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Bird Calls in the Konkan
Peer through the moist deciduous forests 
in Borivali, Tungareshwar, Karnala, 
Chirner and Phansad; the moist decidu-
ous and semi-evergreen forests of  Ratna-
giri district or semi-evergreen and ever-
green forests such as those of  Kudal, 
Sawantwadi and Dodamarg, in Sindhu-
durg. While the foliage of  these forests, 
owing to the monsoon, will make it dif-
ficult to spot majestic animals, it's worth 
keeping your ears tuned for bird calls 
and eyes focused on these feathered 
friends to watch them in flight or fight. 
Among them, the Malabar whistling 
thrush, puff-throated babbler and para-
dise flycatcher are usually active before, 
after and in-between showers. Also col-
ouring the skies will be crimson sun-
birds and Malabar pied hornbill. 
The pied crested cuckoos that 
you find during this period 
are guests from Africa, who 
come here to lay their eggs 
in other birds' nests. In 
the forests of  Ratnagiri 
and Sindhudurg you 
may also find the Nilgiri 
wood pigeon, Sri Lanka 
frogmouth and Great 
Pied Hornbill. During 
the rains the forest floor 
is in full bloom with wild 
turmeric, balsam, sonki 
and white, pink and 
other lilies. And playing 
there are frogs, toads and 
crabs. You can also hike up 
to plateaus near Amboli 
if  you're into limbless 
amphibians.

More To Do: Small temples–dedicated to 
local deities–surrounded by forests, sacred 
groves, orchards and horticulture 
experiments is a typical feature of the 
Konkan region. They make for admirable 
attractions in these wildlife destinations.  
You can visit them in Marleshwar, 
Ganpatipule, Asud, Anjarle, Parshuram, 
Hedvi, Kudavale and Anganewadi.  Sacred 
groves are a lovely example of science-
backed symbolism as belief in the presence 
of deities in sacred groves has been 
preventing people from plucking even a 
single leaf from them, for centuries, resulting 
in protection of water catchment areas.

Blooms and Bisons  
on Sahyadri crestline
Myriad seasonal flowering plants carpet-

ing the Kaas plateau (Ma-
harashtra's Valley of  
Flowers) in the latter 
part of  the monsoon, 
are enough to make it 

a popular tourist 
destination. But be-
sides the blooms 
here and the bird 
species that you 
can say hello to in 

the Konkan, the pla-
teaus within the 

semi-evergreen and 
evergreen forests 
of  the Western 
Ghats and Sahy-

adri crestline are 
places to meet am-

phibians and reptiles. 
In forests like Bhi-
mashankar and those 

to the south of  Mahabaleshwar, you'll 
find our state animal, the Malabar giant 
squirrel. Forests in Satara, Sangli and 
Kolhapur districts including those in 
Koyna, Chandoli, Radhanagri and Amba 
Ghat occassionaly offer sighting of  
gaurs (Indian bison), leopards and even 
the elusive tiger (there are 12 according 
to the forest department).

More To Do: Sahyadri crestline (the area in 
Maharashtra runs from Nashik to Kolhapur) 
and many of its eastward ranges have some 
well-known forts from the times of Shivaji 
Maharaj and before him, including Rajmachi, 
Harishchandragad, Lohgad, Sinhagad, Rajgad, 
Torna, Pratapgad, Bhairavgad, Vasota, Vishal-
gad and Bhudargad.

Owlets and Mammals  
of Satpuda and eastern Vidarbh
This otherwise parched land of  extensive 
dry deciduous forests, starting from the 
western limit of  the Satpuda mountain 
range near Toranmal in Nandurbar dis-
trict going up to the Chhattisgarh border, 
turns into a magical green expanse dur-
ing the rains. If  you're in search of  the 
tiger, head to Melghat, where you'll also 
meet the dainty forest owlet. And for an 
array of  large mammals including tigers, 
leopards, gaur, sambar, spotted deer, wild 
dogs and sloth bears, there's Tadoba. Also 
worth a visit are Pench, Navegaon, Nag-
zira, Bor and Kinwat. 
 
More To Do: Visit forts–Gavilgad 
(Amravati), Narnala (Akola) and Sitabauldi 
(Nagpur); pilgrim centres–Mahur (Nanded-
Yavatmal border) and Ramtek (Nagpur); 
and Mahatma Gandhi's ashram in Wardha.

Wolf packs on the Deccan  
With the onset of  the rains, the 
grasslands and scrub forests of  the 
drought-prone the Deccan plateau with  
its sporadic low hills turns lush green, 
evoking images of  the African 
savannas. Playing hide and seek with 
you on this open land, as you explore 
habitats such as Rehkuri, 
Mayureshwar, Nannaj, Goutala and 
Yedshi, will be blackbucks, chinkaras 
and on rare occassions even wolves.

