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Introduction: 
Julia and I did the then standard birding circuit of Delhi,Bharatpur,Ranthambore,the 

Corbett National Park and Nainital in 1984 with a group of friends. We had not been 

back to India proper in the interim, although we had had two trips to Goa. With an 

improving infrastructure we decided that it was time for another visit, on this occasion 

to some of the other well-known wildlife areas in the sub-continent. Peter had never 

been to India so we persuaded him that this would be an ideal opportunity to sample 

some of the delights of this wonderful country. In the end as none of us were 

constrained by time we opted for a four-week customised trip that would include 

some sightseeing as well as visiting most of the best birding and wildlife areas in the 

north-west. Suffice to say that in comparison with 1984 there is now a very well-

developed tourist infrastructure in most of India. We stayed in everything from 

maharajahs palaces to luxurious tented camps that would not have been out of place in 

parts of Africa. We also found the food to be much more to our liking this time 

around with some of the vegetarian meals in Gujarat being particularly enjoyable. 

Apart from one of the party having a 24-hour episode of the óRajasthan Runsô we had 

absolutely no other health problems. In the end we had a superb trip, with some 

amazing scenery and stunning birds and mammals. Perhaps the actual bird densities in 

early 2013 were slightly lower than usual as the monsoon in the autumn of 2012 had 

failed to deliver the normal amount of rain so everywhere, particularly in the Kutch, 

was very dry. 

 

Logistics: 
This was a customised trip organised for us personally by Jo Thomas, the owner of 

Wild About Travel (www.wildabouttravel.co.uk) and she did a superb job at what we 

considered to be a very reasonable cost. There was not a single hitch in the 

arrangements. Having done some background research ourselves, with her help we 

put together what in retrospect we think was an almost ideal trip. Travelling between 

the various birding sites often involved long journeys on roads that were not 

necessarily well maintained, were full of slow-moving lorries, and had people and 

cows wandering everywhere, even on sections of motorway-style carriageway. With 

no time constraints we were able to break up some of the longer journeys by 

overnighting en-route. This gave us the opportunity of visiting several interesting 

towns that we would otherwise have by-passed. 

 

Our bird guide for the whole of the journey was Ranbir Singh from Bharatpur. He was 

an excellent birder with very sharp eyes, knew the sites and was obviously on friendly 

terms with most of the staff in the various national parks. His expertise in dealing with 

hotels, restaurants, jeep drivers and local guides greatly enhanced our enjoyment of 

the trip. 

 

We had no problems with the weather and no rain. It was quite cold in Amritsar at 

night and in the early morning. Although sunny during the day a cold wind from the 

Himalayas kept the temperature down. It was also cold at night in the hills and on the 

early morning jeep rides but it became increasingly hot during the day as we 

progressed south. 

                                                             



 

 

 
 

Outline Itinerary: 
22

nd
 Jan.:Arrived Delhi after an overnight flight from London on Jet Airways.5 hour 

               wait at the airport for a 1 hour flight to Amritsar. 

               Overnight Country Inn Carlson,Amritsar. 

23
rd

 Jan.:Sightseeing in Amritsar. 

              Overnight Country Inn Carlson,Amritsar. 

24
th
 Jan.:Full day at Harike Wetlands south of Amritsar. 

              Overnight Country Inn Carlson,Amritsar. 

25
th
 Jan.:Full day at Harike Wetlands south of Amritsar. 

              Overnight Country Inn Carlson,Amritsar. 

26
th
 Jan.:Morning at Harike Wetlands.Evening train from Makhu near Harike to  

              Bikaner.  

 



 

 

27
th
 Jan.:Arrived Bikaner 0330.Breakfast at Lalgarh Palace Hotel.Full day drive 

               to Royal Desert Safari Camp,Sam ,near Jaisalmer via Bikaner carcass  

               dump and Keechan. 

               Overnight Royal Desert Safari Camp,Sam. 

28
th
 Jan.:Full day in Desert National Park. 

