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MORE NOTES FROM MADRAS

By

ReAe Stewart Melluish

In Marchts Newsletter I invited readers to cast an'ornithologi .

-cal glance at the south-eastern seaboard of India, which had
been largely ignored by recent birdwatchers! literature, Six
months have passed since then, so I hope I can repeat the invi
~tation now without importunacy. The rigmarole that follows is
about Lake Pulicat.
This is a brackish lagoon on: the Coromandel Goast a little
north of Madras city, now lying partly in Madras State and
partly in the Nellore district of Andhra Pradesh, It is sep-
arated from the sea on the east by a long strip of land call-

ed Sriharikota Island, along the western edge of which runs
the Buckingham Canal, The sea flows in through a narrow breach
in the coast at the southern tip of Sriharikota, and there is
probably another inlet to the north of it near hurgarajupatnam.
The lagoon itself is roughly 23 miles long from north to south
and 13 miles wide at its widest point -- big enough to be mark
~ed fairly distinctly on most small-scale maps of India of the
type that appear in popular atlases of the world. So when six
years ago I first knew I was to be posted to Madras, then no-
thing more to me than the name of a remote East India Company
factory severely. denigrated by William Hickey, I resolved that

should waste no time before exploring what wason my arrival
obviously the only important topographical feature of the coast

-near the city and a pLace that was very likely to be of inter-
est to a birdwatcher, I was not disappointed: if it has yield
-ed little of excitement in the way of breeding birds, it
Sports a comprehensive selection of winter. migrants, some of
which linger or through the summer months, and is much the
most rewarding spot to visit regularly. anywhere in the neigh-
bourhood,.

Apart from its birds, moreover, it is a place with a decided
character of its own which grows on one as little by little it
reveals the secrets of the different worlds it contains, It
has plenty to offer the marine biologist; and the amateur, if
not the professional, botanist; it has boats, and a small
boat=puilding irdustry, and techniques of fishing to study;
the village of Pulicat moreover has a mercantile history of no
little-interest, This is not the place to digress on these
topics; but I wish 4t were, and I cannot avoid one illustra- ¥

Sion. Pulicat village, at the southern extremity of the lago-
on where the see gushes in between spits of sana is decayed

moat built and oncevort with an ineffectual earthwork and
occupied by Dutchmen. To one looking now at that pitiful lit-
4le rectangle of turf dotted with bellyache bushes and Madagas
year periwinkle, the notion is absurd. How improbable they
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seem, those stolid Protestant burghers in black hats packing
up and down clinking guilders in their pockets, and running
their thick thumbs down bills of lading! They have left Lit
-tle behind them: the vague shape of the fort; a cemetery,
full of obelisks and cracked pavilions and slabs of stone
sculptured with their names which women now smack wet saris
on; and a memory of wealthy, better days among the Muslims

they traded with, and who still live today in the ruins of
once prosperous town houses. Their columniated verandas are
nor open to the rains, in streets that evoke recollections
of Herculanetm and Pompeii. But when a place has a past, how

-ever vague its present traces, it is the owner of a person-
ality and a dignity that the vast mass of anonymous South
Indian villages and towns utterly lack,
The lakets most conspicuous delight for the birdwatcher is
sufficiently exoteric for even the layman to enjoy : this is
the groups of flamingo whose presence somewhere on the lake
can be almost guaranteed at any time ofthe year, winter or
summer.' It is true that even in winter, when the numbers are
greater, the shallows in which they congregate extend so far
that it is easy to miss them by inspecting the wrong part of
the lake, or' by not staying there long enough, and so go away
disappointed, but the only months of the year that I have not
recorded flamingo there are March and August, and this means

very little, for I have many records for February and at least
one for March, and I have never been to the lake- in August.
The signs are that the species, Phoenicopterus roseus, is re=
presented all theyear round by small parties of non~breeding
birds mewmee some are clearly immature, having grey beaks and

Plumage and that these are regularly joined in the winter
by migrants from the Rann of Kutch or some other perhaps
unknown Asiatic breeding=colony. I have never Secn more than
a thousand birds, but never less than eighty or a hundred.
In the winter when it is wet they are extremely mobile,either
because their focd and suitable shallows to feed in are more

widely dispersed or because their. familiar haunts are no
longer shallow cnough for them, and they can be secn outside
the immediate vicinity of the lake, Indeed, all the way
along the coast both te the north and to the south of Madras
there are shallow brackish and salt lagoons just behind the
Shore and some of these occasionally attract flamingo, though
I have yet to meet anyone else who has ever noticed them I
have. seen them at Mahabalipuram, flying about near the PWD

bungalow, and within two hundred yards of the main road from
Madras to Mahabalipuram, near Kelambakkam,.

