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Praise for My Wild City

‘Charming, observant, beautifully written, and chock-full of fascinating insights. Above all it is a reminder that the most extraordinary wonders of the natural world can be found in the most improbable places if we only know how to look, to smell, to feel, and to understand.’

—William Dalrymple, historian and broadcaster; author of The Golden Road

‘A call to notice, to cherish and to protect, My Wild City is for anyone who has ever found solace in the shade of a city tree in a crowded street or marvelled at the tenacity of life sprouting through cracked concrete. This beautifully written book is a reminder that even in the heart of the city, wonder is waiting to be rediscovered.’

—Amitav Ghosh, author of The Great Derangement

‘My Wild City is a bold and glorious book about humans, cities and the wild lives of the beings—from fireflies to rivers––with whom we share the habitats we have built. It is brilliantly crafted at the level of the sentence and image, adventurous in its forms and tones, and its themes—memory, love, loss, care, value––are as embracing and urgent as they come. It’s magnificent.’

—Robert Macfarlane, author of Is a River Alive?

‘Brilliant and nuanced explorations of curiosity and belonging. Neha Sinha reveals the many unexpected ways that human and more-than-human lives are interwoven in the city. Her boundless and inspiring enthusiasm for discovery bring into vivid focus the joys and heartbreaks of opening all our senses to the living world.’

—David George Haskell, biologist and two-time Pulitzer Prize finalist; author of How Flowers Made Our World

‘A very original, lyrical but scientifically erudite hymn to the nature still flourishing in this most urban of urban environments, and a beautifully evocative reminder for a capitalist society of what capital really is: what we are all living off.’

—Ruth Padel, author of Tigers in Red Weather

‘A miracle and a triumph; Neha Sinha lays bare Delhi’s wild heart, teeming with a million intersecting lives.’

—Nilanjana S. Roy, author of Black River

‘In My Wild City, Neha Sinha returns to what she does best—catching a world between “forgotten” and “found”, flight and forest, she shares with us a city whose living history is the history of its plant and animal lives.’

—Sumana Roy, author of How I Became a Tree

‘This book is an astonishing guide to Delhi—part portrait, part manifesto. Neha reveals the intimate ways in which nature is woven through city life, inviting you to see the city anew. All you need to bring is your attention.’

—JC Niala, author of The New Eden

‘Neha is clearly dedicated to preserving the urban wildlife and flora of Delhi. But what is more, she is not afraid to speak up about the misogyny that many Indian women face whilst working within conservation. I commend her.’

—David Lindo, author of The Urban Birder
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What do you see out of your window as you read this? If you’re in New York, perhaps you see a Common starling, pesky and invasive, but shining like glitter. In Sydney, maybe you hear rather than see a lorikeet screeching, full-throated, full-hearted and vivid. In London, perhaps you look out at a street which has the singular memory of a fox loping through at dusk. In Delhi, I see a thick-leafed tree with a red-eyed, mischievous Indian koel, a cuckoo, waiting to lay eggs in an unsuspecting crow’s nest.

Cities are places for action and imagination. And a great city, as E.B. White wrote in his 1949 essay ‘Here is New York’, ‘blends the gift of privacy with the excitement of participation’. We come to cities for anonymity but also recognition—we come to work, but we stay for the life they offer. Cities are like palimpsests, worlds set upon worlds, text upon text. Great cities wear history lightly, and sometimes, in the right light, you can see the past emerge from the present, or watch the present get subsumed into the past. In his book City of Djinns: A Year in Delhi, William Dalrymple writes on how some places in the city still remain as they were: mystics singing in the Nizamuddin dargah, a tradition of 700 years, Nilgai antelope roaming the Sanjay Van forest, having been here for even longer.

I’d like to argue that great cities are also indistinguishable from their natural histories. Cities like Delhi and London, that came up on the banks of great rivers, have lived in the space between fog-on-the-river and land, between the knowable and the unknowable, between the tepid and the exciting. More recent green interventions—Central Park in New York, the deftly curated gardens of Tokyo and Kyoto, Singapore’s zoo and safari—are places not just to wander in, but to locate meaning in. And sometimes, a great bird flaps into these spaces. Recently, citizens of New York were enamoured by Flaco, a Eurasian eagle-owl who escaped the New York zoo and lived freely for an entire year in the city. Flaco had devoted fans who followed his every move, several newspaper articles on him, and an Instagram page. His life of celebrity began as his life of ‘freedom’ started—in him, New Yorkers perhaps sensed a mirror for what they wanted: free will combined with a homing instinct. Because that is what cities do to us, in the manner of kites on a headwind: they let us go, they let us be, but also let us come back to them.