              Overnight Royal Desert Safari Camp,Sam. 

29
th
 Jan.:Morning Desert National Park.Afternoon sightseeing visit to Jaisalmer. 

              Overnight Royal Desert Safari Camp,Sam. 

30
th
 Jan.:Full day drive to Sardarsamand Lake Palace south of Jodhpur via Jodhpur 

              carcass dump. 

              Overnight Sardarsamand Lake Palace. 

31
st
 Jan.:Full day drive to Kumbhalgarh. 

              Overnight Aodhi Hotel,Kumbhalgarh. 

1
st
 Feb.:Morning in Kumbhalgarh Wildlife Sanctuary.Afternoon sightseeing visit 

              to Kumbhalgarh Fort. 

2
nd

 Feb.:Full day drive to Mt.Abu via Banas Dam at Aruba. 

              Overnight Udaigarh Hotel,Mt.Abu. 

3
rd

 Feb.:Early morning birding at M.Abu then full day drive to Rann Riders at  

             Dasada. 

             Overnight Rann Riders,Dasada. 

4
th
 Feb.:Morning and afternoon jeep safaris to the Little Rann of Kutch. 

             Overnight Rann Riders,Dasada. 

5
th
 Feb.:Morning jeep safari to the Little Rann of Kutch.Afternoon to the Nava  

             Tavala wetland. 

             Overnight Rann Riders,Dasada. 

6
th
 Feb.:Full day drive to Mandvi. 

             Overnight Mandvi Beach Resort. 

7
th
Feb.:Morning on the beach at Modhva.Afternoon drive to CEDO,Moti 

            Virani,Nakhtarana.Overnight CEDO. 

8
th
 Feb.:Morning jeep safari to the Great Rann of Kutch.Afternoon in surrounding 

             countryside at Fotmahadev.                  

             Overnight CEDO . 

9
th
 Feb.:Morning and afternoon jeep safaris to the Great Rann of Kutch. 

             Overnight CEDO. 

10
th
 Feb.:Morning in countryside at Fotmahadev.Afternoon drive to Gondal. 

               Overnight Orchard Palace Hotel,Gondal. 

11
th
 Feb.:Morning drive to Sasson Gir.Afternoon jeep safari to Gir National Park. 

               Overnight Gir Birding Lodge,Sasson Gir. 

12
th
 Feb.:Morning and afternoon jeep safaris to Gir National Park. 

               Overnight Gir Birding Lodge,Sasson Gir. 

13
th
 Feb.:Morning jeep safari to Gir National Park.Afternoon drive to Palitana. 

               Overnight Vijay Vilas,Adur,Palitana. 

14
th
 Feb.:Morning climb to Palitana Temples.Afternoon drive to Black Buck Lodge, 

               Velavadar. 

               Overnight Black Buck Lodge,Velavadar. 

15
th
 Feb.:Morning and afternoon jeep safaris to Black Buck National Park. 

               Overnight Black Buck Lodge,Velavadar. 

16
th
 Feb.:Morning and afternoon jeep safaris to Black Buck National Park. 

               Overnight Black Buck Lodge,Velavadar. 

 

17
th
 Feb.:Morning birding round Black Buck Lodge.Afternoon drive to Ahmedabad. 



 

 

                Flight from Ahmedabad to Mumbai. 

18
th
 Feb.:Overnight flight from Mumbai to London on Jet Airways. 

 

Diary: 
Tues 22

nd
 Jan:  

After an uneventful overnight flight on Jet Airways from London Heathrow we 

arrived in Delhi on time to spend about five hours in a very modern airport waiting for 

our connecting flight north-west to Amritsar. Going through security before this 

internal flight I had a metal Allen key 2 inches long removed from my hand luggage 

as it was considered to be a tool. Security were not bothered by the spikes on the feet 

of my tripod! On arrival at Amritsar we were rapidly transported to our hotel where 

our bird guide, Ranbir was waiting to greet us and sort out the arrangements for the 

following day. The Country Inn Carlson was of high standard and we enjoyed our 

first plate of Indian food in their nice restaurant. 