Everything is slightly unreal abou a day when flamingoes are
seen. in their branch of creation they are the ultimate ab»

"ic game of croquet. It is not however the flamingoes which
make one return again to the lake, in all weathers, to plod
through its gluey shallows in the horizontal rains of Novem~
ber or to Sail out to its remoter sand-dunes under a sun, as
the heralds called it, tin its splendour', Its primary and
abiding interest lies in its being a convenient kind of en=
closure or frame within which it is feasible to build up a
coherent picture the population and movements of the
Watcrebirds of southseastern India. No such picture can be
obtained by sporadic examinations of scattered waters and

tute Tor the painstaking, methodical working of a manageable
area with which one can become, in time and with patience,teally familiar. I have not worked Pulicat cither paintak~
'ingly or methodically, far from it, but I am sure the aim «

surdity, like in theirs. They belong to the
world of mock turtles dodoes and the Queen of Hearts! exot

random strips of coast, useful though these undoubtedly are
and often spectaculare the Long run there is no substi-#4



Heading north=west we pass up the narrow southern finger of the

the firmest and steadiest objects we shall find we moor along=

thus cxamine at leisure the many birds assembled in groups and
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of so doing is a sound one to have in view and if every bird-
watcher in India Sct about the study of the birds of a clearly
defined area of country, even if it was only his back garden,
and eventually published his conclusions in a bulletin like the
Newslotter, we should all begin to know a little bit more about
the wila Life of this country.
Now that I have reached this sententious climax, the proper pro
«ceeding is for me to regurgitate an indigestible list of the
species I have seen at Pulicat, with earnest little comments on
them. Commonly met-with in small parties of 20=30 on saltingsoff Annamalaichcheri, October=March,t This approach to ornitho-
logical writing is often necessary and wholly justified, but as
this article is not a systematic report I shall not adopt ithere. Something less formal is called for. To achieve this, I
propose to give a narrative account of what is to be seen on a
typical passage up the middlc of the lake. We shalltake a small
dinghy out from Pulicat village, and sail upon its waters,
North of the village is a bulge of land, where grey and golden
plover and occasionally yellow-wattled lapwing appear in winter,and north of this again, the channel running in from the sea,It is from this point on the southern shore that we embark to
run up the lagoon. Over the channel r have often seen a pair of
white=bellied sea-eagles, and imagine their weference for this
part of the lake is the concentration of fish which must here
pass through a narrow bottleneck, A fortnight ago I visited alittle islet near the sea end of the channel, to which these
cagles often appear to fly, hoping I might find their nest inacluster of trees there.I was disappointed : the trees were small
and unsuitable : yellow-=wattled lapwing were the only birds'
breeding there; but there were four seaxsnake skeletons there
which suggested that some larse bird or birds had used the islandasa secluded spot for a meal, In the winter another bird which
Can generally be seen gorging itself on the banks of this channel is the osprey, which is a fine bird to see commonly.

lake towards more open water. It is Shoally, and large stretches
of water are only ankle deep, but there is a deeper channelclose in to Sriharikota and we make good progress. We soon drawnear two stones sticking vertically out of the water a yardapart, As for the next three or four hours! sailing these are
side one and clamber out. The water here is waist-ddep and the
Stones are just the right height to prop a tclescope on. We can

dottec about in' the shallows. Fortunatcly it is morning and
they are down sun of us, In the evening everything on the mud'will be in black silhouette and barely discernible, Quite near,and entirely unconcerned at our approach, are the lagooon's fami~liar occupants : flamingocs, a fow painted storks (rarcly arethere many of these fifty or sixty is the most I have everscen together), egrets, the odd recf hcron in its 'ashy-groyplumage, Srey herons and some pelicans, With luck, for: they arenot a together common, a-row of Spoonbill, Once, last October,to mr intense dolight, when I was walking out towards thesestows after a young flamingo with a broken lcg, somebody letof? a bang, a gun [ suppose; and among the multitude of Par~offards which rose in alarm and filled the sky above Masumani Lockwith their wings I noticed ten birds in a close group that flutoff like butterflics, white with black Wingtips, Theywere avoccts, These delicatcly built and extrenely graceful birdssecn to be decidedly uncommon in the south of India. I have onlvgecn then this once near Madras and once near Vijayawada, Lastbirds did not stay at Pulicat for the winter: my 'notes30 on feventually a
they Plow most beautifully ANC7 purposcfully to the cast as if

row of rowdy fishcr=women put. them up, and
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they would not come .This was en the 15th. I was paddi-ing in the lake again on the 17th and tho 18th and no avocctsWere to be seen.
The terns I mentioned arc also familiars, Gullbilicd, whisker-cd, and Caspian are regulars, all the year round; crestcd,both lesser and the larger kind, scem only to winter there;about little terns I am still uncertain, for unti I went outthis year into the deeper waters of the lagoon no little ternhad come near me. They were about, though sparingly, in May,June and July. Up at Tada two years running there has beena noisy pair of common terns(?).

k,!

