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Introduction


AS CHILDREN GROWING UP IN DEHRADUN, MY SISTER, OUR friends and I had the pleasure of two sprawling gardens with swings and a lot of playtime (post homework) in the always-pleasant outdoors. Afternoons were spent climbing trees in the mango, guava and lychee orchard, cycling up and down the tarred driveway, and helping the gardener pick out weeds and water the plants. Cycling was often followed by a game of hide-and-seek, and when we ran out of hiding places, it was time for cricket (we used a wooden plank though, not an actual bat). Being the youngest of the group, I was always the fielder, never the batsman or the bowler! Bored out of my wits, I was thankful when the sun dipped behind the mountains, because then no one could see the cricket ball anyway and the game had to eventually come to an end.


The gardens were not only packed with children of all ages, but also a burly Bhotiya dog, who sat in a corner, one paw on top of the other, watching the various games unfold, cricket battles end in disgruntled agreements and many a knee scratch when someone or the other fell. My family was partial to the name ‘Sheru’ – I think I grew up with at least three generations of Sherus! They all had thick, black, flowing fur and a loud, deep growl that would make your knees tremble. But they only looked menacing! These were the gentlest friends I had, along with the cows, cats, birds, pigs and even snakes that were also part of my childhood home. And Landour, with its leopards, the Rajaji Sanctuary, on the outskirts of which elephants were often spotted, and a Nag Devta temple with a fair population of snakes weren’t too far away from my house.


After so many years of being surrounded by animals, I couldn’t imagine a life without them. So when I moved to Delhi, I made friends with a whole bunch of dogs in the colony that I live in. They occupy the long, grey road in front of my home, which acts as a bedroom in the sunny day, and a battleground between cats and dogs at night. I’ve got Zeebee (aka Nako), Maximus (aka Sox), William (aka Will), Chhotee (aka Mousy), Ghostu (aka Whitey) and Browny (aka Motu), and they really are the perfect friends – ready to wag their tails when I say hi, protect me from thieves, and entertain me with their orchestra of whoooooos and grrrrrs through the night.


My job as a travel writer gives me the opportunity to visit a lot of famous and little-known destinations in India. In my last 14 years of travelling through the length and breadth of the country, I’ve met some interesting fellow animal-loving people and had the chance to witness their special bonds with all sorts of creatures first-hand – like Abdul from Jodhpur, who feeds hundreds of kites every day, and Ashok Baba of Varanasi and his monkey ‘daughter’ Julie, and Dr Prakash Amte, who once had up to 300 injured or orphaned wild animals in his house! It made me think of the large gardens in Dehradun and how easily so many animals could have fit there. (Of course, Sheru would have not approved.) Everyone I met for the animal stories agreed that their furry friends could make a cloudy day look sunny!


I knew I had to write their stories somewhere.


Not all the stories are about rescue missions and straightforward human-animal bonds though. There are some that describe problematic things, like wrongful breeding, flying birds for sport, superstitions involving animals, and other instances that are just part of ‘tradition’. But it’s important to know these stories as well, so we can think about how we can make the lives of our four- and two-legged friends better.


If you love animals, are endlessly entertained by their antics, and find them funny, sweet and outright ridiculous sometimes, this book is for you. And if you’re scared of them or not very sure you like them, well, this book is also for you.




The Vegetarian Crocodile


A CROCODILE WALKS INTO A RESTAURANT FOR LUNCH. IT COMES and sits at the very table next to you and asks you what’s good on the menu. What would you recommend? Chicken curry? Yeah! Mutton curry? Sure! Palak paneer? Absolutely not! If it’s green, it’s definitely not made for a crocodile.


You see, crocodiles are born carnivores, which means they love meat and eat it from the day they are born. They have long, sharp teeth that help them rip through the flesh of fish, birds and mammals – even animals as big as buffaloes and as scary and strong as tigers. Their wide mouths help them swallow big chunky pieces of meat with ease. And once a crocodile shuts its mouth, clamping down on its juicy prey, nothing can make it open its mouth again if it doesn’t want to.