More To Do: Visit forts such as Naldurg 
(Solapur) and Devgiri (Aurangabad), pilgrim 
centres such Tuljapur (Osmanabad), 
Pandharpur (Solapur), Ambajogai (Beed) 
and Shegaon (Buldhana), Ajantha-Verul 
caves (Aurangabad) and the world famous 
meteoric crater at Lonar (Buldhana). 

As you go about your monsoon wild-
life-spotting quest, you'll also find small 
and big waterfalls, and gurgling, crystal-
clear streams to marvel at, particularly 
in the Konkan, Sahyadri and Satpuda. 
While several habitats that you'll visit 
are protected as tiger reserves, national 
parks, sanctuaries or reserved forests, 
you'll notice that many more have been 
protected by the inherently sustainable 
lifestyles and belief  systems of  the lo-
cals. Even their traditional farmlands–
ranging from rice fields in Konkan and 
Vidarbha to expanses of  jowar and ba-
jra on the Deccan plateau–are home to 
various species of  birds, animals, rep-
tiles, amphibians and insects. 

@PoojaBhula

Wild Wild 
As the dance of the peacock lures you to the forests of Maharashtra in the rains,  
Atul Sathe of BNHS tells Pooja Bhula about the other wildlife that you can witness
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TIPS
Maintain silence

Wear camouflaging clothes and 
don't wear perfume

Don't light cigarettes or matches 

Taking a vehicle? Go slow to prevent 
scaring animals away and roadkills

If you're on foot, follow the sun, the 
game trail created by animals' pug 
marks or streams for directions in 
forested areas that don't have marked 
trails; avoid going into bushes  
to prevent snake and scorpion bites

Spot from machans or watch towers

Take along a knowledgeable guide 
(possibly a local villager who knows the 
land) and learn to interpret warning 
calls of various animals to aid spotting 
and prevent dangerous situations

Finally, respect the forest; don't litter

Kumbh Mela, Nashik 
As per legend, once upon a time, demigods and demons came together to create the 
pot (kumbh) of nectar that would give them immortality. Although they agreed to 
share the nectar equally, the demigods forcibly seized the pot and entrusted its safety 
to four Gods–Brahaspati, Surya, Shani and Chandra. So wherever the demigods went 
with the pot of nectar, the demons chased them and fought with them, resulting in 
drops of nectar falling at four places–Allahabad, Haridwar, Ujjain and Nashik–now 
believed to have mystical powers. Every three years, turn by turn, the Kumbh Mela is 
held at these places. As their rivers are considered sacred, people bathe in them during 
Kumb Mela to wash away their sins. (Inputs from the kumbhmela website) 
When: July 14 to Sept 25

Festivals around the

World

I 
first sniff. Then I swirl. And I sniff  
again. I peer at the wine closely 
against the light to study the tint. A 
jeweller checking his diamond for 
flaws couldn't be more critical. But 
then, in Bordeaux, wine is about as 
precious as it gets. And wine aficio-

nados (known in some circles as snobs) 
form the ruling class.

Eleven in the morning may not be 
an acceptable time for a wine tasting 
session elsewhere, but in the “wine 
capital of  the world” it's normal. And 
so I troop into L’Ecole du Vin, the wine 
school of  Bordeaux, with other wine 
novices. The school is located in the 
Maison du Vin de Bordeaux, a wine bar 
that stocks the region's best and a tour-
ist attraction in itself. Our wine expert 
for the day, Nathalie Escuredo, is 
among the small-but-growing number 
of  women stars in France's winemak-
ing industry.

Nathalie quickly launches into an 
engaging presentation on Bordeaux 
wines. For the next two hours, words 
like appellation and mouth-feel fly 
thick and fast, as I scramble to step into 

a new world. It's easy to see that Bor-
deaux reveres only one deity–a de-
manding one at that–the grape. But 
along with great grape varieties, Bor-
d e a u x  i s  a l s o 
blessed with the 
right “terroir”, a 
combination of  
variables like soil, 
c l i m a t e  a n d 
topography. 

In this compel-
ling crash course, I 
learn that the eye, 
nose and palate play 
an equally important 
role in wine apprecia-
tion. And that while 
mere mortals are con-
tent with a whiff, wine 
experts deal with a first nose (wine at 

rest) and second nose (wine 
after swirling).

