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To Suriya and Sophia. With prayers that,
 when you reach my age, the tigers in the wild continue
 to be born free and to roam free.













PREFACE


THE FIRST YEAR OF THE TIGER IN THIS MILLENNIUM STARTED ON February 14, 2010. It was kicked off with two weeks of joyous celebrations stretching from Shanghai to San Francisco and other major Chinese and Tibetan population centers. Yet the tiger, the iconic symbol of this lunar new year, ironically may become a tragic footnote to a failed international conservation effort and may be extinct by the next Year of the Tiger in 2022.


I celebrated the last Year of the Tiger in 1998 in Dallas by giving a keynote speech at a gathering of distinguished tiger conservationists from all over the world. Then I believed that the Year would awaken people to the plight of the tiger, particularly political leaders and decision makers in tiger countries. Consequently, I hoped to see increased measures for protection of the tiger against poaching and habitat destruction. Tragically, the opposite happened. The past ten years have been a decade of destruction for tigers in the wild. Illicit but lucrative trade in tiger bones, tiger skins, and other body parts for human consumption has decimated the tiger population of the wild. Furthermore, human encroachment deep into its territory has engendered increasing conflicts between man and tiger.


As an aging warrior who has won a few battles to save the tiger, I hope that this Year of the Tiger will begin a better decade for both humans and tigers. Like those who believe that the positions of the moon, the planets, and the stars in the universe have the power to influence living beings on Earth, I also believe that the fate of the tiger is linked to the fate of mankind. After all, the tiger is a key zodiac sign of our ancient civilization. Therefore, like many Asians, I believe in the ancient prophecy that the tiger protects human homes on Earth from fire, theft, destruction, and evil spirits. Modern science indicates that there may be truths in these legends. Protection of tigers in the wild also helps maintain clean air and protect soil and water, the lifelines of humanity. The tiger’s habitat also provides natural sinks to sequester carbon dioxide and offset greenhouse gases in the atmosphere. Consequently, saving the tiger plays a vital role in climate change in the twenty-first century.


The tiger has survived many prophesies of doom that they would be extinct by the end of the twentieth century. There is no reason why they cannot survive beyond the end of the twenty-first century. All the tiger needs is a bit of space, food, and cover and protection from poaching to enable it to continue to be born free and roam free in the wild on our planet—even in an era of maneating tigers and tiger-eating men, as narrated in this book.


I would not have been able to complete this book without the support of my friend Jim Ottaway Jr., my partner in my previous book (The Soul of the Rhino, also published by Lyons Press), a philanthropist, and a comrade in arms in campaigns for conservation. Jim spent days with me painstakingly reworking, rewording, and editing my initial drafts. I am also indebted to Drs. Mahendra Shrestha, John Seidensticker, Chris Wemmer, Dave Smith, Bhim Gurung, and Ambassador Philip Trimble. They reviewed key sections of the book and provided constructive criticism. Dr. Bhim Gurung provided some of the baseline data on man-killing tigers. Likewise, Dr. Anup Joshi helped with double-checking facts and figures. Dr. Chuck McDougal helped me in updating information on some of the man-eating tigers. Some of the statistical information on tigers in the wild is based on country reports of tiger countries and the Web site of the World Conservation Union (IUCN) and information provided by Save the Tiger Fund. Data on trade in tiger parts are mostly derived from the publications of Trade Record Analysis of Fauna & Flora in Commerce (TRAFFIC), Convention on Trade in Endangered Species of Wild Flora & Fauna (CITES), Environmental Investigation Agency (EIA), International Fund for Animal Welfare (IFAW), and others cited in the bibliography.


Mr. Masahiro Iijima—a friend and a partner in the making of several tiger documentary films, and a coauthor of our coffeetable book Tiger—the King of the Jungle (Newton Books, Tokyo, in Japanese) provided most of the photographs used in this book. Other photos were provided by Sushma Mishra, Chris Wemmer, Lisa Choegyal, and Dave Smith. JaVonne Pope, Binayak Mishra, and Alita Mishra reviewed the first draft. They did not hesitate to give some of the initial harsh but constructive criticism, which only close family members can do without any intimidation. In addition, I got support from Rashed Sultan, Pragya Mishra, and Sushma Mishra to meet my deadline with the publisher. I am also grateful to Bonnie Burgoyne, who patiently retyped and formatted the manuscript as she did meticulously for The Soul of the Rhino. Karna Jung Thapa of WWF–Nepal provided map information on Chitwan, and the cover was designed by Georgiana Goodwin. Holly Rubino, my editor at Lyons Press, worked with me constantly to get the book into shape, and Paulette Baker copyedited the final draft, while Julie Marsh, the project editor, pulled it all together. I am grateful to all of them.
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THE CALL OF THE TIGER


MY FIRST INTRODUCTION TO THE TIGER WAS ON A NIPPY NOVEMBER night in 1950 as I lay cuddled between my parents in their bed. I was a five-year-old brat born to an affluent Nepalese Brahmin family, and we were at our home in Kupondole near the banks of the Bagmati River in Kathmandu.


An eerie aauuoom-aauuoom call broke my sleep. The ghostly sound swished from the south, across a sea of lush wheat fields that surrounded our brick house. The sound in the middle of the night made me shiver with fear. I nudged my mother gently. She was snoring softly on my right side. Lost in deep sleep and unaware of the sound, she looked beautiful and peaceful. I rolled over in the bed and elbowed my father, who was sleeping to my left. He sat up on the bed and stared at me with an annoyed “Why are you bothering me” look in his face. I pointed toward the dark night outside a big glass window and whispered with a quivering voice. “What is that sound?”


“What sound?” he snapped with a tone of mild irritation. Clearly he had not heard the aauuoom-aauuoom that had awakened me. I did not have to answer him. The rhythmic aauuoom-aauuoom call again sailed through the air and caught my father’s attention. He paused and gazed outside the window, his grumpy face becoming smiley. “Laata,” he lovingly called me a “dumb kid.” “That is the roar of a tiger from the Jwalakhel Zoo. The beast is either hungry or is calling its mate tucked in a separate cage in the zoo.”