But freedoms in cities are also negotiated spaces. Flaco died in 2024 because of the peculiarities of human density, and the way people construct lives in a crowded city—he collided into a building, and he also carried high levels of rat poison in his blood. Scientists have described the ‘landscape of fear’1 that birds can have in noisy urban areas, in which the fear of predation reduces nestling weight. This isn’t just for birds: it is also true for women and the poor and marginalized in a metropolis, trying to live despite dangers, trying to belong, to thrive, even as fear pervades their life.

My Wild City uncovers the great city of Delhi, enmeshed with nature, even as fear and challenges run through urban and neural networks. I go in the belly of mines, the slopes of the Aravalli hills, on the ramparts of forts, and into the depths of deciduous forests to find how wilderness thrives in the city, and also what wilderness means for the spirit of the extraordinary people who live here. I find things that slip in and out of our consciousness, London foxes at night. A mongoose mother, that creature of opportunity, crossing a road and disappearing into a hole whose position you forget as soon as her tail swishes away; a jackal laughing in the night next to an eleventh century monument; an Indian eagle-owl, much like Flaco, blinking solemnly at the world; a firefly flashing for a mate, just like the rest of us. Everyone looking to belong.

‘What if our networks for joy included birdsong, the crescendo of crickets on a summer evening, and neighbours calling to each other across the road?’ writes the wonderful Robin Wall Kimmerer in The Serviceberry: Abundance and Reciprocity in the Natural World. ‘I’ve long believed that those who have more joy win,’ she writes. I agree, and while those with joy win, winning joy is a tough task in crowded cities. As the great poet J. Drew Lanham writes: ‘Joy is the sharp eye/watching little brown sparrows,/and the kind one, focused/on little brown children too … Joy is the justice we give ourselves.’2

And so, in My Wild City, I search for places that have meaning for both the human and the more-than-human. Timeless places, such as an overlooked grove of centuries-old trees; imperilled places, such as a tree in the middle of a road; places that have been refound and rewilded: modern biodiversity parks that look to the past for resilience at a time of climate change. I parse through memories to understand how entangled we once were with rivers (there are two big rivers in Delhi, the Yamuna and the lesser-known Sahibi), search for oft-overlooked birds (there are over 400 bird species in Delhi, some crossing the tallest mountain range on earth, the Himalayas, to migrate to Delhi) and see how we might rediscover old words and wildernesses in our hearts. I meet people who have found joy, kept it and spread it, candles in the wind, a resistance to the cruelties of the world, an act of community.

‘Umwelt’ is a word to describe the particular way an organism sees the world—butterflies and birds have UV vision, ants sense things from their feet, some beetles use the stars to navigate. Expanding our umwelt to one that accommodates wildlife can be a radical act of seeing. In the hundreds of hours that I have spent walking and clambering over the city—Delhi and the National Capital Region (or NCR) of Gurugram and Faridabad3—I include all that I see, with people being a single thread in a vast tapestry of plant, animal and rock. The palimpsest is now not just of the past and present, but of night and day, and the human and more-than-human.

In his book Is a River Alive? Robert Macfarlane leans on Maori philosophy to ask: Who are your waters? He suggests that rivers and clouds co-author each other. I find this is true for the trees we stand under, the soil we smell, the sunbird on the flower, the landscape we see every day, both concrete and cloud. The co-authors of our life are many.

My waters are of the Yamuna, my soil is the Aravalli hills. These are texts and beings begging to be read, to be felt, smelt and seen for what they are. This is their story as much as of those who live with them; the beginning of an idea that capital isn’t just money, but a mingling of our lives with nature.

I hope the water colour illustrations in this book will help you sense nature. They are designed to leave an impression, to leave you with the feeling of the creature or plant, rather than recreate an exact photographic rendition. For instance, the impression that owlets leave on me is that they are rotund and friendly, and I hope the illustrations convey that.

As I write this in September, the air is turning in Delhi. Soon the time of festivities will take over, the wildflower calendar synchronizing their blooming with traditional ceremonies—grass flowers, sapphire blue-pea flowers, the bewitching Alstonia scholaris flowers. I hope you like the flower calendar in this book and liken it to ecological cosmologies from where you live. I have also provided ecological concepts and approaches to make our lives a little bit better, a ‘little richer and rawer’, as George Monbiot suggests in his book Feral. My Wild City is thus a book about one great city, but it is seeded with ideas for all great cities.
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PART 1
The Forgotten



All flourishing is mutual.

—The Serviceberry, Robin Wall Kimmerer

But there is another, possibly deeper, limitation to the legend’s mystical conception of balance: it is a contract drawn up and signed by a single party, and it provides for no mechanism through which to understand the needs of the other protagonists; in this scheme of things, the forest has no means of articulating its interests.