But, in a world full of meat-loving crocodiles, there is one crocodile that we know of who has been vegetarian for decades! She doesn’t live in a river or a natural stream. Her home is in a rocky temple pond in Kasargod, a small town in northern Kerala.


The Ananthapura Lake Temple in Kasargod, dedicated to Lord Vishnu, is the highlight of this otherwise sleepy town. The serene temple lies in the middle of a man-made lake, surrounded by shimmering, olive-coloured water. This temple is so ancient that even the oldest person in the town doesn’t remember when it was built. It has always just… been there. They say that thousands of years ago, Vishnu, or Lord Padmanabhan (that’s the name he goes by in these parts), settled in this town (well, a village then) and began to live in this exact spot, and the temple exists from that time.


[image: Images]


Have you ever come face-to-face with a crocodile or an alligator? Could you tell them apart? Here’s a quick checklist to spot the differences. Alligators have a wide U-shaped snout, and crocodiles have a sharp V-shaped one. When crocs close their snouts, their teeth hang out, so it looks like they have a wide toothy grin! Alligators can close their mouths completely.
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As important as the temple is – historywise – it’s the holy pet that gets the most eyeballs (er… not to eat, silly, it’s just an expression that means that she gets the most attention). The croc’s name is Babiya, and she’s lived there for a really long time. Now, interestingly, if you look around the temple, you will only see large rustcoloured rocks. There is no direct water source in the form of a stream or a river nearby. There’s nothing that would help a crocodile arrive here in the first place! It rains heavily during the monsoons, but it would have had to rain crocodiles for Babiya to have fallen into the temple pond! Yet, somehow, seven decades ago, this solo toothy reptile managed to find her way here. Talk about a real divine miracle!
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Some old villagers believe in a different legend. They say that Babiya is the third crocodile there in 70 years. The moment one dies, another one miraculously appears the very next day! But they never seem to complete the story and tell everyone what they did with the two dead crocs. Did they bury them? Did they just disappear? No one knows!
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At first, the priests were shocked to see a croc calmly swimming in the murky green waters of their tiny pond. Slowly, a friendship began to develop, and the priests would feed Babiya a large amount of rice and jaggery twice a day. Since non-vegetarian food is not allowed into the temple, no one has brought her any chicken or fish or lamb or any kind of meat until date. Babiya has been happy to eat rice, and clearly seems to enjoy it! In fact, she eagerly waits by the edge of the pond every mealtime until one of the priests comes and leaves a big mound of rice at the edge. When he steps back, Babiya crawls up to the ground and eats the whole mound in two or three big bites. Sometimes, the priests make balls of rice and Babiya waits with her head above the water, catching the sugary rice balls with a snap of her mouth.


Babiya is the gentlest crocodile that you could ever imagine. When the priests bathe in the pond every day, she shyly swims away so that she does not disturb them. She only comes closer when they call to her saying, ‘Varu, varu, ivitevaru,’ in Malayalam, which means ‘Here, here, come here’. The priests and the people of the village believe that Babiya is a gift from God and think of her as the divine caretaker of the temple.


Many years ago, in the mid-1900s, a British soldier was scouting through the northern parts of Kerala for places that had cool weather. The British could not stand the heat of the plains and often travelled to find places with lower temperatures, where they could make their summer homes. When this soldier arrived in Kasargod, he found Babiya in the pond and shot at her (some humans, for some reason, seem to be very fond of shooting). Everyone thought Babiya had died and were heartbroken. However, a few days later, they saw her swimming about merrily like nothing had happened. The British soldier, on the other hand, was bitten by a snake and died immediately. Now, the villagers were completely convinced that Babiya was indeed a divine creature, and that the solider had met his end only because he wanted to kill her!
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No one in the village can ever think of harming the crocodile. She is friendly and harmless, and she has never hurt anyone. She shows up close to the temple every evening when devotees come to offer prayers. Perhaps it’s because she likes the ‘oohs’ and ‘aahs’ that the devotees make when they spot her. The rest of the day is spent swimming in the waters, taking naps on the dry rocks at the edges of the pond and eagerly waiting for her meals. The priests have never seen her eat any fish and think that she’s a vegetarian croc. But no one really knows – Babiya might be feasting on the big, juicy fish in the pond at night, and the rice is probably just a quick mouthwatering snack!
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There was a famous conservationist and zookeeper in Australia called Steve Irwin, who starred in a TV show called The Crocodile Hunter. The show wasn’t really about hunting, and was more to do with actually learning about crocs and other wildlife species. Steve died in 2006 while shooting a film about the ocean’s deadliest creatures. His son, Bob, has co-created a series of books called Robert Irwin: Dinosaur Hunter! Check out the books and also see his TV show, Crikey! It’s the Irwins, which is about him and his family taking care of the animals in their zoo in Australia. You’ll get to see crocs and more!
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The Village of Storks


