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Tiger tiger, burning bright

With their flame-coloured coats and amber eyes, tigers are mysterious, majestic and exceptionally powerful.

There are more wild tigers in India than anywhere else on Earth. Legends about the Royal Bengal tiger are woven into the country’s long history. Yet tigers here, and everywhere, have always been vulnerable.

For hundreds of years, these iconic animals have been cruelly hunted by poachers – people who illegally kill wild animals – causing their numbers to dangerously dwindle. But it was not until 1975 that all tigers were finally declared an endangered species. There were once nine types of tiger, but three are already extinct.

Despite this, people are still killing tigers and destroying the wild places where they live.

Once, over 100,000 tigers prowled forests and grasslands across Asia. Today, less than 4,000 tigers roam free. Humans are pushing these magnificent beasts to the brink of extinction.

We must ensure that the fiery elegance of the tiger will forever burn bright.

How can we save them?
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Prologue

The Emerald Forest

This tale unfolds in Panna, Central India, a dusty landscape that transforms into an Emerald Forest.

For much of the year, Panna’s rolling hills of dry forest, high grasslands and hidden gorges bake in relentless sun. But with the arrival of monsoon rains Panna comes to life, dripping in shiny shades of green. The swollen waters of the Ken River crash over towering waterfalls as the river snakes through the reserve.

From the ground to the sky, Panna bursts with life. Antelopes, gazelles and deer graze on the high plains. Porcupines shuffle through deep bushes. Leopards and sloth bears lounge amongst shady trees and tiny rusty-spotted cats slink through the dark forest at night. Snakes ripple across the forest floor and crocodiles slink along the banks of the river and surrounding marshes.

More than 300 species of birds circle the hazy skies. Graceful woolly-necked storks, scavenging vultures, colourful plum-headed parakeets and paradise flycatchers all make the Emerald Forest of Panna their home.

It’s not only wildlife that thrives in this wild, beautiful place. People and cattle also live close to the reserve boundaries, relying on the forest for food and fuel.

But of all these spectacular species, it is the tiger who rules the land.

Panna became a National Park in 1981. Later in 1994, it became India’s 22nd tiger reserve – a protected area created for the conservation of tigers. It became illegal to kill wildlife and destroy precious tiger habitats. Yet, for many years, there were very few tigers in the reserve and little was known about them. So, in 1996, a team of scientists came to Panna to study its tigers.

They set out to gather information that could help protect tigers in India and around the world.
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Meet the tigers

Many grand tigers have padded across Panna’s plains. But scientists in this story followed the tales of two extraordinary tiger dynasties.

The first dynasty

    
M-91

This magnificent male tiger ruled Panna alone for five years.
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52

With distinctive markings on her forehead bearing the numbers 5 and 2, this female tiger became the Queen of Panna for many years.

[image: ]


    

    
Sayani

Sayani is the daughter of M-91 and 52.
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Hairy Foot

A huge tiger with particularly hairy feet, who is at first mysterious and difficult to find.
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Julie

Julie is mother to Madla’s first cubs inside Panna Tiger Reserve.
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Madla

Madla strolled into Panna in 1996, and went on to rule the east of the reserve.
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The second dynasty

    
T1

An orphan female tiger born in Bandhavgarn Tiger Reserve. ‘T’ stands for tiger.

[image: ]


    

    
T2

Another female orphan, T2 had 14 cubs with T3.
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T3

A lone male with a strong homing instinct.
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T4 and T5

Orphaned when they were just a year and a half, these two female tigers were brought to Panna from Kahna Tiger Reserve.

[image: ]


    


Counting tigers

Tigers are shy and roam huge distances, often cloaked in darkness. So how do scientists find and track them? It all begins with counting paws and stripes …

Searching for pugmarks

For many years, people counted tigers by looking for their footprints. They made a plaster cast of these ‘pugmarks’ to identify individual tigers. It can be difficult to tell tigers apart because their prints look different in wet or dry mud, so it’s easy to make mistakes. The same tiger’s footprint can be collected from different places and counted as a new tiger each time.
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Setting camera traps

Nowadays, one of the most reliable ways to count tigers is to take photographs, as each tiger’s stripes are unique. Waterproof camera traps are set on either side of familiar trails and triggered every time an animal strolls by. In India more than 10,000 camera traps capture these ‘tiger selfies’ in the wild.
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Project Tiger

By finding out how many tigers live in the park and how they behave, scientists can give forest guards, local communities and governments information that will help protect tigers.