Talking of  Bordeaux’s 
success with wine–for 
over 2000 years now–
Nathalie candidly ad-
mits, “We've learnt to 

make the best wines, but the tricky 
part is to learn to market it”. Given 
that Bordeaux has close to 8,000 wine-

growers, this is a plau-
sible concern. Hence 
professionals  l ike 
Nathalie have been  
upping the oenotour-
isme (wine tourism) 
potential of  their es-
tates by offering vine-
yard tours, food and 
wine pairing cours-
es and wine-tasting 
sessions.

I get to put my 
first and second 
noses to good use 
towards the end of  

the workshop as we participate in a 
quick consumer-reaction test for four 
different wines. Before you think this 
means classy wine glasses and tipsy 
students, let me quickly say that we got 
tiny samples in test tubes (clearly, they 
really take this whole “growing good 
wine is a science” spiel too seriously).

There is more to Bordeaux than 
wine, of  course. It has its fill of  bus-
tling cafés and restaurants, pedestri-
anised boulevards and one of  Europe’s 
longest shopping streets. Right now, 
Bordeaux is enjoying its moment un-
der the mellow French sun as the best 
European destination of  the year.

One day, I plan to return for that ad-
vanced diploma in wine appreciation (it 
has nothing to do with the fact that I get 
to taste 65 wines over 5 days, really). For 
now, I can sniff  and swirl with the best, 
even if  I'm not sure which wine to pair 
with my tangy sambhar.

I   
first catch sight of  the Sheikh Zayed 
Grand Mosque on the late-night drive 
from the airport to the hotel. After a 
two-hour flight delay, I'm too tired to 
fish out my camera, but the minute the 
mosque is out of  sight, I regret it. 

The mosque is easily recognisable 
by the pure white colour of  its external 
walls and columns that are made of  Sivec 
marble from Macedonia. 

The next day, we wait at the mosque's 
dressing station to collect the tradition-
al dress we are required to wear before 
entering. Soon the sun begins to set; the 
sky turns purple and as the lights come 

on, the mosque 
looks divine. 
We are told 

that the unique lighting system was  
designed to reflect the phases of  the 
moon and each day the mosque appears 
a little different.

All geared up in the traditional attire 
with the hood tied tightly at the neck, we 
walk to the front of  the mosque. It's stun-
ning! The hall and foyers are il-
luminated by crystal chande-
l i e r s ,  m a nu f a c t u re d 
specially by Faustig (Mu-
nich). The huge chande-
lier in the main prayer 
hall is hard to miss. 
One of  the world’s 
largest chandeliers in-
side a mosque, it 
weighs 12 tonnes. All of  
the mosque's seven chan-
deliers are made from 
gilded stainless steel and 
gilded brass with about 40 kg of  
24 carat galvanized gold, and glass 
panels encrusted with Swarovski 
crystals. 

The carpet that I am standing on meas-
ures 5,700 sq. m. One of  the largest hand-
knotted carpets found in mosques around 
the world, it is made of  wool and cotton. It 
took about 1, 200 artisans and two years to 
complete with 8 months for design work, 
12 months for knotting and the last 4 
months for transporting, trimming and 
weaving the pieces together.  Its menbar 
or pulpit features floral and shell designs 
of  carved wood, inlaid with mother of  

pearl, glass mosaic and white gold.
Of  its 82 domes of  various sizes, the 

largest one is located in the centre of  the 
mosque’s main prayer hall. It has pure 
white marble cladding, onion-shaped 
‘crowns’ and crescent-shaped finials 
decorated with gold glass mosaic. 

The inside of  the domes fea-
ture traditional Moroccan 

artwork made from glass-
reinforced plaster–Glass 

Reinforced Gypsum 
(GRG), and have vers-
es from the Quran 
carved and moulded 
from GRG and paint-
ed gold. The 14 green, 

glass domes incorpo-
rated into the roof  of  

the underground male 
and female ablution facili-

ties,  visible above ground, are 
an important feature of  the 

Mosque’s Islamic garden design.
Thousands of  workers and 38 contrac-

tors started work on the mosque in the 
1990s, but it opened for worship only in 
2007. Materials for the mosque were 
sourced from around the world, includ-
ing Greece, Italy, Germany, China, Aus-
tria, India and New Zealand. 

The Grand Mosque is an architect’s fan-
tasy and a photographer’s delight, but even 
if  that's not you, the mosque is worth a 
visit for its sheer elegance. 

@AvrilBraganza

Finding Bacchus in Bordeaux

Majesty in the Mosque
As thousands 

visit the Sheikh 
Zayed Grand 

Mosque during 
the holy month of 

Ramadan, Avril-
Ann Braganza 

takes you on a 
tour to discover 

the mosque's 
splendour 

Want to learn the art of wine appreciation? Charukesi Ramadurai tells you how it's done in Bordeaux

Avril-Ann Braganza

West
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Our wine expert,Nathalie Escuredo