PLOP! PLOP PLOP PLOP!


Hurry! If you don’t run for cover fast, you’re going to be blessed by a shower of white poo! That’s what happened to me. While the threat of a gooey mess on the crown loomed above, it was also tempting to keep looking up at the makers of this bright white dump. No, it wasn’t a public toilet hanging mid-air. It was hundreds, maybe thousands of painted storks and spot-billed pelicans occupying the trees and rooftops of Kokkare Bellur, a small village, 85 kilometres from Bengaluru.


The sound of the birds welcomed me long before I could even see them. ‘Cackle, caw, cackle,’ they went. To someone who doesn’t live here, the endless chatter of birds can seem strange and the palms of one’s hands quickly go to the ears to shut out the noise. I did the same. But everyone else in the village seemed to be walking around in soundproof bubbles!


The cacophony never seemed to take a break. The ears got sick of the noise, but the eyes had a striking spectacle to see. Every tall structure – trees, houses and towers – was completely covered with these large white birds. In fact, at first glance, it seemed like there had been heavy snowfall in the village.


Some of the villagers saw my bewildered face and started laughing. Whether you talk to the young boys striking sixes with their makeshift wooden bats, the elders sitting on the steps of their homes or the women tending to the crops, no one can explain clearly why there is a veil of white birds over Kokkare Bellur. Neither does anyone know when this rather strange phenomenon first began. The answer to the most obvious question, ‘What is going on here?’ is usually this explanation.


According to legend, hundreds of years ago, a large group of pelicans and storks arrived at a village close by. They came swooping down, one after the other, and took over every inch of space on the roofs and trees, especially the tamarind trees. They were migratory flocks, appearing in winters and leaving by March, when the weather got warmer. During these months, the weather was perfect for laying eggs and bringing up their young ones, making the population swell to almost its double. The village was located close to a large lake that was filled with fish. It was the perfect spot for the birds – with its high-perched homes to lay eggs and take care of the hatchlings, and a feeding ground at hand. The villagers did not mind and got used to sharing their homes with their beautiful, large avian friends.
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Only 27 kilometres north of Kokkare Bellur, there is a small town called Channapatna, famous for a Persian art form of wooden toys and lacquerware, introduced by the 18th-century ruler Tipu Sultan. The toys are made from the soft wood of a local tree, aalemara, and come in a wide range of colours and designs. If you’re visiting Kokkare Bellur, make a stop in this toy town too.
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This went on for years. But then a famine hit the village, and the villagers moved to a different spot, where there was no lake, and certainly no fish. Everyone thought that their relationship with the birds was over and that they wouldn’t return the next season.


But then, a surprise arrived the next winter in the form of flapping wings. The flock was back! The birds had loyally followed their human friends to their new location! The village thus came to be known as ‘Kokkare Bellur’ or ‘Bird Village’.