—Wild Fictions, Amitav Ghosh






Forgotten Gardens
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This little girl didn’t like playing with dead dolls. She preferred her playmates to be living. A line of black ants, a bright-eyed bird that never came too close, a mongoose1 that nibbled at something she couldn’t see at the very boundary of her empire—a garden with a little wall around it. These playmates would walk into her games like human players and then amble off in the way of wild animals. She would sit in the garden talking to them, and they would appear into her line of sight or hearing. She realized later that they were co-creating the games—when ants marched forth over her feet, it would be all about tip-toeing so no one got hurt. When a bulbul picked up an insect to feed a chick, the game would tilt from loud kitchen-play to breath-withheld wild safari, and when a squirrel pranced amidst the yellow sorrel blossoms, it was hide-and-seek. She was learning how to notice things without hurting them, learning how to pursue without a chase. There was excitement without violence.

In her cupboards indoors, there were dolls. They were neatly arranged, because they were unused: she didn’t play with them. Dolls never did anything more than open their eyes and then shut them. They were either asleep, or worse, awake with a single, frozen expression. Animals, though, had so much animation. Ants did things which defied how adults perceived insects to be. They didn’t have eyebrows or voices like people did. But they certainly had expressions. When an ant walked down a path and met another one, she reached over and felt her friend. And she seemed to jump in surprise.2 If you looked again you would realize they both jumped: it was a joyous greeting that just happened to be mute.3 A silent shout through the grasses. The ants also carried things together, and the little girl had noticed how they seemed to feel for each other before they started their joint tasks—a ‘Hello, how do you do’, and then: ‘We can do this.’4 There were many kinds of ants in that garden in North Delhi. Large black ants with big mouth pincers, looking like scale models of sharply intelligent aliens,5 becoming active after the rains. Small red ones that seemed to be angry all the time, because they bit the inside of her elbows and the backs of her knees. Ants with heads larger than their bodies. Small black ants that always drowned in the water she put out for birds.

There were other beings too, not as gleamingly sanitary as ants. There was one type which she could smell before she saw. It had a sour, forbidding scent, the smell of bad places—corners of walls where people urinated, unwashed toilets, forgotten buildings. The smell came from something with many stripes and many legs. This being liked the corners of walls meeting the ground and lay in heaps in those moist places. She would poke one to watch what happened next. The lithe, numerous-limbed body would abruptly slacken and then just as suddenly curl up into a tight ball, trembling with a desire to get away. It wasn’t just the face of the animal: the entire body of the millipede was an expression when touched. And then there were dragonflies that landed on shards of grass, their wings gleaming like broken glass with veined cracks shining through. They were alert and muscular—their entire being was a stern, military expression. On the flowers, particularly the roses, there was a large, bright red-and-black insect. This was the blister beetle, and something about its body language—perhaps its slow, nearly overconfident steps over petals—told her the blister beetle should not be touched.

She had only seen one more thing that was as expressive as insects in the garden. It was a plant with a pink, dramatic poof of a flower and feathery leaves. When you as much as grazed the spine of the leaf with your smallest finger, the leaves shut themselves tightly, as if closing their eyes in protest. This was the touch-me-not or the mimosa plant.6 She could almost see electric signals firing and synapses snapping in the plants and bugs—the aliveness of these organisms took her breath away. Snails glid forth from a bunch of shankhapushpi flowers, like stately ships in a sea with a destination only they knew. Soft-bodied slugs left silvery trails in the grass. Beetles shared secrets with each in their private world under fallen leaves below the row of football lilies. On the roses, ladybugs dived. And always, eternally, the ants greeted each other. The air fizzed with things that could not be heard in English or Bengali but were clearly happening right in front of her. There was a language being spoken here, without any words, but leaving its mark nonetheless. The signals were clear: life was here, right here.

On one side of the grasses, the garden contained a rose quarter with fifty rose shrubs planted in a circle. The flowers were strongly fragrant, but they fell apart the moment they were touched. Sometimes, she could tell if a desi (Indian) rose had been visited by a particular kind of insect, because it looked blowsy, about to tremble and fall to the ground. She knew then that in the garden, even insects left footprints. And the various signals and imprints—silver trails left by slugs, the nearly-fallen-apart roses, little round balls of earthworm waste, presented a neat lettering in front of her: Small is B.I.G.

That little girl was me. I had grown up in a house surrounded by a garden in Tagore Park, a small residential colony in North Delhi. The garden, too, had grown in me, putting forth shoots and branches: so much so that I remembered some things to the detriment of others. I forgot uncles and aunts, but I remembered plants and animals. Some plants had become giants, taking up all the space in my mind.

One such giant was a cactus that sprang up like a tree in a corner of the garden, though I didn’t know its name. I often think about this cactus. And what were the names of the various yellow wildflowers in the grass? Which was the graceful orange bird with a long tail that visited on occasion? I didn’t know the formal names of these visitors.