The zoo was a mile from our house. In those days, there were hardly any paved roads, cars, or concrete buildings in Kathmandu. Fertile farmland dotted with a few hamlets stretched from the Bagmati River to the zoo and beyond. Sound traveled freely over long distances through the clean and cool air of the night.




My father’s words reassured me that it was not a ghost. Nevertheless, the tiger’s aauuoom-aauuoom continued to ring in my ears as I fell back asleep.


Next morning, appreciating my persistence, my father sent me to the zoo with Kaila, our housekeeper. Kaila took me directly to the tiger’s cage at the northwest corner of Nepal’s only zoo. It was the first time I saw a live tiger, and it was a very disappointing sight. The tiger was merely a big cat that was confined behind thick iron rods in a narrow cage. I had imagined the tiger to be majestically prowling over a wide-open space stretched across the zoo calling aauuoom-aauuoom. The animal I saw was a sluggish beast that stretched on a cement floor, lazily chewing a dusty bone of a dead water buffalo.


Lost in my thoughts, I kept milling outside the sturdy cage. Suddenly the tiger stood erect over the half-chewed buffalo bone and stared at us with its large, black, menacing eyes. Frightened, I grabbed Kaila’s hand tightly. The tiger strolled stealthily toward us, displaying its huge black-on-yellow-striped body that carried a large head and sinewy limbs. The beast was big and scary, even inside a well-built cage. I stepped back to hide behind Kaila’s back, but curiosity soon conquered my fear. I stretched my neck around Kaila’s body and peered inside the tiger’s cage.


The tiger, a large male, brushed its big head against the iron bars of the cage, prominently displaying a set of black stripes. The markings on the tiger’s forehead reminded me of a Chinese calligraphic painting that I had seen in my uncle’s living room. Seventeen years later, as a wildlife officer in Nepal in 1967, I learned from Dr. Grame Caughley—a wildlife expert from the United Nations—that this marking on the tiger’s forehead represents the symbol of the “Wang’” or “King” to the Chinese. Indeed, this pictogram has earned the tiger the title of the “King of the Jungle.”


Slowly my fears faded as I continued to watch the captive tiger. The huge cat captivated me as I watched it waltz in a circle inside its cage. Absorbed by this gorgeous but deadly beast, I began to stretch my imagination. What would it be like to meet a tiger in the forest? I wondered. If a tiger imprisoned in a zoo was so fascinating, what would my reaction be to the sights and sounds of a freely roaming wild tiger? Would the animal be quiet and docile like this zoo tiger? Or would it be aggressive and attack me?


I became fixated with a deep desire to see a tiger in the wild, but I had to wait sixteen years to see my first wild tiger. That happened not in the steaming jungles of southern Nepal but in northern India’s Phanduwala Forests.


In 1966 I was in my senior year at the Indian Forest College in Dehra Dun. As part of my training I was with a group of fellow students, camping deep in the forests of Phanduwala about thirty miles from our college. Our assignment was to survey the forests and write a forestry management plan. One of my tasks was to estimate the extent of commercially viable timber. Consequently, on a misty December morning I was measuring trees along a forest road in a patch of sal tree forest.


It was a cold but pleasant morning. The sun had just penetrated through the evaporating mist, and the air was warming. The jungle was alive with twittering bulbuls, hopping from tree to tree to feed on insects that were emerging from their burrows to catch the warmth of the morning sun. Dressed in my khakis and a warm woolen jersey, I measured the diameter of a sal tree using a big wooden caliper. As I bent down to pick up my notebook, I saw a flash of movement about twenty yards west of my tree. Ignoring my notebook, I stood erect and looked toward the motion that had caught my attention. I had been warned to keep my eyes and ears open for wild elephants that roamed the Phanduwala Forests. No one had said anything about wild tigers, but to my horror I saw a huge tiger standing in the middle of the forest road. I was too nervous to figure out if it was a male or a female.


The tiger glowered at me with its menacing eyes. My hairs stood up; my body trembled with fear. I was certain that I was about to be eaten. The tiger and I stared at each other. My nerves buzzed with anxiety, my mind terrorized by tales of man-eating tigers. I feared the tiger would soon sprint and pounce on me.


Nothing that I imagined happened. The tiger remained cool and composed. It gave me a last look and quietly crossed the road to melt into the thick bush. But I could not overcome my fears. Believing that, under the cover of the forest, the beast would circle back to devour me, I ran to a nearby amala tree and scrambled to the treetop to hide in the branches fifteen feet above the ground. I hung on the tree for an hour, on the lookout for any sight or sound of the tiger.


The tiger did not come back to attack me. The jungle remained peaceful. Gathering my courage, I climbed down from the tree, collected my gear, and raced about a mile down the road to the safety of our camp.


Later that evening I had the story of my lifetime to tell my colleagues. Some of them said enviously that I had been extremely lucky to see a wild and free-ranging tiger and wished they had been with me. Others argued that I didn’t need to fear the tiger: Unless provoked, it had no reason to attack me, since humans are not a tiger’s natural prey. These words were comforting, but I never ventured alone into the Phanduwala Forests again. I teamed up with my good friend Subba Rao—a tall and tough graduate student in my class. He watched me and I watched him as we continued our fieldwork of measuring trees. Over the next four weeks, we saw a few deer and many wild boars. But we never saw any elephants or tigers.


My close encounter with the tiger in the Phanduwala Forests left a deep impression. I am not sure what drew me toward the tiger. I often ask myself, What caused me to become a professional tiger conservationist? Was it the thrill of dealing with danger? Or was I mesmerized by the beauty of the beast? Perhaps it was both. To me the tiger symbolized a noble and gentle savagery. Gracious and dignified, yet wild and bloodthirsty. A calm and composed cat and yet a dangerous and cruel carnivore that sometimes devours innocent men and women. Revered in myth and religion, yet killed for pleasure and for the supposed magic powers of its bones and body parts, the tiger has survived in contradictions for centuries.