 

Wed.23
rd

 Jan.: 

Our first full day in India was devoted to sightseeing in Amritsar, with a guided tour 

of the Golden Temple complex, and a visit to the Jaillianwala Bagh Park, the site of 

the massacre of some 400 protestors by British troops in 1919.The day finished with a 

drive to the Indian/Pakistan border at Attari-Wagah to witness the daily border-

closing ceremony. However we did start the bird list with a total of 17 species, which 

included hundreds of Black Kites circling over the city, House Crows everywhere, 

Rose-ringed and Alexandrine Parakeets in the Golden Temple precincts and Black-

winged Stilts on every small patch of stagnant polluted water. 

                                       

 
The Golden Temple 

Thurs.24
th
 Jan.: 

An early rise to arrive at the Harike Wetlands some 50kms.south of Amritsar just after 

dawn. However thick fog greeted us there and it didnôt clear until well into the 

morning. The Harike Bird Sanctuary is a huge man-made lake at the confluence of the 

rivers Sutlej and Beas, and because of its winter concentrations of waterfowl is now 

designated as a Ramsar site. During the day we explored various riverbanks and the 



 

 

lake itself. The whole area was heaving with birds. On the lake large numbers of 

wildfowl were overwhelmed by huge numbers of Coot. Great and Little Cormorants, 

with smaller numbers of the localised Indian Cormorant and numerous Oriental 

Darters, were perched on the waterside vegetation or fishing, while Brown-headed 

Gulls and River Terns cruised over the water. The reed beds and other emergent 

aquatic vegetation produced amongst other species Cinnamon Bittern, Purple 

Swamphen, Paddyfield, Clamorous Reed and Blythôs Reed Warblers, Moustached 

Warbler, Yellow-bellied, Graceful, Ashy and Plain Prinias, and Striated and Jungle 

Babblers. In slightly drier vegetation near the Sikh Gurdwara we located a small 

group of Sind Sparrows and several White-crowned Penduline Tits. A small pond 

surrounded by overgrown vegetation provided mega views of a Ruddy-breasted 

Crake. 

                                                            

 
 

Fri.25
th
 Jan.: 

Again an early rise to be at Harike shortly after dawn, but today there was only a 

slight mist over the lake when we arrived and this rapidly cleared. A walk along the 

track to the boat landing gave superb views of various small warblers including 

Humeôs Leaf Warbler and Mountain Chiffchaff. One of todayôs target species was the 

localised endemic Rufous-vented Prinia and a short playback brought a bird out of the 

reeds where it obligingly posed for photographs. Later in the morning we were 

privileged to have a 3 hour boat trip up the Sutlej River and back across Harike Lake 

which provided us with wonderful close-up views of many waterbirds including 

Brown Crake, White-tailed Lapwing, and Pied Kingfisher. Roosting on a sandbank 

near the junction of the Sutlej with the Beas were amongst other species 3 Comb 

Duck, 50 plus Greater Flamingoes, 4 Little and 20 plus Temminckôs Stints, 4 Yellow-

legged,1 Caspian and 6 Pallasôs Gulls,10 plus Whiskered and 30 plus River Terns. On 



 

 

the way back from the boat landing to the main road we had excellent views of a 

female Slaty-blue Flycatcher and photographed a Spotted Owlet perched in a tree. An 

area of woodland west of the main road was swarming with small warblers, mainly 

Humeôs Leaf Warbler and Chiffchaff, and we accidently disturbed a roost of Fruit 

Bats. A flock of over 500 Red-crested Pochard in a patch of open water visible from 

the main road was an impressive sight, and a reflection of the density of wildfowl at 

Harike. 