And then, as I grew up, I lost the sense of abandon of the little girl.

When I see a garden today, things hold me back in a vice. Embarrassments spring up around me in a sharp, thick knot of grasses. There is always somewhere else to go, an appointment to keep. The clock ticks with errands and impatience, both chains of their own kind. If I’m on my way to work, I can’t muddy my knees and clothes. I can’t bend over and run my hands through a clump of shrubs, fearing I will be pricked by something new I can’t recognize. But more than anything, I wonder: Am I safe? Adulthood signifies a depletion of the cozy familiar. The unknown stretches wide and perilous, informed by the abstract horrors of the world, and by lived experience. The unknown sucks up everything, leeching into the boundaries of safe places. Adulthood is realizing the unknown is the world, and what we call safe are just little islands, lighthouses that signify the harbour but also the perils of getting there. Life gets defined not by its safe spots and harbours but by how the sea of the unsafe will be negotiated, every day, every hour. Every park and stretch of road can be a danger, especially in the dark. Is the prickle at the back of my neck because someone is watching? Whose garden am I in? Does the garden belong to the state? To a person? To no one? Is it sub-judice? The simple act of rifling through the grass growing on the ground is interrupted by these qualifications. That is how freshness can die, taking innocence with it. This is how caution makes cuts on fingers, grass-blade cuts, silently bleeding into the daily, leading to an attrition of energy and attention.

In my mind though, my cactus tree is still strong. The footprints of the insects of the subterranean and overground soil world are deep and dark. Even though the edges of the garden are tinged with danger, I know small is big. And you don’t need a written language to be expressive. I must recreate these memories. I must find and name the plants and animals of the garden and revel again in their non-verbal sense-scape. I must translate what they tried to tell me.7 In essence, I know the task in front of me: I must reclaim the garden of my childhood. I must regrow its wild, strong sense of abandon. I must join hands with all the other misfits who hike up their skirts, trousers and saris to look through grasses and unknown flowers to understand our place in the world. And we must be resilient in the ancient, sentient and connected ways ecosystems are, while facing the great city of Delhi.8







Forgotten Trees
The Name of This Tree Is My Tree
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Next to the house of my teenage years, there stood a tree. It was a twisted image from a clever carnival mirror—it looked like a doppelganger of the neem. But it wasn’t the neem—not quite. Its proportions were a little different, a little more refined. The neem tree was ubiquitous1—everyone loved it and spoke of it like a rich, generous aunt: an entity that had passed on a gift to each family member at some point or the other. In my neighbourhood in the 1990s, people broke off neem twigs to clean their teeth with in the early mornings, leaving their teeth frothy and sparkling. My mother crushed the leaves, mixing them with honey to give us a truly eye-watering, tongue-curling daily tonic. Others used the baby pink leaves in early summer for chutneys and fries. The tree in front of my house resembled the neem. But it was subtly different. Its trunk had waving whorls, and the bole in the tree had such complex wrinkles that it looked like a mouth in a pout. The leaves were prettier than the neem’s, a little less serrated, a little broader, overall more photogenic. Pale yellow fruit clustered on the tree, like it was wearing beaded earrings. When the wind blew, fractals of leaves would sway up and down, up and down. It was a mesmeric, eternal dance. Watching from the second-floor balcony, I felt like I was watching waves. The tree looked very old (would it be about thirty years old?—thirty felt positively ancient to my eleven-year-old self), but it also seemed very young, because of the new nubs of leaves, its round cheeks of fruit.

I didn’t know the name of the tree, but I gave it a name. Sea-tree. Citri for short.

Looking at the Citri, I felt fiercely, and all over me, that this tree was mine. There would surely be better and bigger and more familiar trees that felt like generous aunts or waves of the sea. But this one was mine, and that counted. In its quiet but roiling waves, it made my life count. I never enjoyed mathematics and I’d look at my Citri when I was stuck with homework that paralysed me with tedium. A wind would spring up, and the tree’s waves would hypnotize me. The tree was my weathervane, and my harbour—I always knew when a storm was coming because I would watch the tree from my study table. I wanted to be in the Citri, to feel leaf-waves around me, to feel like a tree, to experience rich green life beyond the blue lines of my maths notebook.

In the manner of what happens with great, beloved trees, other tree fans arrived too. A Rose-ringed parakeet pair wanted to take up residence in the bole and they fought with a pair of Common mynas over the space. No one got it in the end. Squirrels scampered up and down, horizontally and vertically, like they had everywhere to be all at once. If two parakeets take one fruit every two hours, how many does the squirrel have, I asked myself, in a crude parody of a maths problem. I didn’t care much for the maths, but ecological questions, on relationships between animals and trees, were beginning to tunnel into my head.

