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The chick of nest #27 lying doggo between grasses when given the hrrrrrr call by the parent birds. 
Saras Crane chicks are very good swimmers and can take off into the grass if the nest is approached, 
and strong communication between the adults and the chicks from the very first day after the chicks 
hatch help many chicks survive. (Photo: K.S. Gopi Sundar)

off to the cranes. Etawah district in Uttar 
Pradesh, where the study was being 
carried out, has the reputation of being 
amongst the roughest places in India.

Another time, five of us surrounded a 
Sarus family with two chicks near 
Saiphai town and caught both chicks, 
while the adults flew off to a distance 
and vociferously trumpeted their 
disapproval. Four well-built men leapt 
out of a house in the adjoining village, 
ran over brandishing large sticks, and 
threatened us to leave the Sarus alone, 
or else.... Not to be outdone, the local 
cranaics who were helping with the 
banding, hurled back abuse at them for 
trying to stop "government work". In this 
place, Sarus lives were better cared for 
than those of humans! It took a good ten 
minutes of explaining to calm everyone 
down and prevent a mild war.

The next stop, Ranipura village, had a 
pair with two chicks. A bit of confusion, 
the juvenile cranes slipped through the 
cordon, and a heavy spot of running had 
them cheeping, kicking and pecking, but 
in hand and ready to be colour-banded. 
The entire village decided to investigate, 
and a dose of on-the-field classes were 
delivered. Less than a fortnight later, 
poachers caught one of the chicks in the 
dead of night and made away with the 
body leaving behind the head and legs 
intact with colour-bands. As 1 drove past 
the next morning, angry villagers 
surrounded the motorbike and demanded 

that 1 shift my study site elsewhere. 
Another round of cajoling, explaining, 
and condescension followed, with 
shouting and brandishing of fists, before 
everyone calmed down. Everyone 
agreed that if 1 was the poacher, I would 
not have come back so soon. The 
villagers swore to kill the people 
responsible.

A Sarus Crane pair gives a unison call or a duet 
on their nest. This pair always nested in the small 
lake (foreground) and never in the paddy field 
(behind cranes) in their territory. Such behaviour 
can be very useful to field biologists studying the 
breeding habits of these birds.
(Photo: K.S. Gopi Sundar)

The crane family at Allipur village, when 
approached, chose the particulaily dirty 
village pond to hide in. The chick was 
soon spotted crouching amongst the 
reeds, was caught without as much as a 
flutter, so to speak, and was banded. The 
five craniacs stank all the way home! A 
week later, while on a routine trip to 
determine territory size, the same family 
was beside the same horrid pond, but the 
chick was without the bands. Two of us 
chased it in the hope of re-banding, but 
the chick had fledged, and took to wing. 
This chick would never be banded. 
Village boys had caught the bird out of 
curiosity, broken the band and taken it 
home as proof of their achievement. A 
session with the village head followed 
ending with assurance that children 
would not tamper with colour-banded 
crane chicks again.

1 had had to change my field assistant 
for the second year of field work, and 
five of us set off the next day to colour­
band two juveniles, again at Saiphai. 
These birds were very smart, and did not 
get cornered in. The adult birds, after 
hiding the young in a patch of grass 
began an elaborate distraction procedure 
My new assistant, Ajay, chanced upor 
one juvenile, and caught it. He, howevei 
forgot instructions to always keep an ey* 
on the adults as well. As he victorious!} 
ambled over, he must have felt he wai 
being followed and looked over hit 
shoulder. The male Sarus had nearly 
reached him, opened out its wings ano 
gave him a full demonstration of the 
threat display. It proved too much for him; 
he cowered, held out the chick in 
offering, and let it go. Visibly shaken, 
and much laughed at, he bravely 
participated in the third attempt when 
the juveniles were finally caught and 
colour-banded.

From the colour-banded birds, invaluable 
information on territory size, growth 
patterns, survival, and weaning 
behaviour could be collected. In 2001 
September, as I was driving pasta village 
school in Saiphai, which was little more 
than a roof over four brick pillars, a small 
boy ran out onto the road and yelled at 
us in hindi. He was obviously annoyed. 
"There is a Sarus chick in my village. 
How come you haven't put the coloured 
bangles on it yet?" The bands had served 
more purposes than could ever have been 
envisaged for them!