 

 
Rufous-vented Prinia 

Sat.26
th
 Jan.: 

A third morning at Harike, and another walk along the track to the boat landing 

revealed a second female Slaty-blue Flycatcher, and further superb views of Rufous-

vented Prinia. A Verditer Flycatcher was very obliging, and we also added Plain Leaf  

Warbler to the bird list. A lunch stop on the lakeside was enlivened by great views of 

a male Black-rumped Flameback in an adjacent tree. In the afternoon we drove about 

10kms.south to the town of Makhu to catch the 3 oôclock train to Bikaner. In the event 

it was over two and a half hours late, departing as it was getting dark, and we 

eventually arrived in Bikaner at 0300 on the 27
th
. Luckily we had our own small 

compartment with four bunks so were able to lie down and sleep most of the way. 

 

Sun.27
th
 Jan.: 

Arriving at the Lalgarh Palace Hotel a huge ex-maharajahôs complex in Bikaner at 

0330 we managed three hours sleep in palatial suites before breakfast. Then it was 

onwards south and west to the Desert National Park near Jaisalmer. The first 

prolonged stop of the morning was at the carcass dump on the outskirts of Bikaner, 

but not before we had ticked-off and photographed a flock of over 30 Yellow-footed 

Green Pigeons roosting in a tree in the middle of the town, and several quite large 

flocks of Yellow-eyed Doves just before we reached the dump. The carcass dump was 

amazing. Since the problems with the veterinary drug diclorfenac killing off the 

vultures in India feral dogs have proliferated to take over the role of scavengers, and 

they were very much in evidence. However at least 100 Griffon and 1 Long-billed 

Vultures were fighting for the food, mixed in with an excess of a thousand Egyptian 

Vultures. Amongst the feeding and roosting vultures we estimated that there were at 

least 1000 Steppe and 30 Greater Spotted Eagles. We managed to pick out a single 



 

 

juvenile Eastern Imperial Eagle in the crowd. Tearing ourselves away from this 

astonishing spectacle we drove across the Thar Desert towards Jaisalmer. In the 

Phalodi area we stopped to photograph 4 Cream-coloured Coursers by the roadside 

and shortly afterwards a flock of 50 plus Chestnut-bellied Sandgrouse flew over. 

Keechen is the famous village where the locals feed a wintering flock of Demoiselle 

Cranes which can number in excess of 40,000 birds. The actual feeding frenzy takes 

place in the morning. but large flocks of birds remain in the vicinity of the village 

throughout the day and we had superb views of many birds both on the ground and in 

flight. On through Jaisalmer and we arrived at the Royal Desert Safari Camp at Sam 

just as it was getting dark. This is one of a series of up-market tented camps, with all 

mod.cons., strung out along the road going west from Jaisalmer towards the Pakistan 

border. 

 
                                                Greater Spotted Eagle 

 
                                                        Demoiselle Cranes 

Mon.28
th
 Jan.: 



 

 

Another early morning rise to get a quick breakfast before the short journey to the 

headquarters of the Desert National Park. The target bird here was Great Indian 

Bustard, and after a two hour search we located a group of 8 birds. The views on the 

ground and in flight were somewhat distant, but at least they were on the trip list! 

However the striking birds in the Park were the larks. There were huge flocks of 

Greater Short-toed Lark wheeling about, with occasional smaller flocks of 

Bimaculated Lark. Two separate male Stoliczkaôs Bushchats were located among the 

various other and quite numerous chats and wheatears. In the late afternoon we had a 

further search for the Bustards and got much closer views of 5 birds. With dusk 

approaching, and as we were leaving, 12 Cream-coloured Coursers flew in. 