The paradox of the tiger mirrors our own species. The contradiction rooted in tigers symbolizes the philosophy of Yin-Yang—that there can be no virtue on Earth without vice; no kindness without cruelty or good without evil. This Chinese philosophy dating back to 2100–1600 B.C. is equally applicable to tigers and humans. History has repeatedly demonstrated that mankind’s cruelty is counteracted by kindness and compassion toward other fellow humans and animals. However, while I believe that mankind will survive the disruptions of the twenty-first century, sadly I cannot be so certain that the tigers will.


In 1900, just fifty years before I was first fascinated by the aauuoom-aauuoom calls of a captive tiger, there were more than one hundred thousand tigers roaming freely on Earth. Then the human population was less than two billion people. By 2009, forty-three years had passed since my close encounter with a wild tiger in the Phanduwala Forests of India. During these four decades, the number of tigers on the planet has plummeted to fewer than 3,500. In contrast, the human population has soared from 3 billion in 1966 to more than 6.5 billion in 2009. The Balinese, Javan, and Caspian tigers became extinct in the twentieth century. The fate of the South China tiger is at best uncertain. In the last one hundred years, wild tiger habitat has shrunk by 95 percent. Consequently, the tiger is marginalized in a few wildlife reserves that endure as islands in a sea of humanity. Will these remaining tigers survive the twenty-first century—a century that commenced with civil wars and civil unrest; a period marked by unprecedented destruction of forests and wildlands; an era besieged by environmental pollution, which is triggering unparalleled impacts on our atmosphere and climate?


I have been a student of the tiger since I graduated from the Indian Forest College in Dehra Dun in April 1967. My studies focused not on captive zoo tigers but on wild tigers in the Himalayan foothills of Nepal. Over a decade stretching from 1978 to 1992, I studied the habits, habitat, and behavior of tigers. These studies were often jointly undertaken with a team of like-minded colleagues from Nepal and other parts of the world under the aegis of a program supported by the Government of Nepal, the King Mahendra Trust for Nature Conservation, the Smithsonian Institution, and the World Wildlife Fund.


Over the years I have studied what tigers eat; how they hunt; when and how they mate and produce offspring; how big an area they need to ensure a viable breeding population; and, above all, what the prerequisites are to preserving wild tigers in perpetuity in their natural habitats. As part of my studies I have also been fascinated by the role of tigers in religion, mythology, and folklore throughout human history.


I have journeyed for four decades on my quest to find the right answers to avoid the extinction of this magnetic Asian mammal. Revered for its beauty, strength, and magical supremacy and yet killed mercilessly for fun, fur, and bones and other body parts for their alleged psychopharmacological powers, the problem of saving the tiger is complex and the solution seldom obvious. Yet hope keeps me energetic in pursuing my goal to ensure that tigers still live in the wilds of Asia when my two-year-old granddaughters, Sophia and Suriya, reach my age—and when their granddaughters reach their own golden years.


The paths of my journey to save the tiger have been paved with anxiety and uncertainty. They have led me to places both beautiful and intimidating in the world of the tiger. Some sights were pretty; a few were ugly. Along the way I have met many scholarly and fascinating people from all over the world. I also have lived a life of fun even in times of uncertainty and adventure as I learned a lot about the ecology and behavior of tigers.


It is not only about tigers that I learned. I also became aware of the history and culture of the people who dwell in the land of the tiger. I benefitted by living with the Tharu people—Nepal’s foremost indigenous people—listening to and admiring their ancient wisdom. Studying the tiger also taught me how to blend Western science with Eastern tradition and mythology. I also discovered that any efforts to save Asia’s large wild mammals will fail unless the needs and aspirations of the people in the tiger-land are integrated into our nature conservation programs. I believe that, for the tigers to survive in perpetuity, they cannot be perceived as a problem animal, but as a solution for human welfare.


All these experiences would not have been possible without the vision of a few American scientists working for the Smithsonian Institution and helping me save the tiger in Nepal.
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THE SMITHSONIAN NEPAL TIGER ECOLOGY PROJECT


DR. S. DILLON RIPLEY WAS AN AMERICAN AND A MAN OF VAST vision. He passionately believed in education through fieldwork, a theme he pursued throughout his life. The Smithsonian Nepal Tiger Ecology Project (STEP) was his brainchild.


Ripley was over six feet tall, well built, and handsome; calm and composed; and as regal as a tiger. Indeed, as secretary of America’s prestigious Smithsonian Institution, he was also “King of the Mall”—the Smithsonian’s complex of museums and art galleries in Washington, D.C. Ripley was a power player in the world of science and nature conservation. Against all odds, four decades ago he had the clout to create the one and only tiger research outpost in Asia.


In the beginning, Ripley wanted to establish the project not in Nepal but in India. In the 1960s, with the exception of Ripley, tiny Nepal was not on the radar of American scientists at the Smithsonian Institution. Many Americans viewed Nepal as a shadowy Himalayan kingdom—home of the yak and the Yeti, or abominable snowman. They perceived Nepal as a land of mountains, monks, and mystery—a playground for wandering Western hippies searching for their souls. But not the land of the tiger.


When Americans thought tiger, they thought India—the big carnivore had been identified with the country throughout its history. Most Americans knew more about the larger and mightier Republic of India than the small, isolated Kingdom of Nepal.


It was natural that the Smithsonian Institution initially targeted India for its first project to study the ecology and behavior of wild tigers. Furthermore, the United States owned millions of dollars in Indian rupees. This huge amount was accumulated over the years through a Food for Peace program under Public Law 480—an act of Congress signed in July 1954 by President Dwight D. Eisenhower. The aim of this act was to win friends and influence countries like India that were facing severe food crises.