I decided to ask the tree some questions. Maybe I could leave a message in that bole.

‘What is your name? Do you want to stand in a forest, or are you fine here?’

The tree didn’t respond. In my pre-teen impatience, I waited for waves that would present an immediate response to my deep, intelligent questions. The waves didn’t come.

I understood something that day, though. The Citri, my tree, had to be here, where I was. It could not be elsewhere. Its placement as something I could see and access was of prime and urgent importance. The same rush may have informed those fighting for Sarojini Nagar trees in South Delhi.2 Those trees were to be cut down for ‘redevelopment’ of government colonies. Tree lovers protested: why did the trees need to go, why couldn’t new buildings be made with the existing neems, gulmohars and sausage trees on the sidewalk? Dreams of afforestation on the border of the city would never be the same as trees next to windows.
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In the last house my parents had rented, another nameless tree had dripped mystery on the sidewalk.

This tree had feathery, romantic leaves and short, wicked thorns. It seemed a good personality balance as long as you didn’t try to touch it. The first time I met Shakuntala, I was standing on the terrace and gazing at the tree and its green pods hanging in twisted spirals.

‘Jalebi. The tree will give us jalebi,’3 a girl’s voice said. I turned to look at her. Shakuntala had almond-shaped eyes which were the colour of chocolate nutties. Her clothes were old and worn. But her eyes glinted with knowing, and an open challenge. The information had been offered as a gift, but the next line was a provocation. ‘You can eat the fruit,’ she said, ‘if you know how to get it.’ There was a challenge in that last line, a passive style of aggression that immediately called out to me. I had to know more.

Shakuntala didn’t introduce herself. But I knew of her. She was the daughter of the chowkidar, who doubled as the handyman of the house. He had mournful eyes and a slow, somnolent voice. His daughter was just the opposite: her eyes sparkled with life and rebellion. Her story was just starting.

I considered what she had just said about the jalebi. The dense tree did not look like it wanted to part with anything, let alone sweetmeats. I decided I would be coolly detached and incredulous.

‘I don’t believe you.’

‘We will see.’

Every evening, I would watch a peacock come and perch on another tree outside my house. As the sky turned darker, he would flap noisily towards a tall, straight tree with silvery bark. That tree was a solitary eucalyptus, standing straight and tall, its breadth making it look like a fair-skinned NRI who was proud of his Australian heritage. The peacock never came to the jalebi tree. In my mind this was because the tree’s prickles were too intense and forbidding. It had none of the comfort or elegance that other trees did.

Hanging out with Shakuntala was like that too—there was never any comfort, elegance or any of the other qualities I had been taught to cherish at home or school. Instead, it meant stomping around the garden and climbing trees in my nice clothes. Shakuntala’s family lived on our terrace. They never came into our rooms or gardens, so the terrace was her turf, and she knew every crevice of it. In a crack in the wall, she hid a special laminated picture that meant something to her, but which she never allowed me to see. She would caper up to the unfenced terrace above her room, her feet finding footholds only she knew about. She stood in the rain on this private little terrace, letting the water run through her while I waited in an alcove. I was stabbed with jealousy as I watched—she always, always looked like she was willing to take risks, and she inherently understood that rewards chase risk-takers.

We had a begrudging friendship. She thought I was too rich and too soft, I thought she was too rude. She never said hello to me when I met her. I would stand in front of her, wanting to say something, and she would just say, ‘We will get papayas today’ or ‘Today we are bringing down jalebis from the tree’. She set the rules for where we could go, because she took the risks, and I took only calculated risks. She said only the essential things, her mouth being occupied with a hunger and sharpness that I lacked. Every day I met her, I felt like I was handling thorns.

So when Shakuntala reminded me that the jalebi tree would give us fruit in a week, I believed her. On the day she decided the fruit was ripe enough to pluck, she went inside the room her family lived in and came back with a bamboo stick. Then, she palmed a stone and cracked the head of the bamboo open. The bamboo tore in a long, straight line. Its splinter was neat, remembering that it was grass, not wood. I had seen Baya weaver birds notch grass in a similar manner: they cocked their heads, and pulled thin, straight strips from the main blade of grass. These strands were easier to work with, and perhaps this also reduced the knife-like sharpness of the grass. Like the Baya, Shakuntala knew the way of the grass, and the rules it followed. She handled the bamboo deftly, with no runaway splinters piercing her fingers. Notch made, she then took the split head of the bamboo and lodged a pebble in it. What she now had—what we now had, I told myself—was something like a pair of bamboo pliers.