 

 
Greater Short-toed and Bimaculated Larks 

Tues.29
th
 Jan.: 

A second morning in the Desert National Park, but this time our mode of transport 

was by camel cart rather than car. Not an ideal way to cover a lot of ground, but with 

better all-round visibility. A distant view of a Red-headed Vulture was our only 

sighting of the trip. A pair of Rufous-fronted Prinias posed for photographs. As we 

had already seen our target species we decided that an afternoon sightseeing visit to 

Jaisalmer was in order. On the way there we stopped at a stony area with some rocky 

outcrops. This was known to be a site for Red-tailed Wheatear and after a bit of 

searching we located a somewhat distant female. While trying to get closer we almost 

fell over a pair of Desert Larks. In Jaisalmer a walk through the narrow lanes of the 

Fort lined with golden-honeyed sandstone houses and temples was fascinating, and as 

this was likely to be the last major tourist town we would visit we also indulged in a 

bit of souvenir shopping. We were back at Sam in time to climb the sand dunes to 

witness, along with hoards of other people and camels, the sun setting in the west. 

 



 

 

 
Desert Lark 

Wed.30
th
 Jan.: 

Today we moved on towards the Aravalli Hills and Kumbhalgarh, but broke up the 

long journey by an overnight stop south of Jodhpur. The morning started with a visit 

to a rocky area of scrubby desert just to the west of Sam, and a putative search for 

Indian Eagle Owl. However we did turn up a flock of over 20 Trumpeter Finches and 

had superb views of up to 4 Desert Warblers. Mixed flocks of Greater Short-toed and 

Bimaculated Larks were much in evidence. On the way back to Jaisalmer we again 

stopped at the Red-tailed Wheatear site and on this occasion had very nice views of a 

male. After a long drive south-east we diverted to a carcass dump near Jodhpur 

brought to our attention by a kettle of vultures and eagles over it. Huge numbers of 

Egyptian Vultures were present on the ground along with about 10 Griffons and a 

single Cinereous, but the eagles were less impressive with only some 100 Steppes and 

a fly-over Imperial. 50 Black-headed Ibis were scrabbling for food with hundreds of 

Cattle Egrets and House Crows. A flock of 50 plus Rose-coloured Starlings was a 

new trip tick. Like Bikaner feral dogs were everywhere. 40 kms. south of Jodhpur 

down a single track road and apparently in the middle of nowhere we arrived at the 

Sardarsamand Lake Palace Hotel, the holiday home of the Maharajah of Jodhpur. The 

actual hotel was in what appeared to be a converted stable block and separate from the 

enormous 1930ôs building perched on the edge of a high cliff overlooking a huge 

lake. We were the only guests and were waited on by liveried retainers. Our suites 

(huge bedroom, dressing room and huge bathroom) overlooked the lake. Later that 

evening a calling Indian Eagle Owl was seen on one of the gateposts. 

 

 
Desert Warbler 



 

 

Thurs.31
st
 Jan.: 

Eagle Owls were calling intermittently during the night and before breakfast we had 

seen and photographed three different birds perched on the buildings. The lake had a 

nice collection of common waterbirds, and several Black-crowned Night and Indian 

Pond Herons flew past our vantage point on the hotel balcony. Sadly the palace 

grounds had been abandoned, but in their heyday must have been very impressive. 

There were Peacocks everywhere, and lots of other scrub and woodland birds to keep 

us occupied for an hour or two. Leaving Sardarsamand Palace in mid-morning we 

passed through Pali and stopped briefly at a large pond on the outskirts of Nadol to 

tick off some 15 Spoonbills and a similar number of Spot-billed Ducks. Two Yellow-

wattled Lapwings on rough ground a little further on were our first for the trip. The 

lunch stop was in a very nice restaurant in the Ranakpur Hill Resort. Then it was a 

long, twisting, uphill climb to Khumbhalgarh, with small groups of Langur Monkeys 

lining the road waiting for food handouts from  passing motorists. Stops en route 

produced White-eyed Buzzard, Crested Serpent Eagle, Common Hawk Cuckoo, 

Black-rumped Flameback, Brown-headed Barbet, Rock Chat and White-bellied 

Drongo. Shortly before arriving in the early evening at the Aodi Hotel we passed a 

small reed bed which was obviously a weaver roost, but was also being used by 

Crested Buntings, with several birds perched on wires above the vegetation before 

disappearing into it. The evening was rounded off by a sound and light show in 

Kumbhalgarh Fort. 