It is also worth putting the telescope on the snallen birdsat this point, for although we arc looking over anklo=dcepwater, and not the flats of exposed wator that the SMawaders like 60 run about on, there arc a few knobs of mudSticking up out of the water here and there, and some moundsof molluse shells waiting to be loaded on to boats as the rawmaterial of the chunan industry, on which the smaller speciesSometimes rest, and they descrve to be examined It is verycasy to pass over a pack of small birds with some lazy goner"alization: tredshank, mnostly'; or tnothing but little stint!,This is always a mistake, though. However tiny and dull andbrown these packs should be scrutinized carefully, They cansnot always be, because they are often fidgeting about toofast or arc scattered about over a lot of mud the same colouras themsclves; or they are too far away; but whenever closeobservation is possiblo it is very oftcn rewarding. My latestreward of this sort was five terck sandpipcers, sccn a coupleof hundred yards from these Stoncs, amongst rcdshank, greyplover and greenshank, I walkoc up very close to thom, 'Theterck were the last to be flushed though they were joinedby a new redshank a moment before they rose. Could easily scetheir slightly upeurved beaks and their' orange-red legs. Butfirst spotted because of their stooping, hunchcd posture ,..!The cistinetive carriage or posture of birds is often aful pointer to their identity: not that the terck poses muchof an identification problen, once it is realized that Henry'splate in A GUIDE TO THe BIRDS OF CEYLON shows the legs muchycllower and-the bill more upcuvered than thmy usually lookin the field, but it is Satisfying to spot a small brown blobrunning along and to fcel, beforo putting glasses on to it,by its stance alonc, it is what it is. Obsorvors cleawhere in India may scoff-at excitoment over a bird they doubt"loss regard as orcinary, but they are not easy to sce in the-South, and I had only found one single bird at Pulicat before,in January. This second record was in May.
Noving on now, after a mug of hot coffec, we find that theWind has freshened and backed a little. The lagoon is broadsening out and there are soon waves: not serious ones, but thoymake it impossible to use ficld glasses, or a telescope effect~ively. Some would say that a telescope can never be usedeffectively; they regard it as a diabolical tool, as if it-wereSome unreliable and fractious picco of antiquated ordnance, anarquebuse which might explode at any minute in the breach, andthey tic themselves in the most distressing knots trying tousc it. First they simply hang it out in front of them andwave it about, Then, trying stcady it with one hand theyclose up one of the drawers wnich should always be fully OPCNn »Frustrated, they look around for.a trea or a post, There neverare trees or posts. They esk to borrow your head, but you cannot keep still because they arc nearly pushing you over andyou have te struggle to retain your balance, In despair theyfling themselves down on their stomachs on the sand, which iswete This position tests them too much, so they roll over onto their backs and pivot through 180 degrees on their bottons,'Then begins a fascinating interchange of kncos and grips and

a
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eyes and attempts to make usc of the leather sling, which nearly
throttles them. By'this time the birds they want 'to examine
have flown far away, anc they abandon the attcmpt,
disgruntlement about the design of the instrument being poor.
The other day when I told a friend of mine, otherwise instinct
with wisdom and good sense, what great pleasure and satisfac»
tion a telescope offered; he typificc the attitude of the van-
quished tyro by replying, scdatcly, '¥Yes, I can see that it may
be fun to look down that thing and sce a grey circle wobbling
about,! While I will readily admit that a telescope certainly
can be trying, especially if it is called upon to co what iv is
not supposed to do, such as'to show you colour of a Temmin-
ckts stintts legs in flight, anda whilc I am as sood as anyone
at fidgeting about before I can'sce through one comfortably, it
18 not an instrument to dospise, and is frequently of the great
~cst usefulness.