Under PL-480 the United States sold three million tons of American wheat to India at a subsidized rate. Since the Indians were acutely short of dollars or any other convertible currency, they paid the American government in Indian rupees. The United States had also agreed to spend the PL-480 rupees within India. Key American science and educational institutions had access to these funds for their programs in India, and the Smithsonian topped the list.


Armed with ideas, cash, and a missionary zeal, Ripley kicked off a proposal for tiger research in the Indian city of Bombay (Mumbai) in May 1967. Addressing a gathering of eminent scientists, naturalists, and civil servants, he highlighted the plight of the Indian tiger. The venue and the theme of the meeting dovetailed with the mission of the Smithsonian Institution. Aptly named the Indo-American Cooperation on Nature Science and Environmental Conservation, the conference was organized by the Bombay Natural History Society—a prestigious body in the Indian subcontinent.


At the conference Ripley warned that tigers had reached the limit of their capacity to survive and that they could become extinct within twenty-five years. He also articulated four basic factors contributing to the tiger’s path toward extinction: (1) the failure to curb habitat destruction by agricultural encroachments; (2) poaching, mostly stemming from laxity in law enforcement; (3) the decision of the provincial governments to promote tiger hunting as a source of revenue; and (4) most important, the lack of baseline data and a scientific approach to tiger conservation in India.




Ripley’s message was refreshingly candid. The nature conservation fraternity in India praised it, but a few members of the Indian bureaucracy condemned Ripley. These critics were a proud group who detested any outside criticism, particularly from Americans, who they viewed as arrogant, aloof, and self-serving. The timing was also bad. The cold war was at its peak. The geopolitics of the Indian subcontinent were confused. India tilted toward the Soviet Union, and it was widely believed that the United States was blatantly favoring Pakistan—India’s archenemy.


A few Indians even saw a sinister plot behind the American proposal to establish a tiger research center in a remote part of the Indian forest. Murmurs behind closed doors connected the Smithsonian Institution with hidden motives of the U.S. government to undermine India, and Ripley’s past patriotic services for his country were distorted to give credence to this rumor.


During World War II Ripley had been a field operative of the Office of Strategic Services (OSS)—the precursor of the Central Intelligence Agency (CIA)—coordinating Anglo-American intelligence gathering in Southeast Asia. The truth that Ripley was not an American spy but a globally recognized scientist was ignored. His detractors dismissed the fact that Ripley had written a dozen scholarly books on the birds of India with his friend Dr. Salim Ali, India’s eminent ornithologist. It was an era of paranoia about American foreign policy in India. National tabloids propelled anti-American sentiments with screaming headlines such as “CIA Jamboree in New Delhi,” “Coca Cola Colonialism,” and other sensational claims about CIA plots in India.


Ripley was an ardent advocate of banning tiger hunts in the Indian subcontinent. Working against him, however, was a hunting fraternity in cahoots with high-powered Indian officials. A few safari outfitters, who profited from their wealthy American and European clients, were against any ban on hunting tigers. They may have plotted behind the scenes to demonize Ripley’s recommendations. In addition, Ripley was critical of state forest departments of the Indian Union, specifically their command and control–style management of tiger-reserves. He saw the system as a vestige of colonial British India that needed radical changes.


The Indian authorities had opposite views. The entrenched bureaucracy was mostly run by the Indian Administrative Services (IAS). Modeled after the British administrative system, it was too powerful and too rigid for change. The bureaucrats also viewed Ripley as a chauvinistic neocolonialist who believed that only the Americans had the technological ingenuity to undertake tiger research in India.


But Ripley was determined. He kept fighting for the cause of tiger conservation and got his first major break during the tenth general assembly of the International Union for Conservation of Nature and Natural Resources (IUCN) in New Delhi in 1969. There Ripley played a pivotal role in getting the tiger globally recognized as a rare and endangered species. The International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN) is the largest conservation organization on Earth, and the government of India is one of its founding members. Headquartered in Switzerland, this international body’s membership consists of governments, nongovernmental organizations, and the world academic community. This global wildlife watchdog also produces the Red Data Book, an inventory of Earth’s most endangered species of plants and animals.


With an overwhelming majority, the IUCN General Assembly in New Delhi adopted a resolution to include the tiger in the Red Data Book. This decision was a major victory for the battle to save the tiger, resulting in a total ban on tiger hunting in India. The IUCN resolution was also motivation for the World Wildlife Fund to launch Operation Tiger—a global effort to save the tiger and its habitat. I was not a part of the program. Operation Tiger largely focused on India. However, it provided an impetus to ban tiger hunting in Nepal by 1972 and later to create tiger sanctuaries in collaboration with the World Wildlife Fund.




Ripley and the Smithsonian scientists believed that there was too little baseline data to implement Operation Tiger successfully. They believed good science must be an integral part of any good conservation and management of large carnivores. They knew that detailed studies of large predators in North America revealed sobering insights and that systematic field research nullified conventional management prescriptions that were largely based on hunters’ or ranchers’ experiences and opinions.


The Smithsonian scientists believed that knowledge of elusive predators like the tiger could only be attained though sustained scientific research in their natural habitat. Yet their efforts to sell hard science as an integral tool to save the tiger misfired in India. The scientists even offered the Indian authorities $1 million from U.S.-owned PL-480 funds to support the protection and management of tiger reserves. But the Indians were adamant and kept the Smithsonian’s proposal on the shelf.


Privately Indian authorities said that the Smithsonian’s intentions were noble but their approach was naïve. They pointed out that India had welcomed George Schaller to study tigers in Kanha National Park in central India. Schaller, an American scientist from the New York Zoological Society, is recognized as the world’s preeminent field biologist.