‘I’m going to use this to get the jalebi,’ Shakuntala announced, sweat beading her face. She stood on the veranda, leaning over with her bamboo-tool, her arms quivering with effort. Then, she craned further, her bare toes moving to grip the guardrail. She fastened the tool around the stem with the reddest fruit. She clamped down. Then, she started twisting.

I did nothing but watch. She wouldn’t let me touch her weapon. Ten minutes later—she grunting with effort, and me sweating with the anxiety of paying attention—a jalebi lay on the ground, its stem lacerated by the twisting bamboo.

We raced downstairs to pick up the fruit which promised to be dessert.

‘I’ll get there first,’ Shakuntala said as she panted down the stairs.

‘No, it will be me,’ I said. ‘Silly witch,’ I sniped in my mind.

She got there first, as I had known she would, and scooped up the prize. It was a long line of fruit, packed in a red pod. It fell in a spiral: sensuous and loose, like the sinuous body of a python packed with muscle. You had to use your nails to peel the pods, and then a litchi-white pulp, veined with red, emerged. We broke pieces of the jalebi, flung away the seeds, and then smashed the prize into our mouths to chew. We each wanted to be the first to deliver the verdict.

I masticated, waiting for my mouth to be suffused with flavour, syrup and achievement. I waited a beat more for comprehension, and disappointment flooded me. The taste was terrible. The fruit was stringy, and instead of a juicy sweetness, it had an astringent-like quality—like its sweetness had been diluted with each new pod taking birth.

‘Bllll … I hate this!’ I said.

‘It’s not that bad,’ she replied. ‘I worked for it,’ was her implication.

‘But it is that bad! Even a banana is better.’

‘Well,’ she rolled her shoulders and looked at me sideways. ‘This is free.’

I stopped, ashamed. Shakuntala seemed to have said something of immense importance. For those who didn’t have a centre-bowl of the season’s latest fruit, foraged fruit was a reward. In her thorny, incisive way, Shakuntala had spoken the bare truth. Trees line tasteful avenues, something just to look at for the rich. For the less fortunate, they can be an afternoon of fun—and nutrition.

I ate some more jalebis that day, more to give my friend company than anything else. But indignation burned at me. The fruit made me uncomfortable somehow. It was like an untamed relative of all the kiwis, peaches and custard apples I ate at home. The incursion of a jungle jalebi felt like I was eating storms and wild sunrays which had somehow made themselves smaller for my weak, soft mouth.

[image: ]

Years later, I met Shakuntala again. On a school night, she had come to visit along with her sister. They were in the drawing room of our new house: we had shifted out from the old property. I hadn’t thought about the jalebi tree in years. Or of her. Shakuntala sat in a chair, dressed in a salwar kameez, her eyes and lips lined with colour. Her gaze was lowered, and when she spoke to my father, her voice was a conscious whisper. All her thorns seemed to have turned inwards, like they had needled reality into her body. She looked like any other girl, not my rude, proud friend. She seemed to have learned that she must soften her voice, her hard edges, the fire of her defiance, and become an easily quietened woman. A sweet woman. We made polite conversation as evening fell.

I didn’t realize it then, but the jalebi tree had been telling me something. It had stringy, tough fruit for stringy, tough women. If the fruit had been sweet, it would have been unmemorable. It would have been like a store-bought banana, not a hard-won battle prize. The jungle jalebi had the wildness that came before polite society bludgeoned us to conform.

Shakuntala left, her eyes still lowered, the fight gone out of her. I was in class XII, studying all the time. She didn’t offer me her number. I didn’t ask for it. We knew this was the last time we were seeing each other. I didn’t have the heft, or the power, to help, or to change her life, if she wanted my assistance.

But through the tree, I remembered always: two wild women, sour-bitter, thorny and triumphant, free.

Later, in my college years, I began visiting my old house, not for the property, but for the tree.

And I learned something, almost as if the tree had texted me with a message.

Trees don’t have to be elegant, and the truly memorable is often not sweet. Just like us, or the memories of us. For the first time, I left a tree with a message, not a question.

Thank you for the thorns.

[image: ]

Years later, armed with mobile applications and with a little money in hand that allowed me to buy Pradip Krishen’s wonderful Trees of Delhi, I watched a Citri in a little park near Malcha Marg. The park was a neat square I had been birdwatching in. Like my Citri, this tree also hung with globules of fruit. There were so many it was clear they didn’t get eaten as swiftly as the figs of other trees, like the peepals or banyans that grew through the walls of places one noticed only because of the trees—old houses, public toilets, a neighbour’s roof. A pair of Grey hornbills flapped noisily towards the Citri,4 their wings moving together. One of the birds landed, cocked its head, and plucked a drupe. These are some of the best things to see as a nature-lover: a full-grown tree, spread out beautifully like the arrangement of lines in a poem, and a mature bird on its branches, there for the fruit, there to give the poem a poignant ending. I expected the hornbill to throw its head back and toss the fruit into its huge bill. Instead, it hopped over to its partner. Tenderly, and with great focus, it fed its partner instead.

