
Taking Zoology Education to the Common
Man - The Salim Ali Way

Dr. Salim Ali
(November 12, 1896 - June 20,

1987)
"He is a small man, frail to look at,
with a remarkable resemblence to a
bird. His beak-like nose: the way his

quality about him. At 89, when most
people prefer to call it a day and sit
back to watch the sun set in the

obsessions. With a fierce devotion."
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the Zoological Survey of
India 100, Santhome High
Road, Chennai 600 028

Time: 3. pm

Dr. P. T. Cherian.
Additional Director and

Officer-in-charge presides

All are welcome
Tea at 2.45 pm



"The first step in wisdom is to know
the things themselves; this notion consists
in having the true idea of the object; objects

are distinguished and known by theirmethodical
classification and appropriate naming; therefore

Classification and Naming will be the foundation
ofour Science" - Linnaeus, 1735
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"More than 200 years after Linneaus compiledhis Systema Naturae and despite the efforts
of at least 8 subsequent generations of systematists,
literally millions of species remain undescribed:
moreover there is increasing concern over whether
we can discover and describe them before many

go extinct. 99 - Describing Species, 1999



From Sparrows to Weavers -
through pencil and paper

66 The Cock-sparrow perched on the
nail near the entrance to the hole,
while the female sat inside on the eggs.
I ambushed them from behind a stabled catriage

female acquired another male who also
sat 'on guard' on the nail outside.
I shot this male also, and again in no time
the female seemed to have anothermale
in waiting who immediately stepped into
the gap of the deceased husband"

and shot the male. In a very short while the

Thefirst notes of 10 year old SalimAli in 906/07
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YELLOW THROATED
SPARROW

Salim Ali first went to the Bombay Natural History
Society soon after this...this time with an
yellow-throated sparrow.
He later wrote " the yellow-throated sparrow
opened up un-dreamt vistas for me. Thenceforth
my reading tended progressively towards books
on general natural history, and particularly birds.
Illustrated books on Indian birds were virtually
non-existent in those days, and indeed for many
years latter, and there was little available to help
a beginner in identifying and learning
about the birds around him"



Twenty years since then, his first scientific paperon the nesting of the Baya or Common Weaver Bird
was published. And in 1941, the first edition of
The Book of Indian Birds was available to the
lay birdwatchers in India.
Was it coincidence or by choice 27
It was a set of closely related birds - Sparrows
and allies that marked the history of Indian field
ornithology.
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Mrign-Pakshi Sastra - The Science ofBirds and Animals
by Hamsadeva (13th Century)

Description of a Sarus Cranes

"
they are very tall, having long legs, red beaks and

white bodies. Their stomach and rear portions are stout.
Their wings are broad and big. They are a little impatient
when they are hungry. They eat small fish, fruits, lotus
trunks and roots and others. They often dive in water and
play. They generally enjoy during nights. They fly in
the sky with their couples. They perch on the cool trees
at the time ofwearisome. They are much afraid of the roar
of lions and tigers and they run away to distant places.
They are fond of swimming even in the floods and they
have smooth feathers. They have a little passion..."

Extracted from Asad Memorial Lecture of Salim Ali -1978





Greenish LeafWarbler

Feeds actively in canopy, sometimes in undergrowth,
also makesflycatcher-like flights to take insects.
Solitary or in mixedflocks - John Harrison
(A Field Guide to the Birds of Sri Lanka (1999))

Usually met with singly, sometimes amongmixed
foragingparties ofsmall insectivorous birds, feeding
mostly in thefoliage canopy but also in undergrowth,
bustling energetically among leaves and blossoms,
clinging to sprigs upside down, nervously
flicking wings, and at times launching into the air
to seize a midge like aflycatcher - Ali and Ripley
( Handbook of the Birds of India and Pakistan
(1968-1975) )



The subjects of science need not necessarily
be only charismatic species. Common wayside
birds, as that of sparrows do offer a lot for us to
learn.
"Salim Ali's scientific work was grounded in
careful, painstaking observation and recording
of events in the living world. This was entirely
novel on the Indian scene. ...."

In Salim Ali's words, many facets of the study
of the diversity of this life require little beyond
a pair of field glasses, pencils, paper and
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patience"
- Madhav Gadgil
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Puntiusfilamentosus

Puntius mahecola
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P filamentosus P.mahecola

Juv. Tail pattern with
red and black as adults
Female slender, black spot
not reaching tail, dorsal fin
blackish
Male dorsal blackish, green
on shoulder pronounced,
pectoral brownish, pelvic
blackish, anal clear, fifth ray
of dorsal fin longest

Juv. Tail with red and
black borders
Female deep bodied,
black spot reaching tail,
dorsal fin red
Male dorsal red with black
filaments, green on shoulder
less pronounced,
pectoral red, pelvic clear,
anal bordered red, third ray
of dorsal fin longest
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"Along with his many scientific contributions
Salim Ali will be remembered for a whole series
of superbly written and illustrated books on Indian
Birds, books that played a key role in stimulating
popular interest in India's rich living heritage.
In celebration of the birth centenary of this great
naturalist, the Indian Academy of Sciences,
has launched the project 'Lifescape' as part
of its initiative to enhance the quality of
science education. This project aims to publish
illustrated accounts of 1500 Indian species
ofmicroorganisms, plants and
animals.... These accounts would also help
create popular interest in the broader spectrum
of India's biological wealth, much as
Salim Ali's books have done for birdlife over
the last fifty years."
Madhav Gadgil - Lifescape: A Prospectus



Taking Zoology Education to the Common
Man - The Salim Ali Way

Dr. Salim Ali
(November 12, 1896 - June 20,

1987)
"He is a small man, frail to look at,
with a remarkable resemblence to a
bird. His beak-like nose; the way his
ears stick out: his voice, small and
chirpy. There's an irrepressible
quality about him. At 89, when most
people prefer to call it a day and sit
back to watch the sun set in the
western sky amidst a blazing hue of
red and gold, Salim Ali pursues his
obsessions. With a fierce devotion."