Se

In a dinghy rocking about in the water it is at its icast effcc
~tive, though, and it is fortunate that on the open deeper part
of the lake at Pulicat there is little to sce, ecertainly in sun
maortime, A curlew will probably pass over, On 22 May a dozen
blacktailed godwit hurricd past us; and a handful of. litte
torns could be seen dropping into the water now and then after
fish, One can relax fcr an hour or two, and admire the great
sky and listen to the eure"ing of the waves. To the cast and
west the land has become a distant streak of sand capped by 8

hairy line of palmyras and casuarinas , Faintiy n the distance
lic the hills of Nagalapuram, and half way up the abrupt eastern
scrap hangs a pale smoke from a serub Fire.
It is not long now before the horizon to the north; which has
been empty for hours except for a fow brown sails, sprouts a
tree;.then, an islct, with poics, nots, and men in the water,

short two» or threceday expedition in a small boat there ave
three main possibilitiss: one is to Zo and put ashore
on the lakeward coast of Sriharikota near Beripoto,
to go straight ahead to the islands of TIrakum and Veradu, aud
ree third is to make for Tada at the north-western corner of the
1ake

It is at this point that choice of route can bo mace On e

ast

Beripeta is on the westorn side of Sriharikota at the point
where it is 2 or 3 miles wide, The isiand is a dominion of the
forest administration, and a lot of firewood is collected and
sont down to Madras by boat on the Buckinghan Canal. To carry
wood casily across the island a narrow gauge railway has been
built on which wagons are pushed by sweating navvics. I nave
only beon there once, in 1961, and had the privilege of being
installed in a gorgeous inspection wagon with a silver-painted
canopy and pushed the whole icngth of tne line and'back, No
opstacic was allowed to bar our triumphal progress, and other
trucks along the line in the process of being loaded with fag-
gots had to be hastily unloaded and lifted off the rails in
front of us, At the scaward end of. the line is a dclapidated
forest bungalow overlooking sand=dunes, The woods'and glades-
we passed through held promise for the ne but unfortu

thoroughly e

Tho route due north, to Irakum and Venaduy is one I have recent
~ly taken twice, once at the end of Mmy and once a fortnight

p ane, and they looked like bleak desert, with only a few palmy
"ras on them and one or two clusters of huts, which I undcresti
mmatede I resolved this summer to explore thom, full of dreams
of breeding colonies of terns and other delights.

turalist
yet it morenately have not been back again investigate+

had been flown low over these isiands in Lighs
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The southern end of the the two istands, Ira-
kum, is indeed a sandy negation, but there is a village very
near it full of liquor~stills and disturbance, On the first
of my trips there my friends and I arrived at dusk and stayed
the night on the open beach. Soon after it grow light I walk-
ed about on the sands and nearly crushed some cggs under foot.

sandy~olive colour blotched mostly at the wider end with s cpia
or black, and they sat with their narrow ends inwards in a
shallow dent in the sand ringed half-heartedly with seven or
cight flakos of weathered brick and a fragment of shell, These
Looked too large to be owned by the pair of small plover which
had drawn me to the area, and I thought they prebably belonged
to the redwattled lapwing that had been calling the previous
evening, but it was odd that these birds, if they were the

They were four, about 13

So I set about finding the plovers on Irakum, supposing they
would turn out to be Kentish. Tinis proposak was abruptly
checked, however, by an irruption of the local villagers. The
price to pay, on this occasion, for landing on an un-desert
islanc was to be invested by fifty or more exccedingly tough
and loud-mouthed women who asserted, with a lot of gesticulas
with two of their number on the moonlit beach the night before.
So we had to move on hastily, without our breakfast, and I
Still do not know what plovers laid thosc cggs.

The second expedition, still very fresh in my memory, was sup
-posed to be to Voenadu, which is the of the islands and
Lics about half a mile to the north of -rakum, divided from
it by a narrow channol. The crew of the boat reached the isle
of Trakum in the dark, tired of being 2 crew, and decided that
as wo were lunatics and could not possibiy tell one island
from another they might as well beach us on the northern tip
of Trakum. This was not however as disagrecable as we feared.
"Me wore not molested by sricking hags, and the country
itself less dreary than to the south, There was a greater
varicty of trees, a few grcon paddy~fields, and some gullies

barely. four hundred yards long, linked to the main waters by

flamingo, which allowed us to get within a hundred yards of
them, On the sand and mud fringing the lagoon were some scat
~tored sand plover. The birds I looked at closcly were only

were lesser, but one or two were very much bigger and were pro

my attention and was pleasing to see because I had not spotted
one of its kind before at Pulicat, At first sight it was a
dunlin: bigger than the sand plover, toc'plump and short in
the leg for a bird of the Tringine genus, holding its head tight
pipers do, The black bill was long and curved downwards slight
~ly, It had a and greyish brown

on the head, back, wings and on the chost. £ Soon
put it up to see its wing and tail pattern in flight, but was
distracted by another similar bird that joined it in the air
and tacy both settled too soon for me, The sccond time they
rose and raced back and forth low over the water they showed
conclusively their white upper tail. feathers, They were curlew
«sandtipers, loitcring through the summer and foregoing their
prope? chestnut breeding plumage. In the stir of their flush-

