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besides the tiger, Kanha is 
also famous for being the only 
protected habitat for the hard 
ground swamp deer.

W h e n  N e e l i m a  V a l l a N g i  v i s i t e d  t h e  K a n h a 
n at i o n a l  P a r K  r e c e n t ly,  s h e  e x P e c t e d  t h at  W i t h 
a  P r e d at o r  a s  m i g h t y  a s  t h e  t i g e r ,  a  d e a f e n i n g 
s i l e n c e  W o u l d  b e  u P o n  t h e  f o r e s t.  b u t  t h e r e 
Wa s  n o  s i l e n c e — b i r d s  c h i r P e d  a n d  l e av e s 
r u s t l e d  a s  d e e r  a n d  s a m b a r s  s t r u t t e d  i n  t h e 
s u n - d a P P l e d  j u n g l e .  s h e  s o o n  d i s c o v e r e d  t h e 
t r u e  b e a u t y  o f  t h i s  m a g i c a l  l a n d . 
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Interspersed far and in between these grasslands were 
tall and ghostly looking Sal trees, obscured by the 
opaque winter mist that is so characteristic of central 
India. Surrounding these grasslands were thick forests 
brimming with life, where long moments of absolute 
silence were broken with sounds of the jungle. Cutting 
across this dreary yet beautiful winter landscape were 
the jeep trails inside Kanha National Park, along which 
we drove looking for wildlife in an open jeep. 

Situated in the heart of India, Kanha National Park in 
Madhya Pradesh is one of the largest parks in the country 
with a core area of 920 square kilometres.  
Having provided inspiration to Rudyard Kipling’s  
Jungle Book and home to a significant number of Royal 
Bengal Tigers, Kanha is also famous for being the only 
protected habitat for the hard ground swamp deer (also 
known as barasinga). Once abundant and distributed 
across most of the Indian subcontinent (North and 
East), swamp deer was almost driven to extinction 
due to habitat loss and unregulated hunting. Thanks 
to a pioneering conservation effort to reintroduce the 
barasinga in the wetlands of Kanha, the swamp deer is 
now on a steady road to evading extinction. 

It was barely 6 am when accompanied by Chinmay, the 
naturalist and Kumar, an experienced forest guide, I entered 
the park. No sooner we entered we spotted three jackals 

by the trailside. The three of them stood under a huge 
tree impervious to the enthusiastic stares of the tourists, 
excited about the first wildlife sighting of the day. The vast 
grasslands were beyond the ground where the jackals stood. 
Approaching a small brook in the forest across the empty 
expanse, Chinmay and Kumar strained their ears to hear the 
bark of a deer while I wondered how surreal the landscape 
looked with mist gently gliding and rising over the almost 
still waters of the crisscrossing stream. Quickly, we turned 
our vehicle to follow the sound of the deer coming from the 
other side of the forest. That’s when I found out how the 
tigers are tracked in the dense, impenetrable jungles—by 
looking for signs and interpreting them.

With more than 20 years of experience under his 
belt in the forest department, Kumar had a plethora of 
jungle stories to tell. He went on to narrate stories of 
his encounters with the tigers of Kanha. Munna was the 
dominant male tiger in Kanha at the time of our visit. 
Kumar told me it was named after a forest guard who had 
a limp. When the nameless dominant tiger had injured 
himself during a fight with another tiger, it was limping 
for a while and got christened Munna by the other forest 
guards. What started out as a joke stuck around, giving 
the tiger a name and a funny legacy. 

Along with our guide and the naturalist, we hunted for 
clues. The alarm calls of deer and langurs are an indicator 

of a predator in the vicinity, we were told. So we strained 
our ears to hear that distinctive shrill of a distressed deer, 
but we were not in luck that morning. The forest seemed 
blissfully active. True to its name, Royal Bengal Tigers are 
royalty in every sense. The creature’s majestic walk, its 
stare, the awe and the fear it instills in everything alive 
around it, is remarkable. 