Hornbills nest in holes in large trees. To bring up their chick, the male seals the female in the hole. She takes care of the chick, and he takes care of the menu—bringing meals for both mother and chick. Even when they are not rearing their young, the male hornbill will feed the female so she can get accustomed to the period when she won’t have the liberty to find her own food. What I was looking at then was the insight of a male caring for his mate and his future family, and the female accepting his gifts.5 It was as a ritual on a dining table—when something hand-stirred and hand-measured is offered, you understand implicitly that it is special, regardless of whether it is staid khichdi for children or an exciting, spicy curry for adults. Whether stirred by hand, or carried in a hornbill’s impressive beak, such food is regard. And the female accepting this regard comes with an implicit understanding: she knows food which is carried to her is food that scaffolds bonds. As an eleven-year-old, I had known that the Citri held nests of smaller parakeets. That day I learnt trees like Citri shelter and feed larger birds too. I knew that the Citri was mine, but it was theirs too. And because they didn’t get to write books, it felt right that the tree was more theirs than mine. I searched for the formal name of the tree then. The Citri was called bakain, Melia azedarach. A cousin of the neem.

The bakain is not native to India, but it has threaded its quiet ways through our lives, and more importantly, into the lives of birds.

In the summer, the bakain produces a kind of magic. Usually, you can smell it before you see it. It is a subtle flower, unlike the ones we usually tend to notice. You have noticed a rose received on Valentine’s Day, grown under precise conditions. You have seen the vinca or sada bahar flower (whose literal translation is: ‘always blooming’), which grows and blossoms under any condition: in dry drains, on walls where water dribbles out of leaky pipes, on an inch of soil between bricks. You have noticed flowers in the garden that your family has tended to—marigolds, strung in necklaces and in songs, and tulsi, grown for its leaves but also possessing small, scented flowers. To see flowers we look downwards, and sideways. Towards the mulch of the garden, towards a man selling a bouquet next to a crumbling public market which features standard photocopy stores. Perhaps we don’t always look up. We may be missing mature trees with crowns of small flowers. Especially if they are flowers like the neem or bakain, falling softly on the senses, small and delicate. The bakain, like the neem, produces a profusion of tiny, star-shaped flowers. The neem has white flowers, the bakain tender, lavender ones. Their petals are like the first flush of sunrays across the sky—a colour touched by soft beginnings. And in all, the flowers are unobtrusive. When you walk below the tree, the scent will come to you as a gentle suggestion, the kind of luxuriating fragrance that doesn’t prickle your nostrils but opens a tunnel to another world, a particular memory. To me, the Citri’s flowers are the smell of my grandmother’s Pond’s talcum powder—a fragile smell, meant to perfume miasmas of sickness and pat away the wrinkles of old age.

Despite their star-shaped beauty, bakain blooms are so small that you may easily miss them. They’re tinier than your fingernails, more flecks than flowers, with their numbers giving them heft. When the tree fills with tens of hundreds of flowers, it’s like the wind has fondled the tree’s leaves and tossed them here and there, showing lighter backs and sides, like a trick of the wind and light. You can’t really tell there’s a flower unless you are paying close attention. And so, bakain flowers have forced me to pay attention, to them, and to the world—to my grandmother who does her hair in the same way every day; to a Rufous tree-pie that flies over a line of goods vehicles, one of which says ‘Dekho magar pyar se’;6 at Citri clusters breaking the smog line.

Meanwhile, the Grey hornbill continues his love story on the bakain, even as I write mine with the Citri. There is no Shakuntala now, but there will always be affection for trees, for prickles, for cherishing the odd ones, the misfits.

I understand now: the name of the tree is not the most important thing. Memories could be more important, and the tree being where we are. Twenty years later, I find a tree with small leaves and a warty bark outside my office on Lodhi Road. It looks familiar. It looks like childhood, like fairy tales with teeth. It looks like a jungle jalebi.

I am a conservation biologist now, but I still know the formal name of a tree is not the most important thing. What matters is that you notice the tree, and that you allow it to tunnel into your life, to open new neural pathways. The jungle jalebi tree is called Pithecellobium dulce. But for me it will always be the jalebi tree from the summers spent with Shakuntala, sister to the Citri that had found me.

After years, I left a text for the office tree.