The Indians felt that the Smithsonian had failed to recognize that a proposal based solely on hard science was not enough. It also had to integrate the social, political, and administrative culture of India. They argued that from the onset the Americans had failed to consult key Indians or bring them on board. Apparently the Smithsonian had pushed its tiger project intensely with an allAmerican “our way or no way” attitude. Consequently the Smithsonian’s tiger proposal was firmly resisted, both at the federal level in New Delhi and at the affected state capitals.


Back in Nepal, I was unaware of the Smithsonian’s battle for tiger science in India. I was a midlevel civil servant in the Forest Department seeking to create Nepal’s first national park in Chitwan. I knew nothing about the Smithsonian Institution. However, I did know about S. Dillon Ripley through his voluminous books on birds of the Indian subcontinent. I also knew about Ripley from his book Search for the Spiny Babbler, an Adventure in Nepal. In the early seventies there were hardly ten books on the natural history of Nepal—I read them all.


Ripley was one of the first foreigners allowed to visit the forbidden Kingdom of Nepal. He became fixated on Nepal during his bird collection trip to India in 1946–47. He was searching for the Himalayan quail (Ophrysia superciliosa), a bird belonging to the pheasant family. Ranked among the rarest of the rare birds of Asia, it was last sighted in 1876 in northwestern India near the Nepalese border. Ripley believed that this bird could have survived in the Karnali region of western Nepal.


No ornithological expeditions were mounted in Nepal in the twentieth century. A century before, Brian Hodgson had been the last person to study the birds of Nepal. As a resident to the British Legation (Embassy) in Nepal from 1821 to 1843, the Briton studied birds in his free time. But he had not been to the remote areas where Ripley wanted to search for the Himalayan quail.


In the winter of 1947, when Ripley was in India probing for a permit to visit Nepal, he befriended Col. Daman Shamsheer Rana, the chargé d’affaires in the Embassy of Nepal in Delhi. The colonel was a relative of the prime minister of Nepal, and Ripley sweet-talked the diplomat regarding his proposal to launch an ornithological expedition to Nepal. Colonel Daman was impressed by Ripley’s grace and knowledge of Asia but told Ripley that the chance of getting approval was slim. Although the Government of Nepal had a rigid policy of keeping foreigners out of the country, Colonel Daman duly passed Ripley’s request to the office of the prime minister in Kathmandu. As a trusted Nepalese official in Delhi, he strongly recommended approval—a rarity in Nepalese diplomacy.




To Ripley’s delighted surprise, he received permission to visit Nepal, but his permit was restricted to travel within a fifteenmile radius inside the Kathmandu Valley. The valley was rich with wild birds and kept Ripley busy for days, but he was nowhere near the Karnali Valley—the area in far west Nepal where he believed he would find his elusive bird. Being in Kathmandu did, however, provide him with opportunities to kowtow to the Nepalese authorities and promote his quest for the mysterious Himalayan quail.


Ripley, a New York–born aristocrat, was well versed in the art of diplomacy. He managed to get an audience with Maharaja Padma Shamsheer—the ruling Rana prime minister and Nepal’s most powerful man. In those days, it was not the Shah kings but the Rana prime ministers who governed Nepal. They had a firm autocratic grip on all matters of state, and their words dictated the law of the land. Kept in total isolation in the royal palace compound in Kathmandu, the king was merely a figurehead.


At the meeting, Ripley tried to impress the prime minister with language describing the “ornithological significance of Nepal” in the “bio-geographical realm” of the world. Prime Minister Padma had no clue about what Ripley was talking about. Totally bored with Ripley’s jargon, he did not utter a word. If Ripley had been a Nepali, he would have been summarily dismissed with harsh warnings for wasting the prime minister’s time. Ripley was smart enough to read Prime Minister Padma’s body language and soon realized that the prime minister was neither amused nor interested in conversing about the birds of Nepal.


Since Ripley had rubbed shoulders with nobility from all over the world, he recognized his mistakes and changed his strategy. Instead of talking about birds, he talked about regional politics. Politics was a passionate subject for the prime minister, who was impressed by Ripley’s knowledge of political events in the Indian subcontinent. Ripley also subtly engaged the prime minister with several leading questions that gave the prime minister an opportunity to boast about the glory of Rana rule in Nepal.


The meeting ended with a gloating Nepalese prime minister and an American scientist with his coveted permit. Prime Minister Padma consented to Ripley’s request to launch a bird-collection expedition in Nepal the following year. He also assured Ripley that there would be no restrictions on his travels in Nepal.


When Ripley returned to the United States, he persuaded Yale University, the National Geographic Society, and the Smithsonian Institution to sponsor his bird-collection trip to the Kingdom of Nepal in 1948. Alas, while Ripley was hustling for sponsors for his expedition to Nepal, Prime Minister Padma was forced out of power by his cousin Mohan. The change in regimes cast doubts on the viability of Ripley’s permit. The key question: Would he be allowed to travel outside Kathmandu? Ripley decided to take his chances and in the fall of 1948 reached Kathmandu with his team of bird collectors.


Immediately upon his arrival, he requested an audience with the new prime minister, Mohan Shamsheer. His request was immediately granted. Like his predecessor, Prime Minister Mohan had no interest in birds. But, to Ripley’s relief, Mohan honored his cousin’s commitment, giving Ripley open-ended permission to travel and collect birds anywhere in Nepal.


Ripley traveled throughout Nepal on elephants, in bullock carts, and mostly on foot. He had five dozen porters and a Nepalese army lieutenant at his disposal. The lieutenant was his liaison officer for travel in the Karnali Valley. The army officer had two roles—one overt; the other, covert. His first duty was to ensure that Ripley’s travels were not questioned by local administrators in the provinces. His second job was to keep an eye on Ripley, just in case the American had hidden motives while masquerading as a bird collector.


