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Lords of the Ravines
The ROCK EAGLE Owls of Pondicherry
By Seshadri K.S.

The Rock Eagle-owl nests on the ground usually on cliff edges or
under bushes. The author spotted this juvenile under a bush in a
ravine, where it was being mobbed by crows and was therefore
clicking, hissing and flapping its wings in distress.
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ctober 2010, 8 a.m.: The bright sun, high humidity
and the stench from the sewage in the rocky ravine made
walking unbearable. Suddenly all hell broke loose as a murder
of crows took to wing from a nearby bush, to the accompaniment of a cawing cacophony. I stopped to examine the bush
and to my surprise and delight, before me was a juvenile Rock
Eagle-Owl! It just lay there on the ground, possibly confused
by my sudden appearance and disoriented by the crows. The
crows had spotted the owl before me and were mobbing it,
as crows tend to do. Through the commotion, I spotted yet
another owl located across the narrow three-metre-wide
ravine. The two birds had either not begun to fly, or were too
stunned to make their getaway.
The owl being mobbed sat upright and stared at me
as it dodged the crows as best it could. That is when I
spied the third owl, which lay passively on the ground!
This was nothing short of incredible. I was dripping with
sweat, but was oblivious to any discomfort as I lay prone
on the ground, excited at the unexpected natural history
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bonus that had presented itself to me. I quickly shot some
frames and moved a distance away so as not to disturb
the young owls. I was also aware that when the parents
returned, they might well attack me if they found me
uncomfortably close to their brood. I spent over an hour
observing them through my binoculars. And since the
young owls had not yet begun to fly, they did not budge
from where they were. Soon the crows, tired of teasing
the owls and moved away.

The last stronghold
The dry, rocky ravine that gave the owls shelter cuts right
through the centre of the Pondicherry University campus
before opening into the Bay of Bengal. As past and present
will readily confirm, the campus is home to a diversity of wild
creatures that occupy this coastal area. Jackals are regularly
spotted here, as are common palm civets that feed on the
fruits of Palmyra palms, so abundant on campus. The grassy
and rocky habitat also suits Indian hare (black-naped hare),

The Rock Eagle-owls prefer rugged, rocky landscapes, semi desert and scrublands. They avoid extremely arid areas, but do occupy forests and even humid
evergreen habitats across the Indian subcontinent.

Bengal monitor lizards, porcupines, jungle cats and a variety
of snakes. The avian fauna is varied, including Yellow Wattled
Lapwings, Orange-breasted Green Pigeons, Orange-headed
Thrushes and nightjars, to name a few.
Fascinated by my owl sighting, I chose to explore the
other side of the ravine to check whether the parent birds
might be around. I walked past the point where I had seen the
two owls on the ground, now hidden from view in the dense
undergrowth. I soon discovered the nest and quickly moved a
distance away to observe them from behind cover. The very
last thing I wanted was to spook the parents into abandoning
their nest. One chick seemed frail and exhausted. It did not as
much as move a wing.
The ravine was no more than 10 m. deep and ran for a
length of roughly one kilometre. Seniors from the Ecology and
Environmental Sciences department often shared anecdotes
of their time at the university as post graduate or doctoral
students and paying respectful visits to the ravine to observe
wild creatures had become a tradition of sorts.
In the words of Dr. T. Ganesh, 1987-90 batch of what
used to be called the Salim Ali School of Ecology: “The ravine
had clear flowing water that would get muddy in the rains
and which opened out to what is now the East Coast Road.”
He added: “In the early 90s we had documented owls along
the ravine and recorded the breeding and hatching of chicks.”
Since then, students like myself have sporadically kept the
tradition alive and in recent years the interest has been pursued by newer batches of students. The owls seem to being
doing well in this hidden ravine that offers nothing to most
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humans, apart from those who have nothing but the interest
of the owls at heart.
That the population of the ravine’s Rock Eagle-Owls
had seen two decades of ecologists come and go, speaks
well of both researchers and the birds. A bridge built
across the ravine connecting the two different blocks
of the university is an ideal place to listen silently to the
drama of the owls after dark. Speaking for myself, that
dummy dummy
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The youngest of the owl chicks was frail and tired and the author instantly moved away from the nest when he saw the bird as the adults might otherwise
have abandoned the nest altogether.

The owls feed on a large variety of prey ranging from rodents to birds
(including other birds of prey and smaller owls) and even bats, hare and
reptiles. They do not swallow their prey whole. The author found this rodent
skull in one of the owl’s pellets.
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distinctive ‘bubooo’ call is nothing short of hypnotic. With
luck, when the sky is light, it is possible to see one of the
birds flying soundlessly to hunt in the fields, a short distance from the campus.
There are several such ravines across Pondicherry
where owls and other wildlife must be eking out a living.
Being a coastal town with hard soils, flowing water has
carved out deep gashes into the earth as it finds its way
to the sea. Very little vegetation is able to take root here
save for a few sparse grasses and stunted bushes.

Disrespecting paradise

AD
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There are several ravines cutting across Pondicherry, where owls and other
wildlife survive. Being a coastal town with hard soils, flowing water carves
deep gashes into the earth as it finds its way to the sea. This ravine cuts
through the centre of the Pondicherry University campus before opening up
into the Bay of Bengal.
Seshadri. K.S

What do you do when people see no merit in allowing
nature to thrive undisturbed? For reasons that no one
can adequately explain, few years ago some anonymous
decision-maker chose to channel the entire sewage from
the university directly into the ravine which the owls called
home. Who knows what toxic chemicals reach the ravine?
For now, however, the disgusting stench seems to have
kept most people away, which is some compensation for
the owls, for whom isolation is clearly vital to survival.
But unless better sense prevails, things can only go
from bad to worse since the university has expansion
plans to accommodate increasing numbers of students.
When I visited the university again early this year, two
new blocks were already built and another five were on
the anvil. The sewage generated by this ‘township’ is
unlikely to be treated. What is more, we can see two huge
excavations near the ravine, obviously the foundation of
new buildings creeping ever closer to the owls’ refuge.
Not even the most adaptable owls will be able to survive
such plans. I have no doubt that across India, Rock Eagle-owls
share a fate similar to that of the Pondicherry University
campus owls. The rocky areas where they nest are either
being blasted for granite or otherwise disturbed. The ravines
where they breed are being degraded and filled with toxic effluents. The paddy fields that once offered rodents and frogs
as food are now heavily laced with pesticides and chemicals.
Who knows how these must be impacting the owls that ingest
such persistent organic pollutants? On top of all this, the owls
are caught and sold in markets under the mistaken belief that
they bestow black magic powers to all manner of charlatans,
who are ever-ready to take advantage of the superstitious
and gullible.
I hope the pair of owls and their three young ones
do not turn out to be the last of their species to breed
on campus. It is time that the people of Pondicherry and
Auroville; the students and concerned authorities of the
university all unite to protect, for posterity, the wilderness
and species that ask little of us apart from isolation. If we
find the good sense and will to give them a suitable place
to breed, the sparse vegetation around the ravines will
greatly help check the soil loss that is taking such a heavy
toll on the larger landscape.
If we fail, the disappearance of the owls might well herald an era of decline that will surely overwhelm us humans
too, at some point. b

From blasting their rocky homes for granite, to polluting ravines with
toxic effluents and pesticide-laden agricultural run-off, human actions
are impacting rodents and frogs and therefore the very future of
creatures such as the Rock Eagle-owls.
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