was snow inside my shoes, my socks

were wet, and my feet had turned blue. Nevertheless, I stood for ten minutes

looking hard at the rocks on the cliff across, trying to spot the snow leopard. After

my eyes had adjusted to the landscape, I located not only an adult snow leopard,

but also three cubs with her - all comfortably napping together on the edge of a

dangerous cliff!

I soaked in the blissful moment and stood silently for about half an hour,

contemplating on life and wildlife. I then decided to head back and put my feet

near a fire to warm them up. Just as I turned to go back, a village guide signalled

me to stand still and be quiet. There was more in store! An ibex herd emerged

from the opposite side of the slope we were standing on. They watched us in

their Zen mode and then moved closer sideways, towards the edge of the cliff.

One of them sat right on the edge, just fifteen feet away from us. Someone had

surely informed the ibex about the snow leopard sighting! Was it having a

telepathic conversation with the snow leopard across the cliff? Or challenging the

snow leopard by turning its ‘catch me if you can’ mode on? This was a scene I

was immensely lucky to witness and am unlikely to ever see again!
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Later on, after I had gone back indoors, conversations over tea brought to light

the fact that the wildlife, mostly the Ibex and Blue sheep have become

comfortable with human presence over the years as humans have stopped

hunting them due to various conservation schemes and other economic

opportunities. We continued our discussions till the sunlight faded and till the

sky gradually turned into a black canvas full of stars and constellations glittering

joyously. During dinner, I asked a local how so many animals and birds are

easily visible in this place and wasn’t it just magical? He replied, “We don’t hurt

the animals like in earlier days, not even if they kill our livestock. The magic of

Kibber lies in its people, in its wildlife, in the land and in the mountains.”

Wiki Commons
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As we enter the deodar forests of the Himalayas, the first creatures

to welcome us to these magnificent hills are the cicadas. Each

deodar tree has cicadas thriving on them, producing clicking and

buzzing noises. But while we may have heard their song, how

many of us know about the life cycle of a cicada?

A cicada’s life begins underground. Beneath the deodar trees,

nymphs undergo five stages of moulting and survive by feeding and

sucking on the sap of the roots and the xylem of the tree. A large

part of the cicada’s life cycle is spent in the nymph stage below

ground. Their life cycles can be annual or periodical. Some species

live across a span of a year whereas other species live for a longer

period of two to 17 years, depending on the species. All species of

cicadas in India have an annual life cycle except Chremistica ribhoi

from the hills of Meghalaya, which follows a periodical cycle. This

species is known as the “World Cup insect” because it bizarrely

emerges once every four year, surprisingly just a few weeks before

the FIFA World cup. They are locally in Meghalaya known as

“Niangtaser,” and they are immortalised in legends and are a

delicacy for the local Meghalaya tribes.

Rohith Srinivasan | Illustrated by Rubina Rajan

Rohith Srinivasan

Rohith Srinivasan
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A brood of cicadas emerges from the ground when the

temperatures and the conditions above ground are ideal to

metamorphose into an adult. They crawl up the nearest tree, shed

their final layer of skin, harden and move up into trees to

camouflage with the bark and branches, where they begin to sing

their mating song. They have a very short life above ground, living

only for a few weeks. Their main goal is to find mates and

reproduce. Cicadas are very important to the ecosystem as they

prune mature trees, aerate the soil, provide ample food for many

organisms and, once they die, their bodies serve as an important

nitrogen source for growing trees.

As soon as the forests echo with the racket chorus of male

cicadas singing, the atmosphere within the forest changes. A

plethora of organisms have been waiting for this moment! The

singing cicadas herald a buffet for a variety of organisms in and

around the deodar forests. Yellow-billed Blue Magpies, Spotted

Forktails and Gray Treepies congregate to feed in and around the

canopies of the coniferous trees, praying mantis and wasps

scavenge on the barks of trees and bats feast on flying cicadas

during the night. The cicada’s dingy colour provides camouflage

against the bark and branches of the tree, so a hungry hunter

must listen for its song in order to track this cryptic insect.

They breathe life into the forest with their ceaseless singing.

Cicadas have a special membrane in both sides of the abdomen
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called the tymbal, which contains a sequence of membranes that

buckle one after the other when the cicadas flex their muscles.

Every time a membrane buckles, it produces a click. Many clicks in

rapid succession produce a buzzing sound. They vibrate their

membranes 300-400 times per second! Cicadas have an air sac

that amplifies the sound they produce. This sac, along with the

competitive cacophony of all the male cicadas, produces the ear

shattering volume that we recognize. The sound produced can go

up to 120 decibels and each species has its own unique song.