For four months Ripley meandered from Kathmandu to the southern Terai before heading north to the Himalayas, shooting and collecting hundreds of prize birds—he was content. He bagged a few rare specimens, including a bird even more rare than the Himalayan quail. The spiny babbler (Acanthoptila nepalensis) had never been collected before by any European or American ornithologist. Discovery of this bird inspired Ripley to write his classic book Search for the Spiny Babbler, an Adventure in Nepal.


During his travels to Nepal, Ripley fell in love with the country. He discovered that the small Kingdom of Nepal matched India as home to large oriental mammals such as rhinos and tigers. He was also touched by Nepal’s scintillating beauty and the warmth of its people, despite their poverty and harsh economic conditions.


The idyllic sights and sounds of Nepal stirred him with new visions. One of them was to stimulate American involvement in wildlife research in the biologically pristine Himalayan kingdom. His dreams remained dormant for two decades. But they germinated again in 1972 when India rejected his tiger research proposal.


By the beginning of 1972, the Smithsonian’s mission to forge Indo-American cooperation on tiger research was headed toward a dead end. In September 1972 the Americans made their last pitch. They intensively lobbied a high-level Indian delegation that was visiting the United States to participate in the Second World Congress on National Parks at Yellowstone in Wyoming. Again the Smithsonian’s effort proved futile. After failing for five years, the Smithsonian Institution gave up on India and recommended that Ripley shift his focus to Nepal.


In September 1972 Ripley approved a new proposal from his staff at the Smithsonian Institution’s Office of the Assistant Secretary for Science. This proposal targeted Chitwan National Park as the venue for the Smithsonian’s tiger research.


Ripley’s goals were consistent with the Smithsonian’s mission in the advancement of science, but he found that there was a large gap in the science of big-carnivore ecology. Most members of his staff were small-mammal experts who focused on the biology of bats and rats—and not on large carnivores, such as leopards or tigers. Thus, upon deciding to choose Nepal as the venue of the tiger project, he asked David Challinor, the Smithsonian’s assistant secretary of science, to find an American big-cat specialist to lead the effort.


Challinor approached Dr. Maurice Hornocker, one of the world’s leading wild cat specialists, at the University of Idaho. In turn, Hornocker found John Seidensticker, a brilliant scientist and young rising star on elusive carnivores. Seidensticker had pioneered a study on the mountain lions in remote areas of Idaho. Having just earned his doctoral degree, he wanted to expand his horizons in Asia. The wild tiger was his choice.


It was a happy coincidence that I was also at Yellowstone to attend the conference on national parks in September 1972. My boss, Birendra Bahadur Shah, was heading our two-member Nepalese delegation. He was the head of the newly created National Parks and Wildlife unit in the Forest Ministry of His Majesty’s Government of Nepal, where I was then working.


Few people called Shah by his real name. He went by his half-Nepali and half-English nickname—Love Raja, or Love King. In keeping with his nickname, Shah was a loveable middle-aged man with a good sense of humor. The grandson of former Prime Minister Juddha Shamsheer Jung Bahadur Rana, he also was distantly related to Nepal’s royal family on his mother’s side. Consequently, he was well connected. He was also well versed on the inner workings of His Majesty’s Government of Nepal. A perpetual optimist, Love Raja had a can-do attitude. He was also an adventurous fellow, open to new ideas.


At Yellowstone, Love Raja and I met an old Nepalese colleague, Kirti Man Tamang. Kirti was a former civil servant in Nepal’s Ministry of Forest—a body that had jurisdiction over all matters related to wildlife. He had friends in high places and an unimpeachable reputation for integrity within Nepal’s forestry and wildlife community.




During the peak of his career, Kirti fell in love with an American girl who worked with the Peace Corps program in Nepal. He resigned from the Forest Ministry to marry his American sweetheart and took the job of a general manager at Tiger Tops—a deluxe jungle lodge in Royal Chitwan National Park—before he immigrated to the United States.


In the USA he enrolled in a PhD program in the Department of Fisheries and Wildlife at Michigan State University in Lansing. His professor was George Petrides, a faculty member who had supervised other Nepali students enrolled in the university. Professor Petrides was well-traveled, with a passion for engaging his faculty in international wildlife conservation efforts in developing countries. He advised Kirti to select Nepal as a field site for his doctoral research. Homesick for Nepal, Kirti needed little persuasion.


Kirti was attending the Yellowstone conference with a specific agenda: to network and find sponsors for his field studies in Nepal. He managed to link up with Michael Huxley, administrator of the proposed Smithsonian Tiger Ecology Project, and John Seidensticker, the specialist from Idaho. A reformed tiger hunter, Kirti had given up his guns and aspired to help save tigers in his homeland.


Kirti brokered our meeting with Michael Huxley and John Seidensticker at the Old Faithful Inn in Yellowstone. My boss and Kirti’s friend, Love Raja, presided at the meeting. He and Kirti had worked hard and played hard together for years as senior members of the Nepalese Forestry Ministry. Love Raja was moved by Kirti’s desire to return to Nepal. He took him as a prodigal son who had come to his senses and wished to return home to help his country’s wildlife conservation program.


At our meeting, Michael Huxley directly expressed the Smithsonian’s desire to create a tiger ecology project in Nepal. He also preached to us regarding the value of field research and described the project’s benefits to Nepal. Being less educated and unexposed to modern American scientific terminology, we were flabbergasted by his long-winded oration. His punditry was overkill, and it made us skeptical.


Later that evening it took Kirti an hour and three shots of Jack Daniels Old Tennessee Whiskey to explain the project to us in layman’s language. Kirti did a better job—and convinced us of the project’s merits.


We also consulted Peter Jackson, an Englishman who was also attending the Yellowstone conference. Director of Information at the World Wildlife Fund (WWF) international headquarters in Morges, Switzerland, Peter was also coordinating the organization’s “Operation Tiger.”


A former correspondent for Reuter’s News Agency, Peter was a friend and a frequent visitor to Nepal. He had fallen in love with Nepal when he first reported the successful 1953 ascent of Mount Everest by Norgay Tenzing Sherpa and Edmund Hilary. He also ranked among the few Europeans my boss trusted.