 

                                                                 

               
 

Fri.1
st
 Feb.: 

From the impressively terraced and very comfortable Aodhi Hotel the plan for the 

morning was to do a circular anti-clockwise walk through the Kumbhalgarh National 

Park particularly to find White-capped Bunting, Red Spurfowl and Grey Junglefowl. 

All three turned out to be somewhat elusive! The White-capped Bunting is a ground-

loving species and we eventually located several distantly on the slopes below the 

Fort. After a very long descent down a steep winding path we arrived in a heavily 

vegetated valley with a small stream running through it. Over the next hour we had 



 

 

fleeting glimpses of both the Spurfowl and the Junglefowl before climbing up a 

twisting track to return to the Aodhi Hotel for a late lunch. However in the valley we 

did come across a bird party and had a male Yellow-crowned Woodpecker and a pair 

of Black-rumped Flamebacks in the same field of view. In the late afternoon we had a 

guided tour round the huge Fort which helped to make sense of the sound and light 

show we had seen the previous evening. A Blue Rock Thrush was perched on the 

stonework, a Peregrine came swooping through between the buildings and we had  

superb views of a Bonelliôs Eagle in flight. 

 

 
Bonelliôs Eagle 

Sat.2
nd

 Feb.: 

During the early morning exploration of an area of small fields and scrubby woodland 

near the Aodi Hotel another Bonelliôs Eagle gave excellent views as it flew over. 

Several White-capped Buntings were also located here and gave much better views 

than yesterday. Greenish and Sulphur-bellied Warblers were about. A Jungle Prinia 

was elusive but was eventually seen reasonably well. Then it was off to Mount Abu 

across a relatively flat plain. A stop to photograph a waterwheel being turned by oxen 

resulted in the finding of Jungle Owlet, the only one for the trip, sitting in a tree by the 

side of the road. The lunch stop at Arbuda, on a section of an Indian-style motorway 

complete with its cows and the odd lorry on the wrong side of the carriageway, was 

opposite the Banas Dam. The water level in this huge shallow lake seemed to be 

somewhat low, but like almost all large stretches of water we visited it was heaving 

with birds. The muddy shores had a nice variety of waders including many Kentish 

Plovers and Ruff as well as numerous Wood Sandpipers and Spotted Redshanks. 

Small Pratincoles were hawking for insects along the waterós edge. Roosting on a 

sandbank were over 1500 Great White Pelicans with a few Dalmatian Pelicans mixed 

in with them. Painted and Woolly-necked Storks, Spoonbills, Black and Black-headed 

Ibis all added to the throng. Large rafts of wildfowl and Coot were scattered across 

the water. Reluctantly we moved on as we had a long climb up a very busy road to get 

to Mt.Abu, the only hill station in Rajasthan and a very popular holiday resort. Having 

arrived in the late afternoon a quick visit before dark to the stake-out site for the 

Green Avadavat failed to produce the bird. 

 

Sun.3
rd

 Feb.: 

Early morning and we were back at the Green Avadavat site. It didnôt take too long to 



 

 

locate a flock of these little gems feeding in the courtyard of a small farm. Squeezing 

between the penned livestock, and much to the bewilderment of the locals, this scarce 

and localised endemic was photographed at almost point-black range. Then it was 

back down the winding road to the plain avoiding on the blind corners a continual 

stream of traffic going uphill. Shortly afterwards we crossed into Gujarat, a ódryô and 

mainly vegetarian state, and one of the industrial powerhouses of India. Arriving at 

Rann Riders, Dasada in the late afternoon we had time for a short walk round the 

surrounding fields, one of them full of Yellow Wagtails of various races. Our 

accommodation at Rann Riders was in superb en-suite safari-style tents. Sadly the 

previously reported Scops Owls had deserted the camp. 