Cicadas prefer sunlight and warmth, as too much heat or cold will

reduce the volume of their song. Their singing is a team effort, be it

to warn away predators or to attract mates, and it is certainly worth

it! Crickets are another major orchestral member of the background

music of the forest. They rub their wings together in order to

produce chirping sounds. Cicadas and crickets together create the

wild and wonderful sounds of the forest.

The song of the cicadas resembles the rushing sound of the wild

Beas River or the pit-a-pat of the torrential monsoon rains in the

Western Ghats. Due to their life cycle, cicadas need trees to

survive. As soon the tree line ends at about 10,500 ft at Mali Pass

in the Himalayas, one is surrounded by dead silence.

And once we turn and trek downhill again, the cicadas’ song

heralds our return.
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The Regal Ram

A dull clang echoes around the lonely Himalayan slopes. Two

rams shake their heads, disoriented, and then charge at each

other again, their massive horns slamming together in an age-old

power struggle.

With curling horns that resemble corkscrews, the argali is one of

the most distinctive wild ungulates of the mountains. The word

“argali” is Mongolian and means ‘wild sheep.’ The powerful

sloping shoulders and sturdy hooves of this ungulate allow it to

survive the harsh terrain of the Himalayas. The range of the argali

spans the Altai Mountains at the border of Russia and Mongolia

to the Himalayas in the south, from the highlands of central

Kazakhstan in the west to Shanxi Province, China, in the east.

These agile animals prefer the high mountains, living in elevations

from 300 to 5,800 metres. Throughout their range, argali face

heavy competition from domestic livestock and therefore must

search for food in the rocky, higher altitudes, away from human

habitation and grasslands.

Priya Ranganathan | Illustrations by Kshiti Mishra
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These wild sheep have many ways of coping with a harsh lifestyle.

The argali eats snow at higher elevations to quench its thirst. This

sheep has been noted to eat saline soil, though scientists are not

entirely sure of the benefits of this odd behaviour! In the Himalayas,

the argali is hunted by the snow leopard, Himalayan wolf, and

occasionally the common leopard, though this spotted cat only occurs

in the lower ranges of the Himalayas. Vultures and eagles may attack

young lambs and bones of young argali have been found in eagle

nests from time to time. However, the biggest threat to the argali is from

humans – poaching for use in traditional medicines, hunting for meat,

and loss of resources from overgrazing of livestock are major threats to

this majestic wild sheep of the snow mountains.

A Distinctive Deer

Hush! Do you see those big eyes staring at you from the scrubby

Himalayan brush? Meet the only fanged deer in the world – the

Himalayan or white-bellied musk deer. With a small home range and a

preference for night-time activity, the musk deer is rarely spotted going

about its daily business. Their favourite foods are low in fiber and high in

protein, and they are even known to “climb” up trees when searching for

tender leaves in the snowy ranges of the Himalayas. They do this with

the help of long dew claws on their slender legs, powerful hind legs that

propel them up rocky slopes, broad toes on their hooves, and dense fur

to protect them from freezing temperatures.

Musk deer are known for their distinctive tusks, which are actually extra-

long canine teeth. These tusks never stop growing and can grow up to 10

cm long! Male deer use their tusks to fight other males for mates and to

defend their territories. Musk deer are also known for the special fragrant

secretion – known as musk – that they produce from a small sack in their

stomach region. Males are the only individuals to secrete this musk,

which attracts females and is helpful in marking territory. However, this

musk is also coveted by hunters for the production of perfumes and
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The Blue Sheep

The best-known of India’s wild mountain goat-antelopes is the bharal, or

blue sheep. This agile ungulate is the favourite prey of the beautiful snow

leopard and lives high in the mountains, much like its mysterious

predator. Known as the blue sheep for its blue-grey coat, the bharal is

active during the day and grazes on short mountain grasses and in alpine

meadows in herds. When the bharal senses danger – such as an

approaching predator – it freezes, and its dull coloured coat allows it to

blend in with the rocks that it lives among. This behaviour is best

described as “melting” into the rock. Bharal are very sure-footed and will

leap up and down rocky slopes effortlessly, using this daredevil tactic to

avoid a pouncing snow leopard. Young bharal are targeted by golden

eagles, which hunt by sight and swoop down to attack.