Peter Jackson briefed us on the background of the project, including the discords between the Indian government and the Smithsonian Institution. He urged us to be opportunistic and “grab” this opportunity because it would provide our program with sound scientific and credible expertise. He believed that our association with the Smithsonian Institution would enhance Nepal’s image in the global conservation community. It would also help generate international support for wildlife conservation in Nepal.


Between Kirti and Peter, we were sold on the idea of creating a tiger research project in Chitwan. But we had no authority to make any commitment to permit foreigners to undertake wildlife research in Nepal.


As a follow-up to our meeting, we invited John Seidensticker and Kirti Tamang to visit Nepal. We asked them to submit a project proposal for approval by the government. We also urged them to keep the language straight, simple, and easily understandable. We were optimistic that the project would be approved by His Majesty’s Government of Nepal. But, unknown to us, an Anglo-American battle was brewing on the future of the proposed Smithsonian Nepal Tiger Ecology Project.


In 1971 the government of Nepal had requested the Food and Agricultural Organization (FAO) of the United Nations to help Nepal create a network of national parks and wildlife reserves. The FAO assigned a team of advisors to Nepal, all British—and all the old East African colonial kind. But they were seasoned experts who had successfully developed a network of wildlife reserves in Africa, without spending any time or money on field research. They also had a poor opinion of “starry-eyed” American academics running loose with their own agendas in developing countries.


Through their British counterparts at the World Wildlife Fund in Switzerland, they knew all the details of the Smithsonian project. They were also aware that India had rejected the original project and they agreed with that decision. They believed the project to be an impractical study driven by American academics that had no relevant application.


“Protection is 99 percent of conservation,” asserted Frank Poppleton, an FAO technical adviser in Nepal, at a meeting in Kathmandu seven months after the Yellowstone conference. He had worked all his previous professional life in East Africa combating poaching and agricultural encroachment. He believed in wild animal conservation with guns, guards, and barbed wire.


“The Americans will baffle you with their scientific jargon,” complained Frank, “and the end result of this project will be a series of ivory-tower papers in American journals that none of you will ever read in Nepal. They will be of no use to your job of building national parks and saving wildlife in Nepal.”


I was surprised by Frank’s strong words. I could not understand why he was so biased against the project. However, I kept quiet.




“What Nepal needs now is a good management plan that combats poaching and agriculture encroachment,” he continued. “These are the two critical issues for developing national parks and wildlife reserves to save tigers and other species.”


“Frank,” I argued, “what harm can this project do? It is costing us nothing. The Americans are covering all the costs, including hiring a dozen new staff members that will give jobs to a few Nepalese. Furthermore, any publication on Nepal’s wildlife is a plus for us. We also have no information at all about tigers. We need to expand our international partnership beyond the UN systems. You people are not going to be here forever. All we need to give the Americans is a piece of paper permitting them to establish the Tiger Ecology Project in Chitwan. They pay and we do the rest. I do not see any harm from this project.”


“A large part of the project,” Poppleton countered, “is being funded by the World Wildlife Fund. These funds are better used for building infrastructure. Your office needs money for building guard posts and buying vehicles and equipment to fight poaching and grazing encroachment. These are Nepal’s priorities. Not ivory-tower research driven by publish-or-perish paradigms of the American academics. Furthermore, Nepal gets what Nepal wants. You people are in the driver’s seat. I urge you to write formally to WWF rejecting this project. You must also make a strong appeal to them to divert the funds to your priority for antipoaching and grazing control. We will use the FAO’s influence and do the rest. We know the WWF’s mandate is to help Nepal and not to support the hobbyhorses of misty-eyed American biologists. But first you must categorically decline the Smithsonian project.”


Obviously, the FAO experts in Nepal were many steps ahead of us. They had good links with WWF headquarters in Switzerland. A few experts at the WWF headquarters agreed with them that anti-poaching efforts and habitat protection, not research, was Nepal’s priority. In contrast, the WWF national organization in the United States (WWF-US) held a different view. They had thoroughly parsed the project and had committed to fund it for at least the first three years. They had no qualms about the longterm benefit of the project’s research emphasis. These benefits included generating baseline data for park management and creating a cadre of trained personnel in Nepal. Furthermore, their funding was earmarked as matching funds for the Smithsonian’s own commitments.


The proposed Tiger Ecology Project got entangled in a feud within the WWF family for a few months. We were caught in between. However, we knew that the WWF-US was not going to give us money for building guard posts or equipping our antipoaching units, even if we rejected the project. Furthermore, WWF headquarters in Switzerland wanted their support to Nepal to be a component of their “Operation Tiger” proposal in India. This idea was unacceptable to the Nepalese authorities, who resented India’s unsolicited big-brotherly attitude toward her neighbors.


Besides concerns that the Smithsonian project would misdirect Nepal’s much-needed resources, the FAO also had concerns about the research methodology of putting radio collars on tigers. This concern was prompted by Tiger Tops, which specialized in showing wild tigers to their clients. The deluxe jungle lodge was the only tourism franchise in Chitwan. It was also a big generator of revenue to the government coffers and the largest source of local employment in the private sector in Chitwan.


The lodge management believed that the sightings of a tiger with a collar might make their guests feel cheated. They teamed up with Frank Poppleton’s boss, John Blower—a tall, smooth Briton with a pleasant English accent and powerful contacts in high places. Blower offered an alternative proposition to move the Smithsonian Tiger Ecology Project to Bardia, a wildlife reserve in western Nepal.




Tiger Tops management agreed with Blower’s proposal. I disagreed. Bardia was too isolated and remote. Compared with Chitwan, it also lacked the basic infrastructures to support the project.