But not everyone was happy with the presence of these creatures. Flapping wings, loud throaty sounds and the incessant droppings were considered a menace by a small group of young men. Numerous village meetings were held to propose that the birds should be chased out. People were losing sleep, kids found it distracting to study, cows would reply to the cackles with extra ‘moos’, goats looked nervous and the courtyards needed to be cleaned all the time. The protestors were determined to shoo the birds away. Someone suggested crackers. Others thought an airgun would be better. The elders were not happy, and tried to stop them. But this group did not relent.
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Claps, airgun shots and crackers – everything was used. But the birds turned a deaf ear – they probably couldn’t even hear the crackers above their own voices – and continued to live and build nests in the trees around. The tussle between bird and man would have ended badly had it not been for the elders stepping in once again. They explained to the youngsters how bird poo was rich in minerals and chemicals, and could be used as manure in the fields. They also insisted that damaging their long-standing relationship with the birds around would bring bad luck to the entire village. Finally, the protestors calmed down. After all, nobody wants bad luck! The birds stayed, even though there was no longer an abundant supply of food or water.


After a few months, everyone got used to the constant yammering and cawing. In fact, the sight of their white-topped homes and trees eventually made them happy. To this day, the people of Kokkare Bellur feel that no harm can come upon them, as long as the birds are there to watch over them. And visitors like me? They get a chance to marvel at this extraordinary friendship between birds and humans!


Maybe this is some sort of divine blessing, or maybe it was the brainchild of one of the elders, who thought this would be a great conservation move. Regardless, today Kokkare Bellur is known as the blessed village of Karnataka.
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When you go to see the birds, ask whoever is driving the vehicle to park it far away, and then walk quietly to the trees. The pelicans and storks get scared of the loud sounds of vehicles and noisy people, and fly away from their nests. And there are plenty of crows and eagles around, waiting for an opportunity to come and eat the eggs. The population of pelicans has been falling rapidly over the years, and a small thing like this can help them stay safe.
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The Temple of Rats


‘EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE!’ a high-pitched scream tears through the silent courtyard. And then comes another ear-splitting cry: ‘Mummyyyyyyy!’ There is a second’s silence before you hear someone gasp under their breath, ‘Huh…’


Now, these sounds would be absolutely normal if you were on some kind of terrifying roller coaster or wandering through a haunted house. But when you look around, all you see is a calm, white marble structure with its doors thrown open in welcome. Wait a minute, this looks like a temple! Why then are people screaming? That’s a funny reaction to have in such a place, right? Not really, if something brown, fuzzy and quick brushed against your foot while you’re walking across a quiet courtyard!


Every single day, thousands of people from all over the world visit the Karni Mata Temple in the town of Deshnok, near Bikaner in Rajasthan. The temple is dedicated to the goddess Karni Mata, an avatar of Durga, but the highlight of this shrine is not really the goddess, but the multitude of rats scurrying about the place. It can seem a little scary to go into the temple – what if one of the rats nipped at your ankle or took a bite of your toes? I would be terrified to put a single toe in the place! But the priests of the temple gently assure you that there is nothing to be afraid of. The presence of the rats is so common for regular visitors that they don’t mind even if the rats climb their clothes and hang from the edge of a shirt or a dupatta for a couple of seconds.
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Over 25,000 brown rats, also known as kabbas, cover every inch of this temple. The temple is always full of activity because groups of them climb over each other to drink milk from the large bowls left in various corners. And it’s not just milk that the rats are treated to every day. Portions of the sweets offered to the deity are reserved for them, and they are also given grain to eat. That’s a really good life, don’t you think? Many devotees lovingly offer them treats on their way out. The rats are free to scurry around each and every area of the temple, including the main sanctum, which is where the idol of Karni Mata is kept. That’s right – they’re not forbidden from climbing over that either! What a great place to be a rodent – so much love and food with no one to chase you away! Unlike the movie Ratatouille, in which Remy the rat doesn’t realize that people wouldn’t want to eat from a rat chef, here, no one minds their presence around food.


There are many different legends that surround these rats. The most popular one, and one of the most interesting stories, is over a thousand years old. Laxman, one of Karni Mata’s sons, was once drinking water from a pond called Kapil Sarovar, 54 kilometres from the location of the temple. He must have leaned in too far over the edge to get a drink because he slipped and fell into the pond. There was no chance that the drowning boy would survive. So Karni Mata prayed to Yama, the lord of death. ‘I’ll do anything you ask of me, but please save my son!’ she begged Yama.
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