 

 
  

Green Avadavat 

Mon.4
th
 Feb.: 

An early morning start for our first jeep safari to the Little Rann of Kutch, about an 

hour west of Rann Riders. In spite of four hours driving around the very dry, dusty 

semi-desert we failed to locate any MacQueenôs Bustards, but amongst other goodies 

found 5 Hoopoe Larks, 2 being very photogenic, and near one of the small salt-

extraction works at least six Sand Larks. Like the Desert National Park there were 

numerous large flocks of Greater Short-toed Larks flying about. A large pond next to 

a village at the entrance to the Rann had a flock of over 50 Demoiselle Cranes, with 

many Ruff and some 12 Black-tailed Godwits at the waterôs edge. On a tree opposite 

the pond an adult Spotted Owlet was feeding a very well-grown youngster. In the late 

afternoon we went to the Vanod ówetlandsô,but as a result of the poor 2012 monsoon 

these were totally dry! However we did manage to get some very nice views of 2 

Short-eared Owls, and both Pallid and Montaguôs Harriers were quartering the 

ground. With the onset of darkness spotlighting revealed at least 6 Sykeôs Nightjars, 

several of which could have been caught on the ground, being dazzled by the beam. 

 



 

 

 
Hoopoe Lark 

Tues.5
th
 Feb.: 

A second attempt to find MacQueenôs Bustard in the Little Rann. Thanks to acquiring 

not one but two punctures while driving around we were forced to wait for a second 

tyre to arrive from Rann Riders. Walking about while the spare was on the way a 

distant bird was spotted in the long grass. Once again mobile the bird was relocated 

and gave good views both on the ground and in flight. Quite sizeable numbers of 

Asiatic Wild Ass were noted during the morning although none were very 

approachable. On the way back to Rann Riders we passed a grassy field adjacent to 

the road with 3 Sarus Cranes, our only sighting of this species. In the late afternoon 

we again headed for a wetland, this time Nava Talav. This was another lake heaving 

with birds, but with much less water than usual we were able to drive over hard-baked 

mud almost to the waterôs edge to view the avian spectacle. Maybe 6000 Flamingoes, 

60% Greaters and 40% Lessers, 500 Greater and 50 Dalmatian Pelicans, very large 

numbers of Shoveler among the wildfowl, and over 100 Avocets associating with 

various other waders. A truly awesome number of birds! 

                       

Wed.6
th
 Feb.: 

Perhaps the longest dayôs driving of the trip, going from Dasada to Mandvi on the 

coast of the Gulf of Kutchchh. Much of the journey was through either large 

industrialised complexes, particularly round Kandia, or huge areas of working salt 

pans. Our progress round Kandia was particularly slow as a major road-building 

project to create a motorway was causing chaos. Going through Dharanghadri we 

stopped by a bridge in the centre of the town to admire a group of Streak-throated 

Martins, and had wonderful views of a female Asian Koel and a Blythôs Reed 

Warbler in an adjacent patch of scrub. There were small flocks of waders on many of 

the salt pans next to the road, Marsh Sandpipers being particularly common. One 

derelict pan contained at least 70 Reef Herons of both phases, mixed in with Great, 

Intermediate and Little Egrets and Grey Herons. Every time one of the birds extracted 

a morsel of food from the mud there was a major fight to deprive the finder of the 

booty! A brief stop at the bridge over the polluted tidal river in the middle of Mandvi 

added Grey Plover to the list, and in the late afternoon light other common waders 

provided great photographic opportunities. The Mandvi Beach Resort was 3 miles 

west out of town, and consisted of a group of luxurious en-suite tents in the dunes just 

behind a 5-mile long, glorious, deserted sandy beach. 

 



 

 

 
Herons and Egrets 

Thurs.7
th
 Feb.: 

The site for this morning was the beach at Modhva, a wonderful, extensive, empty 

sandy strand some 5 miles east of Mandvi. We first stopped at the bridge over the 

river in the centre of Mandvi where we had seen some waders the previous evening. 