The name of this tree is my tree.
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It is over an hour and a half from any place we recognize. As we come to Mitraon, all known symbols of Delhi recede into the background. The road descends into a series of potholes, and oddly enough, speed breakers—as if the potholes are not enough to jar the progress of our car. The dominant feeling is that of a noisy town jostling against large, silent wheat fields—behind the road and buildings, noise vanishes into the wheat, like someone smudged out the city and eased it into the bucolic. The April sun is a scuffed coin in the sky. Dust from the potholes and the fields is thick in the air, a thing the tongue can touch.

We are not far from the (relatively) better-known Najafgarh. This is a part of Delhi that lives at a different pace, and perhaps in a different time. Men walk around in white kurta-pajamas, an excellent shield from the heat, a common sight in Haryana. From little shops, a bonanza of chips, replicas of better-known brands, wink at us. ‘Fun Fine’, ‘Sona Chandi’, ‘Karare’, and my favourite: ‘Paisa Vasool’, get your money’s worth. People stand outside the chips shops, puffing away at beedis and cigarettes. I watch the smoke curl through the air; suddenly, the mad pace of the city seems behind us, replaced by the long-drawn-out patience that is a sign of rural life.

Our destination is the city forest of Mitraon. We reach it after some confusion and many failed cartographic attempts. Outside the forest, there is a nice gate. We park and walk in. There are several people inside, morning walkers, people doing yoga, playing games, men walking their sons. It is a place where things happen in the morning. Next to the walking tracks, the soil is fine, lying in small undulating mounds; the ground resembles the surface of a giant golf ball. Clumps of broad grass grow in the depressions between the mounds. This grass is thick and spiky, the kind which needs moisture, and it spears upwards,1 hungry for life. The ground’s humps and cavities look like they have been moulded by something even greater than soil. Perhaps by water. We are on land that has the memory of water; that wants to hold on to water for as long as it can.

Years ago, Mitraon village was part of the Sahibi river flood plain.2 I am reminded of the flood plains of the Brahmaputra river in Assam. The huge, roaring Brahmaputra lies like a grey tongue, giving expression and animation to the area. The flood plains are the cheeks that hold the tongue—they swallow all that the river says in both anger and love. The catchment area is often water, sometimes land, occasionally something in-between, solid but swampy. On a blazing April day, I walked along the flood plain of the Brahmaputra. On the banks, wind sang as it mercilessly teased tall trees, echoing notes from the gushing sound of the water. The river was so big, and the roaring of the wind so loud, that I felt I was looking at the sea. The ‘beach’—the flood plain—was sandy and brown, looking deceptively simple. But there hardly are any simple things in nature. One just needs to look closer. That day we bent, spines curved, palms on soil, and really looked. Holes dotted the ground. Some of them flickered with life—a gecko inside a hole, hiding from the merciless sun, its eyes roving the area like a heartbeat. Jhau plants grew restlessly tall. In other places, little yellow and pink wildflowers flecked the ground. The flood plain looked like our fingers do when kept under water for a long time, calloused and grooved. The fine soil laid itself in wave-like formations: this was land that felt the pressure of hundreds of litres of water each year. And thousands of kilometres away, on the edge of Delhi, Mitraon felt the same—like it had known water well.

In the Delhi Gazetteer of 1883–84, the portion on Najafgarh throws some light on the temperament of the Sahibi river:3

The Dábar lies to west of the hills, and consists of low ground or basin scooped out by their westward drainage, and the floods of the Sahibi naddi, which comes down through Gurgaon from Alwar. In the rainy season, the country is under water for many miles round Chhaolah and the villages near it: as the rains subside and the cold weather comes on, the greater part of the floods is carried off into the Jamna by the Najafgarh jhil escape, but the jhil itself, except in years of drought, covers a great many acres with the residuum, which lies in a hollow south of the villages of Bahlolpur, Dahri and Zainpur.

Jainpur (or Zainpur) and Chhawla (Chhaolah) are next to Mitraon. Today, Aravalli’s Sahibi river is cut off from Mitraon, and the latter no longer gets flooded by the river. In fact, the very name Sahibi is alien to most people in the city. The channelled course of Sahibi river is known more infamously as the Najafgarh drain, the greatest source of water pollution and effluents in the Yamuna. The Gazetteer of Delhi, 1912, notes that the Najafgarh jheel (lake) flooded as much as 80 square miles. In 1838, the British cut a channel into the jheel to prevent flooding. The cut was made at Chhawla, and the resultant Najafgarh drain passes Hastal, Basai and Kakraula and falls into the Yamuna river at Wazirabad.

In Mitraon, I am with Sohail Madan, an ecologist who spent many years restoring Asola Bhatti sanctuary. In Asola, he learnt how to nest plants in dry, often degraded soil. By the time he came to Mitraon, he had the experience of growing forests in lands that have faced the worst of human attention—mining, garbage and invasive species. Today, Asola has a thriving butterfly park, small water catchments and the overall idea that the native palash tree is better
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