Walking in the high Himalayas, one cannot help but run across this

common ungulate. The bharal is not particularly endangered, and its

population is maintained by predation. Given its remote habitat at

elevations exceeding 3,000 metres, it is rarely hunted by humans. The

blue sheep also faces little to no competition from domestic livestock,

unlike the argali. Researchers and hikers alike often stake out by herds

of bharal in hopes of coming across the grey ghost of the snow peaks –

the snow leopard. The bharal enjoys the protection of various Buddhist

monasteries, many of which look after young bharal lambs that are

injured or orphaned. It is no wonder, perhaps, that the blue sheep has

survived for so long in this inhospitable landscape!

and medicines. The musk deer, with its preference for extreme

altitudes above 2,500 metres, is hard to spot and catch, yet its

value on the black market grows each year. Its musk is one of the

most expensive animal-derived products in the world, selling for

approximately U.S. $50,000 per kilogram (over 37 lakh Indian

rupees)! International laws protect the musk deer, but it is still one

of the most secretive and highly endangered animals to call the

Himalayas home.
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The Gnu Goat

Ancient Greece swims with legends of marvellous beasts and the

heroes who conquered them. One such rare beast, however, has

its origins in the high Himalayas, a land where the heroes of

Ancient Greece were unlikely to have ever set foot. In the tale of

the mystical golden fleece, Jason and his ship of loyal heroes, the

Argonauts, sailed in search of the golden fleece, which would

render its wearer immortal.
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Meet the source of the golden fleece – the takin, also known as the gnu

goat. While most of the subspecies of this odd goat-antelope (which looks

much like a small muskox) are dull in colour, the golden takin has inspired

lore and legend for eons. Its lustrous shaggy fur is coveted by poachers

and hunters, but this thick pelt keeps the takin warm in the Himalayan

winter.

The Himalayas are home to four subspecies of takin – the Mishmi takin of

Arunachal Pradesh, the Bhutan takin from the high-altitude bamboo

forests of Bhutan, the golden takin from China, and the Tibetan takin from

Tibet. While the golden takin is also found in Northwest China, the other

subspecies are restricted to the eastern Himalayas. If you travel to the

land of the rising sun, Arunachal Pradesh, and visit Dibang Wildlife

Sanctuary, you may be lucky enough to spot this silent ungulate. The

takin’s oily coat protects it from moisture from early morning fog, allowing

it to retain heat. Its fur is light in colour with a dark stripe down the centre

of the back, and both males and females have large horns. Takins live in

small family groups and often gather in large groups – almost like a

reunion – by salt licks (areas where the soil is salty) and hot springs. They

graze on scrubby grasses and browse for bamboo shoots, flowers, and

leaves.

Unfortunately, the takin is often targeted by hunters and poachers due to

its love for salt licks, which makes it easy to lure into a trap. They are

most often hunted for their meat, which features in tribal dishes, and for

their magnificent horns and thick pelts. In the wild, takins are hunted by

the Himalayan black bear, the common leopard, the snow leopard, and

the Himalayan wolf. However, the takin is large enough that it is often left

alone by predators. Humans, it would seem, are the only threat that its

size cannot intimidate!
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This unique flower enjoys its status as the ‘King of Himalayan

flowers’. The Brahma Kamal is venerated as the official state

flower of Uttarakhand.

Mythology of Brahma Kamal

Brahma, the creator of the cosmos according to Hinduism, holds a

certain type of lotus in his hand. This flower is said to be the

Brahma Kamal. Some myths even say that the creator of the

cosmos was born of the Brahma Kamal, hence the name. These

flowers are offered at various Hindu shrines like Kedarnath,

Tungnath and Badrinath, especially during the festival of Nanda

Ashtami. The flowers which are offered to the deity are given as

prasad (token of blessing) to devotees. Legend has it that the Gods

once showered Brahma Kamal from heaven in celebration, and it

landed in the Valley of Flowers!

Scientific Glance

Commonly known as 'Queen of the Night’ and ‘Lady of the

Night’, the botanical name of the Brahma Kamal is Saussurea

obvallata, a species of flowering plant in the family Asteraceae.

Sonali Semwal | Illustration by Nandana Anand



Tales of Grassroots Conservation 38

Brahma Kamal is endemic to the high-altitude Himalayan region. It

is native to the Himalayas, Himachal Pradesh, Uttarakhand,

Northern Myanmar, and Southwest China. In the Himalayas, it is

found at an altitude of around 4500 m and seen in the regions of

Tungnath, Valley of Flowers, Kedarnath, Satopanth Lake,

Shrikhand Mahadev, etc. The plant grows up to a height of one foot

(0.3 metres) and has large, white star-like flowers. The plants

become visible between April and October. The blooming season

of its flowers falls in the mid-monsoon months of July and August.