What a change! This large tidal area was now covered in roosting gulls. A rough 

count revealed in excess of 3000 Brown-headed Gulls. Scanning through the flock we 

picked out small numbers of Black-headed, Slender-billed, Herring, Caspian, and 

Heuglinôs Gulls. A real gullfest! An hour later most of the birds had disappeared, 

presumably to forage elsewhere. At Modhva we managed to bog the car down in soft 

sand. Our plight was totally ignored by some passing locals, but with the aid of bits of 

driftwood we got it back onto a firm track. A two mile walk along the beach failed to 

produce the expected Crab Plovers, but we were there at high tide. Three other birders 

saw 13 birds at low tide the following day. Behind the beach are large areas of 

permanent brackish water surrounded by mangroves and the birds probably retreat 

there when not feeding. However we were rewarded with superb views of a gathering 

of over 100 Pallasôs Gulls of all ages and states of plumage, several  Lesser Crested, 

Gull-billed  and Little Terns and a flock of over 1000 Greater Flamingoes. Along the 

beach we also found Greater Thicknees, roosting flocks of Sanderlings, many Sand 

Plovers and the odd Terek Sandpiper. Then on to CEDO (Centre for Desert and 

Ocean) at Moti Virani near Nakhtarana. On the way we passed a bare field with 5 

Indian Coursers, our only sighting of this species. Just before Nakhtarana at a village 

called Fotmahadev a rocky, scrubby area held at least 6 Sykeôs Larks, all very 

approachable. 

 

 
Pallasôs Gulls 

 



 

 

Fri.8
th
 Feb.: 

A pre-dawn departure from CEDO to be at the famed Grey Hypocolius site at Fulay 

hopefully in time to see the roosting birds coming out of the bushes to feed. After a 

long wait a fly-over male gave very brief views before diving into the vegetation and 

out of sight. In spite of the help of the local expert we couldnôt locate any other birds, 

and after a somewhat frustrating wander through thick scrub it was on to the Banni 

Grasslands in the Great Rann of Kutch. While waiting for the Hypocolius there was a 

regular passage of Pallid and Montaguôs Harriers going from their roost in a distant 

wetland to feed on the Grasslands. We had heard from some other birders that they 

had seen 27 Sociable Plovers on the Grasslands the day before, but in spite of 

seaching the appropriate area we failed to find them. However Common Cranes were 

in their thousands, digging into the rock hard earth in search of succulent tubers, each 

one hardly bigger than a lentil. Incredibly hard work! Like the Little Rann there were 

huge flocks of Greater Short-toed Larks everywhere. In the late afternoon we returned 

to the Fotmahadev area. The Sykeôs Larks were again cooperative and in some thicker 

scrub we called out several White-naped Tits. Sykeôs Warblers were also in the 

bushes. In a more rocky area a Painted Sandgrouse exploded from the ground directly 

in front of us to give a rear-end view as it rapidly disappeared round the side of a 

small hill. 

 

 
Sykesôs Lark 

Sat.9
th
 Feb.: 

Another post-dawn vigil at the Grey Hypocolius site, but on this occasion not a 

whisper of a bird. However an adult Sirkeer Malkoha perched up on a bush in the 

early morning light was very photogenic. A long search of the Banni Grasslands again 

failed to find any Sociable Plovers. On the way back to CEDO for lunch we stopped 

at some small polluted pools next to a village to photograph at almost point blank 

range a Jack Snipe and a Green Sandpiper. After a siesta we were out on the Banni 

Grasslands for the third time but again no Sociable Plovers (14 were seen at the site 

the following day!). However we counted in excess of 80 Greater and Lesser Sand 

Plovers in a loose flock which had not been there earlier in the day. A quite large 

rocky hill in the middle of the flat plain provided some very nice views of Red-tailed 

and Desert Wheatears and a male Blue Rock Thrush. As sunset approached there was 

a regular passage of harriers and high in the sky numerous large skiens of Common 

Cranes, bugling away, passed over, all on their way to roost in a wetland somewhere 

to the east. 