I was at odds with my friends at Tiger Tops—people with whom I had collaborated in building Chitwan National Park. A few members of their staff believed that their competition in India could spread rumors that Tiger Tops was a sham operation where tourists were fooled by collared pets or trained animals instead of wild tigers. I considered their concerns to be unfounded.


I approached my good friend Dr. Charles “Chuck” McDougal, a top naturalist and a shareholder of Tiger Tops. He came to our rescue, supporting our argument that the dark-band of a radio collar would blend with the tiger’s black stripes and would be well camouflaged behind the beast’s huge head. However, we agreed not to conduct any tiger-capture operations within two miles of the lodge.


This commitment proved meaningless. Our radio-collared tigers did not recognize man-made geographical boundaries, and a few of our tigers often wandered close to the lodge. However, as Chuck McDougal had aptly predicted, few visitors saw or complained about sighting a radio-collared tiger.


Another concern was about the use of drugs to immobilize wild tigers. This was a legitimate issue. The drugs had been tested on captive tigers in the secure environment of a modern American zoo, never on wild free-ranging tigers in primitive conditions in the jungle of Nepal. Consequently, project critics raised several valid questions. What were the chances of a tiger dying from the effects of the drugs? Who would be responsible or liable for any mishaps during the capture operations? Given the low numbers of tigers in Chitwan, were the risks justified?


I knew that accidents could happen in the wild. Any tiger could die from the effects of the drug. But I firmly believed that the chance of losing a tiger from the effects of the drug was slim. The drug had been tested by the world’s top veterinarians in the best zoos in the United States. Years later we were proved right. Out of the two dozen darted tigers, only one died—not from the direct effects of drugs but from drowning as it wandered off from our ring of elephants and collapsed into a pool of water.


Tiger Tops and FAO joined forces to stop the Smithsonian project. They exerted immense international pressure on me to abandon the idea, but I was hardheaded. I resented the patronizing and self-serving attitude of the FAO and Tiger Tops. Later our relationship changed for the better, but then it exemplified the mercurial nature of conservation organizations. The more pressure they exerted on me, the more I was determined to move this project forward.


While these conflicts were brewing, my old boss was transferred from the Ministry of Forests to a different department in Biratnagar—a town in southeastern Nepal. I felt like an orphan. I alone was left to guide the Smithsonian proposal and get approval from the government of Nepal.


I was adamant in my belief that Nepal had more to lose without the Smithsonian project in Chitwan than with it. I believed it would provide us with basic data for management plans to combat poaching and habitat destruction. Furthermore, it would also provide my colleagues and me with training opportunities in field techniques and conservation biology. To compound my problem, my new boss, P. B. S. Pradhan, was a seasoned bureaucrat. He detested controversy. He was also a master in the art of CYA—“Cover Your Ass”—practiced by bureaucrats worldwide.


However, Pradhan perfected CYA with a three-pronged mantra that he openly preached, albeit poking fun at the working of the Nepalese government: First, “No matter how mundane, do not make any decisions without approval from your immediate supervisor and without consultation with an immediate subordinate in the governmental pecking order.” Second, “The best safeguard strategy against any unforeseeable consequences is not to make any decision at all.” Third, “Saying No is a safer option than saying Yes.”


Like any rule maker, Pradhan was not immune to finding exceptions to his own rules. Furthermore, in Nepal rules are never rigidly adopted; they are always flexible. “Who you know” overrides “What you know” in the decision-making processes. Favors are remembered and bartered among friends. Pradhan knew Kirti Tamang. He was his old friend—a colleague who had given up his good life in America to return home. Pradhan also knew that Kirti had a great influence with his supervisor, Emerald Jung Rana—the Chief Conservator of Forests—who favored the project.


As Pradhan’s immediate subordinate, I had signed off on the proposal, so his ass was covered. But that was not the only reason Pradhan supported this project. He, too, was offended by the pressure from outsiders to kill the Nepal Tiger Ecology Project—a project promoted by Love Raja, his predecessor. He agreed with me that the Britons in FAO could use fresh competition and an injection of new ideas. Nepal was not East Africa. The British did not have a monopoly on foreign collaboration to enhance Nepal’s wildlife and conservation program.


Despite objections from FAO, we got the government’s approval. The Nepal Tiger Ecology Project was finally established in Nepal’s Royal Chitwan National Park in 1973—a long six years after it was first proposed in Bombay, India, by Dr. S. Dillon Ripley. Dr. David Challinor, Assistant Secretary of Science at the Smithsonian Institution, took full control of the project. Challinor had a delicate task of balancing the differing expectations of the Nepalese and American sides. Maximum participation, including at least one Nepalese counterpart for every one American field researcher, was the only acceptable arrangement for the Nepalese. Hard science driven by their publish-or-perish imperative drove the Americans. Working with both bottom-up and top-down approaches, Challinor kept the funds flowing into Nepal to the satisfaction of both parties.


He assigned Ross Simons to oversee the project in Washington, D.C. Ross was an enthusiastic young American from Alexandria, Virginia. A good listener and an effective manager, he knew how to keep the tone simple and not baffle us in Nepal with the scientific gibberish then in vogue in America. Ross soon earned our respect. We also kidded him with the title of “Viceroy” for his administrative skills and his commanding tones in resolving internal conflicts among field workers in Nepal on sharing elephants or motor vehicles.


The Smithsonian also assigned Dr. Chris Wemmer as our scientific supervisor. Chris was chief curator at the Smithsonian’s Conservation and Research Center in Front Royal, Virginia. He was a brilliant scientist who knew the art of simplicity when it came to hard science. He was a frequent visitor to Nepal and helped us with our field operations. He also trained a few Nepalese staff of the National Parks Department in field research techniques at the Conservation and Research Center in Front Royal. I was one of his students.


One of Chris’s hardest tasks was to avoid friction between field researchers, particularly among the American scientists. They were competitive and aggressive and zealously protected their turf, particularly when it came to sharing data and information with fellow American researchers. Chris often took the role of a therapist in conflict resolution.
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