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Sálim Ali, captured on camera in the middle of his typically hearty laugh
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Sálim Ali (standing extreme left) as Guide Lecturer at the Prince of Wales Museum (now Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj Vastu Sangrahalaya), Mumbai
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A WELL-DRESSED SPARROW
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A FEMALE SPARROW WAS NESTING in the stables, in a hole in the wall. While she was brood­ing – sitting on the eggs – the male kept guard outside, like an alert, well-paid watchman. Young Sálim (pronounced Saa-lim), who had just been given an airgun, shot the male. Soon after, he was surprised to see that the vacancy had been filled by another male, which was sitting on the same spot. Wanting to know more, Sálim shot him, too…and another replacement arrived. In all, he shot eight male sparrows over seven days and every time a new ‘husband’ turned up to guard the nest! This scientific observation by a nine-year-old boy was an important addition to the science of ornithology. Many years later, when Sálim was a fa­mous ornithologist, his little notebook entry was published in an important journal on the natural history of birds. It proves you don’t have to go into a thick jungle to be a naturalist and observe animals and birds. Our gardens and city parks are also places where important discoveries can be made.


Ornithologists? What are those? You must have guessed they are people who study birds. They start out as birdwatchers, with binoculars around their necks and notebooks in their pockets. Birdwatchers stumble a lot, because they forget to look at the ground. Their eyes are always on the treetops or the sky, hoping to spot the colours or movements of a bird.


Sálim’s sister Kamoo was my grandmother. She told me that he once had a baby sparrow as a pet. It had fallen from its nest and been lovingly adopted by Sálim and his cousin. Being naughty and not properly potty-trained, it happily flew around making a mess whenever it felt like. Kamoo was asked to stitch a pair of shorts for the sparrow, which she did. It must have been a well-dressed sparrow, because my grandmother made beautiful clothes. But it was a problem getting them to stay up as, being a mere bird, it had no waist.


Kamoo was one of Sálim’s eight siblings. In all, they were an army of nine brothers and sisters. But it was to be an orphan army: by the time Sálim, the youngest, was three, both parents had died. In those days, diseases like typhoid and jaundice killed a lot of people. Antibiotics and other life-saving medicines, which we commonly use now, had not been invented. Unlike most stories of orphans however, this one had a happy ending. The entire flock of children, all nine of them, were taken in by an uncle and aunt, Amiruddin and Hamida, who had no children of their own. They were not at all like step-parents in storybooks, but as loving and caring as any real parent could be.


Amir Manzil, their home, was a large, handsome house with arches and balconies and plenty of space, inside and outside. A good place for a small boy to wander about with an airgun. Gun?! Remember, this was almost a hundred years ago. Today, we do not like the sight of a child with a gun. It seems dangerous, and it is. Times have changed. Our cities are too crowded, modern guns too powerful, and animals and birds too few to allow the ‘sport’ of hunting. In those days, however, shooting birds and animals was a common hobby, and most naturalists started out as hunters. If you were interested in animals you became a shikari or hunter. The naturalist and hunter were often one and the same.


Shikar was a big part of Uncle Amir’s life. Several well-known shikaris, many of them nawabs and rajas, were friends of his, and invited him to their special shooting reserves. These were stretches of forest where no one else was allowed to hunt. Today, many of them are sanctuaries and national parks where no one, not even nawabs, can hunt. Brother Hamid, much older than Sálim, was an officer in the British government, and Sálim enjoyed many exotic and adventurous holidays with him. Hamid was posted to remote and ‘jungly’ places, perfect holiday spots for Sálim. When, some 20 years later, Sálim became a serious ornithologist, birds had to be shot for identification, study, and to be preserved as museum specimens. He was a ‘crack shot’ even at the age of 70, thanks to his boyhood wanderings with the airgun.


It was an ideal boyhood. Being the youngest, he was wonderfully spoilt by his four sisters and four brothers, by Uncle Amir and Aunt Hamida, and by the domestic help, especially Nannoo the cook. In fact, Nannoo really helped create the Bird Man of India because he used to make him birdcages from old crates, packing cases and other junk. In these, Sálim, and his companion Suleiman – his older brother’s son who was just two years younger than him – kept quails and partridges. Game birds like these were then common and unprotected, and often part of the menu. Sálim and Suleiman would secretly rescue them after they had been bought to be eaten. The little bird zoo was taken much more seriously than homework. Some of the birds had names, while others had to do without, and be nameless. Sálim and Suleiman would rush back from school to give them food and water and company.


The trip to and from school was done not by school bus but by tram. Life was certainly different then. Electricity and motor cars were still new inventions, and the radio not even dreamt of. The tram that took Sálim and his gang to school was pulled by a single strong horse or a pair of them. When they came to a slope, an extra horse was hitched on to the tram to give it more ‘horse power’. These horses were often valuable animals, such as Walers imported from Australia, and had to be properly protected against the tropical sun. Many even wore sun hats, or sola topis, with two holes for the ears!
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These were the days of the British Raj. Sálim grew up in a world where the ‘whites’ and ‘natives’ were separated as if by a barbed wire fence. Indians were not treated well in their own country. Trains, ships and buildings had ‘Europeans Only’ sections where Indians were not allowed.


Uncle Amir was a God-fear­ing Muslim. But he had modern ideas and beliefs. For example, he did not believe in keeping women in purdah. His adopted chil­dren, boys as well as girls, were educated; my grandmother Kamoo became the headmistress of a girls’ school, and her sister Akhtar, a teacher. Sálim him­self was not too interested in school.


He once joked that he had started birdwatching in order to escape homework. This interest in birds wasn’t really shared by any of his friends and family, though Uncle Amir was one of the first members of the Bombay Natural History Society (BNHS), which had been started in 1883.


Sálim didn’t pay much attention in class and his marks were on the low side. Nor was he very strong. He even had to be taken out of school for some time because of ill-health. For a while, it looked like he would always be weak and ill, and unable to lead a normal life. But he overcame this handicap brilliantly. He exercised hard and regularly, and ate healthy food with lots of fruit and vegetables. This made him a very strong and active man. Even at the age of 75, his swift walk left much younger people far behind.


But to go back to the 10-year-old boy, watching the caged and wild birds around him. His powers of observation were becoming sharp, and he would notice and study things that others missed. There is another famous ‘sparrow story’ about Sálim’s becoming an ornithologist.


In those days, Chembur – now an overcrowded and polluted locality of Bombay (present-day Mumbai) – was a forested area, and every year Uncle Amir took his large family there for the summer holidays. This was also good sparrow country, and the common house sparrow would collect in large numbers to roost, that is, sleep. One of their favourite roosting places were the bundles of rice straw stored on trees to keep them out of reach of hungry cattle.


As it grew dark, flocks of sparrows would arrive to bury themselves in the cosy safety of these straw caves. Sálim and his friends would take potshots at the males with their airguns. They left the females alone, out of a feeling that you must be polite to ladies.


One of these males, conquered by the airgun, started Sálim’s scientific career. It brought him to the BNHS, then a small organization, which was to play such a big part in his life.


The dead sparrow looked different. It had a yellow patch on its throat. Was it a disease, or maybe some kind of stain? It looked like it had dribbled dal on its chin. The boys went in to consult Uncle Amir, who took a keen interest in their activities. He didn’t know, but suggested that Sálim take the yellow-stained mystery bird to the BNHS.
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