
Bird heaven at IIT Mandi and an unkept promise 
 
My first visit to IIT Mandi was in May 2012 for a selection committee meeting. The request 
to be a member came when we had already planned a trek from Naggar and was therefore, 
perfectly timed. This was in Mandav and after a busy day, while I stayed back, my friends 
proceeded to Naggar. The next morning’s walk, on the waterworks road behind the guest 
house, was my first introduction to the birds of Mandi. I still remember the beautiful song of 
the orange headed thrush. While you do see this bird in the IIT Madras campus during the 
winter (?) months, they are usually seen skulking in bushes. I guess singing with such open 
abandon requires the mountains. On a subsequent trip, still to Mandav, after the meeting 
we were taken to Kamand to see the new campus. It is a lovely valley with a river running 
through it and I remarked aloud one must come here for longer. A colleague from IIT Delhi 
commented, we always say these things but they never happen! But it did happen for me 
four years down the line when I decided to spend a little over 5 months in IIT Mandi, the 
best decision ever! After a long journey with several breaks, because I travelled with my dog 
who isn’t a good traveler, I reached Kamand on a rain soaked afternoonand entered the 
apartment across the Uhl Guest House in the south campus. Next morning,as I step out of 
the house and encounter a spotted forktail, I think I’m in heaven! Only later did I realise it is 
not as common as I thought, but was definitely a good welcoming start.  
 
Since it rained a lot I was mostly house bound on weekends, but there was this fruiting local 
anaar (pomegranate) tree right outside my window and also a flowering tree with big 
drooping flowers whichprovided a lively spectacle all through the day. At daybreak it started 
with the blue throated barbet, a little later it was the great barbet. All through the day the 
cinerous and green backed tits did their acrobaticsand showed themselves in all possible 
angles. The crimson sunbird came in the late afternoon, and hovered at the pendulous 
flowers.Rain or shine, the neighborhood whistling blue thrush was always fussing around 
curiously and when it decided it had enough, it would just drop down straight to the next 
level like a rock. When I walked out in the early evenings, the Asian barred owlet kept an 
eye and it continued to do so even on the morning walks.  
 
My favourite walk with Laumbo, my opinionated beagle, was by the river starting from the 
Uhl GH, and climbing up to the pipal point road. During rains you saw an odd green 
sandpiper foraging in the small rain pools after the residences. The yellow billed magpie and 
the cacophonous Himalayan tree pies were ubiquitous. As were the very busy Himalayan 
bulbuls rushing from one tree to another, with many stories to share. Scaly breasted munias 
frequented the bushes while thecollared doves cooed in pairs on the trees. Once we 
reached the security check point at the start of the onset of my favourite pipal point road, 
whether we could continue or not, was decided by Laumbo. Some days he decided one just 
must not take that road! The days we could, if we were early enough, we would see the Kalij 
pheasant crossing the road on feet or in a low flight, just after the medicinal plant garden. If 
you went to the edge and looked down, you could see red jungle fowls frolicking there. 
Under the watchful eye of the Asian barred owlet, listening to the calls of the Great barbet, 
you continue the walk and see flocks of plum-headed parakeets flying overhead, a grey 
headed canary flycatcher on a hanging branch. And then you turn a corner and suddenly 
come upon a local birding hotspot with so much activity! Spend ten minutes there and see 
so many birds, rueing the fact that you are not carrying a camera that day. The fantail 



flycatchers are often on the road, the grey capped pygmy woodpecker knocking away at the 
trunk. Watch groups of jungle babblers, a peacock, a steppe eagle, a lesser yellow naped 
woodpecker, a blue capped rock thrush -  all from that road. And if you went the other way 
towards the Katindi khaal, you could see a crested kingfisher probably nesting in one of the 
holes in the mud banks. If you are lucky, you could spot a brown dipper from the bridge. 
 
Sometimes on an afternoon, I’d go with a book and sit in the Uhl GH garden. The bushes are 
teaming with white-eyes, the spangled drongos show up, as do the occasional grey headed 
woodpeckers. The paradise flycatchers also like the garden, especially the walnut tree. 
Sometimes a bunch of fire breasted flower peckers surprise you. And then there are the tits 
and the warblers – you can write a thesis on the warblers! Not much reading gets done. 
 
As the rains stop and we go from monsoon to fall, TAG takes us on a hike to the Griffon 
peak, the one I could look at out of my office window and see griffons flying around like 
moving dots from the distance. Reaching Griffon peak (after much huffing and puffing) you 
sit there for a bird’s eye view ofso many griffons making their lazy, graceful rounds at 
different levels, one seems to be right above the south campus playground. You see an 
occasional Himalayan buzzard, the juvenile Eurasian hobby or a sparrow hawk.  
 
It gets colder and the wagtails appear,as does the white capped redstart calling out and 
looking glorious with the sunlight on its bronze feathers. Bunch of black throated tits, who 
look like dashing bandits with their eye masks, fly from bush to bush. A chestnut bellied rock 
thrush preens itself. As it gets even colder, and I start missing Chennai, I see the wall creeper 
climbing the neighbouring wall and don’t mind the cold at all! The wall creeper is a grey 
drab looking bird with a longish beak pecking for grubs in the crevices of the wall and when 
it flies you see the stunning scarlet wings and get bowled over.The bushes behind the 
security room at the onset of the pipal point walk have a zillion small birds, a treasure trove 
of mostly unidentified birds – including the black-chinned barbet, and where my visiting 
naturalist nephew spots the golden robin. I keep going back to the bird posters,thoughtfully 
put up around the campus, to check what I missed and am sad to have missed the goldfinch 
which shows up only after January. But then it is time to say au revoir to my Shangri La, and 
as I leave on a foggy morning, climbing up towards Katindi, a griffon sits on a tree right next 
to the road. I’m tempted to stop but then just wave it goodbye from the car window. 
 
And now for the unkept promise. Before I visited the south campus in Kamand for the first 
time, while it was still getting built, both Priscilla and TAG regaled me with stories of 
tragopans waddling around the south campus. And after one of the meetings in Kamand, 
TAG even took the whole committee to the pine forest to try our luck for a glimpse of the 
elusive tragopan. Thus, most of my trips to IIT Mandi have had a suspended carrot, which I 
could never reach. Of course, there were always the tragopan sighting stories, including of 
chicks one time, to keep the promise alive! But that unkept promise was/is a sure shot way 
to get me trooping up from the sea level at every opportunity. I guess I have to keep doing 
that till I have my tryst with the tragopan. And that will be the day! 
 
 
(Enakshi Bhattacharya, April 2020) 
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A griffon from the Griffon peak 

 

Acrobatic cinerous tit 



 

Crimson sunbird, window view 



 

The green sandpiper 

 



Asian barred owlet, keeping an eye 

 

Spangled drongo 

 



Grey wagtail 

 

Lesser yellownape 

 



Wall creeper 

 

Crested kingfisher at a hole in the mudbank 



 

White capped redstart 

 

The ubiquitous Himalayan bulbu with its jaunty crest 



 

Chestnut bellied rock thrush 

 



 

The neighbourhood blue whistling thrush 