&
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ing two great stone plovers rose, and a lone marsh sandpiper,too, bringing back memories of wet winter days on the estuaryat Tada when acres of flooded grassland are alive with hundredsof these delicate and beautiful creatures,
This was not the end of Irakumts offerings on this occasion, Asolitary Indian courser ran across in front of us as we walkedtowards the shore, and while we were crossing some ploughedfields five small passerine birds flew down on to a bund closein front cf us that I am still nowhere near unravelling, ItSometimes happens to the inexperienced watcher that a bird
appears which is absolutely unaccountable, and which cannoteven be allotted to a family, let alone specified, At timesone's puzzglement is due to ignorance or unfamiliarity with thebirds that may frequent a given area; at others, simply dim-wittedness, Perhaps a reader of the Newsletter will put me toShame next month by explaining these birds; but in six yearsplodding around Madras I have never scen or thought I have seenanything like them. At first the flash of white on their rumpsas they landed reminded me of wheatears, only as they settledI saw that their black tails were a good deal longer and theyheld them downwards, touching the ground behind them, The ©colour of the head and upper parts was murrey, almost plum,This faded into a paler sandy colour underneath and to a darkerbrown or black at the foredge of the-folded Wing and on theprimaries, The bills were very short, not unlike ain shape, and thetr legs were pale buff, Their build was slendeytheir stance upright. This description is lamentable, I fear,but I had only two or three seconds to take everything in,barely time to focus my glasses on them, before they were inthe air again and away, beyond hope of pursuit. They flew witha fairly fast wing-beat in scallops like pipits or finches,rising to about twenty feet, Since that brief moment I haveSpent a long time thumbing through books, and wondering, and-Staring at the ridiculous little sketches I made'on the spot,and wondering again, but no light has dawned yet, and it pro=bably never will.
On our imaginary-cruise up the lake we have the leisure to goon now to Venadu, but until I have been there myself I can saynothing useful about it, I only know that when the water leveliS low it is not necessary to cross the channel by boat. Thereis a firm track between the two islands which is easy goinganc. where the water is nowhere more than knee~deep, Venadulooks from a distance much more heavily overgrown with vegeta~tion than Irakum, and probably harbours more woodland Speciesof birds that its southern ncighboure
The third route a boat can profitably take, to the north-westerncorner of the lake off Tada, leads'one to the fresher watersat the mouths of the river Kalangi, the biggest of the streamswhich flood the lagoon in the rainy months, The story of thebirc life cf this deltaic zone, and ofthe miles of mud and
bog 'that stretch beyond across the northern fringe of the lake
can, [ think, safely wait for a lator issue of this bulletin;So we will leave the dinghy beachcd on the shell banks at"
Nadakadikuppes isle of Irakun «and return another Cav.
r
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NOTES AND COMMENTS

This issue is unusual in that it carries a single article, It
was thought necessary to print it as a whole. Discursive arti
~cles of this type based on meticulous observation are what
ehis Newsletter really wants to present, The editor will wel-

4afar Futehally

@

a

this month'scome your comments on

Editor. Newsletter for Birdwatchers
32~A, Juhu Lane Andheri
Bombay 58=AS



Aes ee

4

15.
1

4

editorial beard
Dr. Salim Ali, F.N. 1.

33, Pali Hill, Bandra, Bombay 50

Kunvar Shri Lavkumar,
og

aRajkumar College, Rajkot

Captain N. S. Tyabji
Gujarat Refinery Project Camp, Baroda

Mrs. Usha Ganguli,
A gf

0, Cavalry Lines, Delhi 6 as)
Mrs. Jamal Ara
North Office Para,

¥ e~

Doranda, Hinoo P. O., Ranchi, Bihar ;

Mr. E. D. Avari,
Bengal. Natural Hist. Soc., Darjeeling

Dr. Biswamoy Biswas,
Indian Museum, Zoological Survey of India,
Calcutta e

Prof. K. K Neelakantan,
i

University College,
Trivandrum

Yuvraj Shri Shivrajkumar
Jasdan, Saurashtra

Mr. R. A. S. Melluish, e

Oxford University Press,
Mount Road, Madras

Editor :
a

'Mr. Zafar Futehally,
m oe oS

Juhu Lane, Andheri,
Bombay 58 AS Cover design S. NILAKANTA

ee 7


