Kartik Shanker and Soumya Prasad

bout eight years ago, a special

issue in a magazine in India

recounted the contributions
of one of its premier wildlife research
institutions. While singing paeans
about its faculty, rescarchers and
students, it had one glaring omission
- no mention of the legions of loyal
field staff who had made this research
possible, through years and years of
dedicated service to not undemanding
jobs. This unfortunately reflects how
the ruling class views this community,
perhaps not individually, but certainly
institutionally. Many researchers do
have fine and lasting relationships
with their field assistants, but most are
employed as daily wage labour, whose
services can be terminated at any time.
Not nearly enough credit has been
given to them for their willingness to
work in trying conditions, their local
knowledge, humour, and as often
as not, their fraternal or paternal
relationship with the researchers.

Rauf Ali

t is impossible to know where to
begin in situations like these; it feels
as if I almost knew Ravi Sankaran all
my life. It must have been after the mid-
80s that we met. An incident comes to
mind immediately. There was a seminar
at Topslip, in the Indira Gandhi National

Park. It wasn’t very inspiring. People

Few wildlife or ecology studies could
have been carried out without these
dedicated field assistants. In many
parts of India, these are traditional
forest dwellers whose knowledge of
the land, of the forests, habitats, flora
and fauna become invaluable to the
research. As a colleague commented a
decade and a half ago “I have a GPS
unit; his name is Shivaji>. In other
cases, they were locals whose skill
and aptitude for field research may
have provided an opportunity, but
what clinched the deal was a tolerance
of rough weather, rogue elephants,
ticks, leeches, and other joys of field
work. This issue is dedicated to the
field assistants who have worked in
numerous field projects with little or
no public acknowledgement of their
contribution.

No doubt the task of documentingand
acknowledging these contributions
deserves greater detail and deeper

were waiting for the clock to strike 5; a
ride round the park had been promised.
I hunted down Ravi to check whether he
was coming. “Of course not! I do this for
a living, why should I do it when I'm on
vacation”? Now why haven’t the rest of
us realised this?

Ravistarted work with the Lesser Florican
-abird of open grasslands. This continued
almost to the present, with Ravi having
to grow a large moustache before going
to Rajasthan and Gujarat every year.
This research led to major initiatives

Thukwaa = Karen word for ‘cousin’, implying he indulges in disreputable activities such as poaching

exploration than is offered here.
However, over the eight years since
we first mooted the idea and received
widespread and enthusiastic response
from wildlife biologists accross the
country, the difficulty of transforming
oral histories into scholarly essays
has proved too great a collective
hurdle. We therefore serve this up
as an appetiser and hope that more
detailed contributions will follow in
due course.

We begin the issue with a tribute to
a man who appreciated this perhaps
more than any one else. Every field site
that he worked at, he established an
astonishingrapportwith hisassistants,
their families and the community.
Inevitably, he became a part of them.
That itself was the biggest tribute of
all to their role in this arena of wildlife
biology and conservation.
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of Science,

in conserving this heavily hunted
species, involving active partnerships
with villagers and Forest Departments.
Ravi always insisted on spending a lot
of time with local residents explaining
sustainable use to them, and this was the
first such effort, and possibly the first
time village communities had been made
active partners in a bird conservation
programme. This was followed by a
major study on the Nicobar Megapode
and then the edible nest swiftlet, which
is still ongoing. We used to say that he
started with the ‘birds people ate), went
on to the ‘birds whose eggs people ate
and then on to the ‘birds whose nests