It was hard to let go of the desire to see a Royal Bengal 
Tiger in the wild but the forests of Kanha have such a 
magnetic charm that it is very easy to get distracted and 
be trapped in its infinite beauty and diversity. By the time 
I gave up hopes of sighting a tiger, the morning mist was 
being decimated by the warmth of the sunshine. Shafts 
of early morning sunlight burst through the thick canopy 
and painted the jungle in many shades of orange. In those 
illuminated patches where the sunlight streamed in, 
herds of deer grazed and frolicked; the contours of the 
sylvan creatures glowing against the sun. 

We drove along the dense patches of the Sal forest and 
the vast expanses of the open grasslands, alternatively. 
In one such grassland, we stopped to observe a serpent 
eagle resting on a branch right above us. As cameras 
were clicked and binoculars were adjusted, a tiny bird 
sat on a blade of grass right next to our jeep. Bathed in 
the warmth of the morning light, its contours glowed 
as well. Dewdrops hung from the bird’s tiny claws and 
sparkled like diamonds over the length of the narrow 
leaf of grass, swaying gently to the tune of morning 
breeze. Meanwhile, somewhere inside the thicket, 
Kumar spotted a Red Naped Ibis. Later when we were 
driving along a marshland, Kumar pointed towards 

On a cOld winter mOrning, a thick 
veil Of mist envelOped the vast 
expanse Of the grasslands as 
if a layer Of white prOtectively 
shrOuded the waist-high grasses.

A small blue kingfisher at the Kanha National Park; and 
the eco friendly Kanha earth Lodge offers a variety of 
jungle activities such as elephant safari, jeep safaris, 
walking safari and cycling.



86  o c to b e r 2014  tr av e l+le isu re    tr av e l+le isu re   o c to b e r 2014  87

t+l Guide

Kanha 
stay

Kanha Earth Lodge is an 
eco friendly resort with 12 
luxury bungalows spread over 
16 acres of land adjoining 
Kanha’s Buffer Zone far away 
from the rest of the resorts. 
Narna Village, Mandla, Madhya 
Pradesh; 91-124/422-2658; 
kanhaearthlodge.com
Taj Safari’s Banjaar Tola 
lodge is situated along the 
banks of Banjar River with 18 
luxurious and contemporary 
tents overlooking Kanha 
National Park. Mukki Village, 
Balaghat, Madhya Pradesh; 91-
22/6601-1825; tajsafaris.com

eat
Traditional Indian cuisine as 
well as contemporary cuisine is 
served in most of the resorts. 
Do try out the local alcohol 
made out of Mahua flowers, 
which is a favourite drink of the 
people of central India.

do
Jeep Safaris into the jungles 
of Kanha National Park 
should not be missed. A six-
hour safari in the morning 
and three-hour safari in the 
evening are available. The 
lodges will be able to arrange 
for these. 
High Tea at Sunset Point 
comes highly recommended 
after a string of safaris that 
can get tiring. Kanha Earth 
Lodge can organise this walk 
on request.
Visit Villages of the 
fascinating Gond and Baiga 
tribe who have lived in Kanha 
for generations.
Go Bird Watching along the 
lakes and ponds abundant in 
the vicinity of Kanha.
Lunch/Dinner by the Banjar 
River is a good way to unwind 
towards the end of the journey. 
Resorts can arrange for it upon 
prior request.

hazy figures in the distance, which turned out to be the 
rare and geographically endemic barasinga. It was then 
that I could comprehend the brilliance of the forests 
of Kanha. Unlike other forests in many national parks, 
the vast open spaces, the meadows and the relatively 
plain gradients offered a 360 degree view and provided a 
unique opportunity to observe wildlife even from a great 
distance. That was the reason why there was never a dull 
moment in Kanha! 

Impregnable forests can be quite claustrophobic 
with restricted line of sight. In such places, animal 
sightings are hard to come by unless they are out on 
the trails or quite close. But at Kanha, the tall Sal trees 
formed a high canopy and the undergrowth wasn’t 
overwhelming. I could see through the gaps of the Sal 
trees and across the open grasslands. It was almost like 
stepping back to find a window to admire the larger 
picture, where wildlife and its habitat were not separate 
entities but woven together to form one large beautiful 
painting. A lone deer peered above a small mound 

Kanha National Park was created in 1955 but at the 
time of its creation, there were more than 40 villages that 
fell inside the core area. Over the past five decades, about 
27 of those villages were successfully relocated to the 
buffer zone of the National Park. 