Something unique about these flowers is that each one blooms

only for one night throughout the entire year, somewhere between

July and September.

Medicinal properties of Brahma Kamal

Brahma Kamal is a very useful plant in traditional Ayurvedic

medicine. Its uses are little known to the rest of the world, but the

native people who reside in the Himalayas are well aware of its

medicinal properties. The flowers, rhizomes and leaves are used in

the treatment of bone ache, cough, cold and urogenital disorders.

In the Tibetan system of medicine, it is also used in the treatment of

limb paralysis and cerebral damage.

The Threat of Extinction

According to the Conservation Assessment Management Plan

(CAMP) which assigns threat levels to species, the Brahma

Kamal plant is categorized as endangered. Since the flowers of

Brahma Kamal fetch high prices on the black market due to their

medicinal properties, they are plucked and traded widely. A

recent survey conducted by scientists of the Wildlife Institute of

India (WII) found that the species’ numbers are decreasing due to
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climate change and reckless exploitation. According to a report

from a survey conducted in the Panch Kedar region of Uttarakhand,

there has been a staggering 70% decline in the population of the

Brahma Kamal. Due to this, conservation efforts are now being

made. Experts suggest that farming Brahma Kamal in high altitude

regions where it occurs naturally, such as in Uttarakhand, may help

save the species. Some other regions where the Brahma Kamal is

being protected include the Nanda Devi Biosphere Reserve,

Kedarnath Wildlife Sanctuary and Akshot Wildlife Sanctuary.

Starting a species recovery programme is the need of the hour to

save this beautiful plant from extinction or we risk losing the

‘Queen of the Night’!

15

Nishand Venugopal| Illustration by Nandana Anand

This poem is written from the perspective of the Himalayan

marmot, a small rodent with a larger-than-life personality and

facing threats to its survival from a variety of sources, including

tourism and climate change.

The Plea of the Himalayan Marmot
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Himalayan Heroes Quiz! 

Look for the answers to these questions in this 

issue of Youth for Nature! 

Q1: Which of the following is not an ungulate found in 

the Himalayas?

A1. Bharal

A2. Musk deer

A3. Nilgai

A4. Takin

Q2. Which of the following is the longest glacier in the 

Himalayas? 

A1. Siachen Glacier

A2. Gangotri Glacier

A3. Yamunotri Glacier

A4. Zemu Glacier

Q3. True or False: the argali inspired the myth of Jason 

and the Golden Fleece

A1. True

A2. False

Q4. Which of the following is not a part of the definition 

of a free-ranging dog?

A1. sustained by human-given food and wild prey

A2. not under human supervision

A3. attack humans who venture away from home

A4. activities not affected by humans 

Q5. Which of these trees is not found in the Himalayas?

A1. deodar 

A2. Banj oak

A3. moringa

A4. pine

Q6. Which of the following states do the Himalayas not 

fall within? 

A1. Sikkim

A2. Uttarakhand

A3. Himachal Pradesh

A4. Nagaland

ANSWERS ON PG. 44
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Q7. Which of the following is not a service performed by 

cicadas for nature? 

A1. aerating the soil

A2. pruning mature trees

A3. purifying the air

A4. providing nitrogen to young trees after death

Q8. Which of the following is not a name for the Brahma 

Kamal? 

A1. King of the Night

A2. Queen of the Night

A3. King of Himalayan Flowers

A4. Lady of the Night

Q9. How many times per second do cicadas vibrate their 

membranes? 

A1. 100-200

A2. 200-300

A3. 300-400

A4. 400-500

Q10. Which of these is a Himalayan river? 

A1. Godavari

A2. Teesta

A3. Chambal

A4. Kali

Spot these Snow-Dwelling Songbirds! 
(Answers on Page 44)
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Try to unscramble some of the words you 

read  in this issue!

Answers on Pg. 45
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Print 

Me Out 

& 

Colour 

Me!

Art by
Asmita Sapre 
Ranganathan
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Answer Key

Q1 – A3

Q2 – A1

Q3 – A2

Q4 – A3

Q5 – A3

Q6 – A4

Q7 – A3

Q8 – A1

Q9 – A3

Q10 – A2

Himalayan Heroes Quiz 

– Answer Key
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Answer Keys

Did your snow leopard catch its 

prey? (Here’s the solved maze!)
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