Salim Ali Memorial Lecture
by Dr.R. J. Ranjit Daniels,

Care Earth - Chennai

Illustrated Weeklyof India, Tay 141985
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"The first step in wisdom is to know
the things themselves; this notion consists
in having the true idea of the object; objects

are distinguished and known by theirmethodical
classification and appropriate naming; therefore

Classification and Naming will be the foundation
ofour Science" - Linnaeus, 1735
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"More than 200 years after Linneaus compiled
his Systema Naturae and despite the efforts

of at least 8 subsequent generations of systematists,
literally millions of species remain undescribed;
moreover there is increasing concern over whether
we can discover and describe them before many

go extinct. 99 - Describing Species, 1999



From Sparrows to Weavers -
through pencil and paper

" The Cock-sparrow perched on the
nail near the entrance to the hole,
while the female sat inside on the eggs.
I ambushed them from behind a stabled carriage
and shot the male. In a very short while the
female acquired another male who also
sat 'on guard' on the nail outside.
I shot this male also, and again in no time
the female seemed to have another male
in waiting who immediately stepped into
the gap of the deceased husband"

Thefirst notes of10 year old SalimAli in I906/07
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SP YELLOW-THROATED
SPARROW

Salim Ali first went to the Bombay Natural History
Society soon after this...this time with an
yellow-throated sparrow.
He later wrote " the yellow-throated sparrow
opened up un-dreamt vistas for me. Thenceforth
my reading tended progressively towards books
on general natural history, and particularly birds.
Illustrated books on Indian birds were virtually
non-existent in those days, and indeed for many
years latter, and there was little available to help
a beginner in identifying and learning
about the birds around him"
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Twenty years since then, his first scientific paper
on the nesting of the Baya or Common Weaver Bird
was published. And in 1941 9 the first edition of
The Book of Indian Birds was available to the
lay birdwatchers in India.
Was it coincidence or by choice ??
It was a set of closely related birds - sparrows
and allies that marked the history of Indian field
ornithology.



Mrign-Pakshi Sastra - The Science ofBirds and Animals
by Hamsadeva (13th Century)

Description of a Sarus Cranes

"
they are very tall, having long legs, red beaks and

white bodies. Their stomach and rear portions are stout.
Their wings are broad and big. They are a little impatient
when they are hungry. They eat small fish, fruits, lotus
trunks and roots and others. They often dive in water and
play. They generally enjoy during nights. They fly in
the sky with their couples. They perch on the cool trees
at the time ofwearisome. They are much afraid of the roar
of lions and tigers and they run away to distant places.
They are fond of swimming even in the floods and they
have smooth feathers. They have a little passion..."

Extracted from Asad Memorial Lecture of Salim Ali -1978
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Greenish LeafWarbler

Feeds actively in canopy, sometimes in undergrowth,
also makesflycatcher-likeflights to take insects.
Solitary or in mixedflocks - John Harrison
( A Field Guide to the Birds of Sri Lanka (1999))

Usually met with singly, sometimes amongmixed
foragingparties ofsmall insectivorous birds, feeding
mostly in thefoliage canopy but also in undergrowth,
bustling energetically among leaves and blossoms,
clinging to sprigs upside down, nervously
Jlicking wings, and at times launching into the air
to seize a midge like aflycatcher - Ali and Ripley
( Handbook of the Birds of India and Pakistan
(1968-1975) )



The subjects of science need not necessarily
be only charismatic species. Common wayside
birds, as that of sparrows do offer a lot for us to
learn.
"Salim Ali's scientific work was grounded in
careful, painstaking observation and recording
of events in the living world. This was entirely
novel on the Indian scene. ...."
In Salim Ali's words, many facets of the study
of the diversity of this life require little beyond
"a pair of field glasses, pencils, paper and
patience"

- Madhav Gadgil



Puntiusfilamentosus

Puntius mahecola



Juv. Tail pattern with Juv. Tail with red and
red and black as adults black borders
Female slender, black spot Female deep bodied,
not reaching tail, dorsal fin black spot reaching tail,
blackish dorsal fin red
Male dorsal blackisu, green Male dorsal red with black
on shoulder pronounced, filaments, green on shoulder
pectoral brownish, pelvic less pronounced,
blackish, anal clear, fifth ray pectoral red, pelvic clear,
of dorsal fin longest anal bordered red, third ray

of dorsal fin longest



The Far Side by Gary Larson
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"Fm oneof those species they describeas land'"



"Along with his many scientific contributions
Salim Ali will be remembered for a whole series
of superbly written and illustrated books on Indian
Birds, books that played a key role in stimulating
popular interest in India's S rich living heritage.
In celebration of the birth centenary of this great
naturalist, the Indian Academy of Sciences,
has launched the project 'Lifescape' as part
of its initiative to enhance the quality of
science education. This project aims to publish
illustrated accounts of 1500 Indian species
ofmicroorganisms, plants and
animals.... These accounts would also help
create popular interest in the broader spectrum
of India's biological wealth, much as
Salim Ali's books have done for birdlife over
the last fifty years."
Madhav Gadgil - Lifescape: A Prospectus