In the morning, under the spell of a winter mist and 
later a tired mind, I failed to notice how rosy the landscape 
was. But in the harsh afternoon sun, it was hard not to 
notice the generous splash of pink in every direction. 
The oasis of pink, and perked up ears and curious glances 
of dashing deer stopped in their tracks because of our 
intrusion, created illusions of being in an elfish land. 
Perhaps it was magical indeed and not an illusion. It was a 
land where fairy tales could have played out. 

 B
ut even in magical lands, there are dark 
stories hidden. Stories of terror and fear, 
as Omkar would tell me. From within the 
safety and comforts of a vehicle, the forest 
looks lovely and pretty. But the moment 
you get off the trail and step into its realms, 
it is frightening, he said. It is terrifying to 
walk on the same land where you know a 
tiger roams free. Yet the forest guards’ call 
of duty keeps them on foot in the forests. 
Hearing stories of both awe and fear from 
Kumar and Omkar had painted a picture 

in my mind. Even without sighting a tiger, I could feel its 
beguiling power.  

Tired from the 9 hours of safari on the previous day, 
the next morning I chose to relax and enjoy the beauty 
of Kanha on foot and in the comfort of Kanha Earth 
Lodge, in a small village bordering the Kanha Buffer 
Zone. That afternoon, we went on a picnic by the Banjar 
riverside for lunch. For high tea, we decided to climb up a 
small hill to get a 360-degree view of the forests of Kanha 
National Park. As the sun set in a pink ball of fire beyond 
the Satpura Hills, a full moon rose on the opposite side. 
In front of us was an uninterrupted expanse of forest 
bordered by layers of gentle undulating hills. We walked 

and its striking silhouette with the perked up ears set 
against the gentle green of the forest looked magical. 
The forest was beautiful because of this life thriving  
in it and vice versa. 

As the long morning safari came to an end, Chinmay 
drove us back to the resort where a short rest was 
followed by the evening safari that starts at 3 pm.  
This time, a shy looking Omkar Singh joined us to guide 
us through the forest. As we drove into the jungle,  
a familiar sense of excitement and anticipation returned. 
It could be our chance to sight a tiger perhaps? But it 
wasn’t to be my turn to look into the eye of the majestic 
cat yet. We listened intently for alarm calls but there  
were none. Dejected, my eyes wandered listlessly across 
the landscape when a sudden dash of bright pink caught 
my attention. Fields full of Themada grass coloured  
in pink covered large areas of the open grassland in  
front of us. When I shrieked in joy at its surprising  
beauty, Omkar interjected to tell me this was where once 
a village existed. 

back to our resort guided by the light of the moon. The 
long Sal trees cast longer shadows as I sat outside the on 
the trail enjoying the nip of a winter chill and the silvery 
glow of a full moon. 

Next, we drove to the edge of a pretty lake adjoining 
Narna village. It was mesmerising to see the thick veil of 
mist floating over the water; it rose very slowly, dancing 
and swirling from the surface as the sun rose up in 
the sky. At the far end, flocks of ducks were swimming 
across the lake’s still waters. As they swam, they cut 
across the blanket of mist creating a serene reflection 
and a gentle disturbance over the water surface. 
Surrounding the ducks were dainty water lilies in pink 
and white, whose ethereal beauty was elevated by the 
presence of a graceful haze. When the sun moved higher 
up in the sky, the mist swirled vigorously and rose 
higher under the influence of a strengthening morning 
breeze and increasing temperature. 

At the end of three days when we left Kanha to return 
home, I felt as if I was leaving a new friend. Kanha let me 
in on its secrets and I was just getting to know it better 
but it was time for farewell already. I’ve been to a fair 
share of National Parks in India but there is a certain 
charm to Kanha that grips you from within and refuses 
to fade back into memories. Days after my return, I still 
find myself thinking of the freezing winter mornings, 
the elegance of deer in the vast grasslands, the mist 
gliding over the calm waters and the tigers that called 
Kanha home.+

Unlike other forests in many national parks, 
the vast open spaces, meadows and plain 
gradients of Kanha offer a 360 degree view 
and provide a unique opportunity to observe 
jackals, birds, langurs, flocks of ducks and 
other wildlife even from a great distance.