In 1973, the Indian Government launched a conservation plan called Project Tiger to save Royal Bengal tigers from extinction, so counting them became very important. But as you will discover as our story unfolds, the numbers didn’t always add up and many, many tigers disappeared …

Tigers are fitted with collars to help people track them using radio signals. These alert scientists if a tiger strays into danger outside a protected area and they can warn villagers if a tiger comes too close.
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PART ONE: The first dynasty

Madla (1996)

It’s dawn and an enormous tiger emerges from the forest. Soft stripes ripple across the early morning sun. He pads across red earth, leaving huge pugmarks in the dust.

Who is this grand tiger? Where has he come from and where is he going? Nobody knows. He has never been seen in M-91’s territory before. To find out more about him, a scientist and a skilled vet must fit him with a radio collar so they can track him through the thick forest.

To follow this magnificent cat, the scientist and vet travel on the backs of elephants. The elephants are each guided by a ‘mahout’, a local elephant trainer. Together the team begin to search, bumping quietly through the forest.

At last, they see a flicker of stripes amongst the trees. The tiger ignores the approaching elephant. But the elephant fidgets, nervous of the fearsome predator close by.

The vet must fire a tranquilliser dart that will put the tiger to sleep for enough time to fit the radio collar. He is a good shot and easily hits his mark. The team wait for ten minutes to make sure the dart has worked.

First, the scientist cautiously climbs down from his elephant – he has just twenty minutes before this tiger wakes up. He gives its tail a tug. Nothing. Confident that the tranquilliser has taken effect, the rest of the team climb off their elephants and fit the collar carefully around the tiger’s huge neck. It is dangerous work and they must be quick.

To wake him, the scientists give him an injection. Afterwards, they have only minutes to scramble to safety on the elephants’ backs. A tiger’s hearing comes back first, so a scientist’s clap brings the sleepy tiger up on to unsteady paws. He slinks back into the bushes.

They name him Madla. Beep beep. His new collar tells scientists he is on the move.
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Tiger queens

Madla is confident, dominant and extremely large. But he is not alone … A watchful female tiger is on the prowl.

This forest is her home – she is the Queen of Panna. Black hairs on her brow curl into the numbers 5 and 2, making her instantly recognisable. The scientsits name her 52.

She is far away from the big new male Madla, but she is nursing cubs and becomes anxious when she senses him on the reserve. Sometimes a new male tiger will kill a female’s cubs if they are not his own. 52 must be alert to protect her young.

This is 52’s second litter and their father is M-91, the old male tiger who patrols the west of the reserve. He and 52 have several daughters from their previous litter. These females are young, but strong and fiercely independent.
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Madla could pose a threat to M-91 and 52’s dynasty. But, for now, he leaves 52 alone. He explores his new territory. He has sensed another female who he is determined to find ...

The female Madla wants is named Julie and she is one of 52’s daughters. She is interested in Madla too. The two cats circle one another for days, pacing back and forth making deep, low growls that reveal their huge fangs. They mate several times before Madla moves on. Three and a half months later, Julie brings a healthy litter of cubs into the world.
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A clash of pride (1997)

Madla has a mate now, but he is restless …

He marks his boundaries, spraying and scraping. He walks thirty kilometres each day and rarely stops. He is the busiest tiger the scientists have ever seen. At night and in the early evening, he slinks through the dusty vegetation, travelling through villages in and on the edge of the reserve.

Mostly Madla avoids M-91 and keeps to the east of the reserve. And, for a while, it seems like they live in harmony. But one day Madla crosses an invisible line into the west, trespassing on territory that is not his own.

Madla and M-91 finally meet. They snarl and spit. Face to face at last, their eyes lock and they dip their heads. A fierce, deadly dance is about to begin. With a sudden leap, Madla strikes. But M-91 isn’t ready to give up just yet. Both tigers rear up to battle on their powerful hind legs. They crash into each other, rolling in the dust. Their great paws look clumsy, but they hide razor-sharp claws.

For days they dance warily around each other, growling and waiting for the chance to strike again. Finally, M-91 limps away, wounded and exhausted. He has lost most of his territory, but he cannot fight any longer. Madla has won. Panna has a new tiger king.

For three years Madla rules the reserve.

But big cats’ territories ebb and flow, and there are other tigers nearby who could take
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