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Safaris don’t get more exciting 
than catching your first glimpse of the 
legendary Bengal tiger, says Laura Ivill

F o o d  &  T r a v e l  /  e s c a p e

 A
t 5am an unsettling disturbance 
wakes me in the darkness. It is 
the morning of my first game 
drive, but the noise isn’t the 
arrival of my steaming coffee 

and homemade biscuits, but a much more heart-
pounding racket – the heavy skittering of what 
can only be large langur monkeys playing fitfully 
on the wooden roof of my jungle bungalow. 

These gentle giants of the forests of Madyha 
Pradesh, Central India, are found everywhere 
I have travelled so far – lumbering through the 
trees in roadside villages, and grooming their 
weeks-old young near the Pench National Park, 
which is also home to the headline act of this 
safari adventure, the Bengal tiger. 

In 1894, Rudyard Kipling famously wrote 
about Mowgli’s struggle against his nemesis, 
the Bengal tiger Shere Khan; the story was set 
right here in this dry, deciduous teak forest – still 
remote from the rest of the world today, but 
now protected as a 758 sq/km national park and 
home to around 33 adult tigers. In The Jungle 
Book, Mowgli killed and skinned the huge beast; 
nowadays, poachers still manage to steal tigers 
from the wild, despite there being only around 
3,200 in the world that roam free. Roughly half 
of those are in India, which is why Indians and 
Westerners now come with naturalists for a 
once-in-a-lifetime chance to see these majestic 
beasts in their natural habitat. I am visiting two 

parks; but in just four days, will I see a tiger?
As this is luxury travel, it is only me 

and one fellow guest from the Baghvan safari 
lodge, Deborah, in the Tata today, with Yousef, 
our Indian naturalist guide tracking the tigers 
from the driving seat, and a local ranger 
alongside him.  

Yousef suddenly hits the break, switches off 
the engine and we stop with a judder. He points 
to a tiger’s paw prints – ‘pug marks’ – crossing the 
road, a distinct and fresh trail in the soft earth. 
‘It’s a male,’ he says, as we lean over the side of 
the 4x4 to study the size and depth of the prints. 
However, there is no sound of a deer’s alarm call 
alerting the rest of the herd to a tiger’s presence. 
We know there is a female in this part of the 
park with five cubs in tow. Yousef hatches a plan. 
He decides to take us to a jungle clearing where 
there might be a chance to see our quarry from 
the back of an elephant.

The mahouts, who work in the park, can 
take their elephants ‘off-road’, and can make 
extra rupees by showing visitors a tiger that has 
gone to ground in the heat of the day. Today we ph
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there are only around 
3,200 wild tigers  

left in the world

the best way 
to see tigers 
is on top of 
an elephant

the chattering 
langur monkey
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are in luck – the six-year-old tigress and mother 
of the five youngsters has been spotted in the 
undergrowth. 

Deborah and I are invited, in haste, aboard 
one of four elephants, ridden by a slightly built 
mahout. We climb up the ladder and find a 
comfortable seat in the green-painted wooden 
howdah. The great animal strides off into the 
bush, dry lantana branches barring its way,  
yet easily brushed aside by the elephant’s  
thick, grey hide. 

We know this is the moment we’ve been 
waiting for. With one hand on the creaking 
howdah, the other holding my camera, I dare 
not speak as we move deeper into the bush. The 
mahout’s hushed voice encourages the elephant 
ever onwards and he taps the top of its wrinkly 
head with an ankus (metal hammer and spike 
tool). Then he halts and points ahead, indicating 
that the white flecks hidden under long, bare 
twigs belong to the whiskery face of the female 
we have come to admire.

Feasting indulgently on the fresh kill of a 
large Sambar deer, she is, indeed, magnificent 
– a soft, sleek, powerful beast, with a coat of rich 
amber and those white markings on her big cat’s 
face that give her away. The moment is all too 
brief. And she knows we are there, which is why 
she has hidden her five cubs at a distance to feed 
them when all is quiet. 

To have come this far and to see not only 
this female but another the following day in just 
a short visit to Central India is a true privilege 
– and a remarkable achievement by Scott Dunn, 
the bespoke tour company, as the complex 
travel arrangements never missed a beat. I’m 
glad to know that my visit will contribute to the 
future survival of tigers in India (through the 
Travel Operators for Tigers campaign), so that, 
hopefully, not only this six-year-old will survive 
for many more years, but her five cubs may have 
that chance, too. 

baghvan lodge

banjaar tola

Lodge Living
if you’re a fan of expansive, private suites with 

almost no neighbours, built with local, sustainable 
materials in a rustic chic style, yet with an expert’s 

eye for interior design, look no further than the 
indian lodges of taj Safaris. 

Baghvan lodge
baghvan lodge is on the doorstep of pench 

National park. my bungalow suite had not only 
a simple bedroom but also a traditional upstairs 
outdoor platform that my Nepalese butler, Desu, 
transformed from a spacious daybed overlooking 

the forest canopy into a night-time sleeping 
platform, complete with mosquito nets, reading 

lamp and ceiling fan. 
always a treat is an outdoor shower, which i used 
before walking through the forest between morning 
and evening game drives for a dip in the quiet pool. 

there are only 12 suites in the lodge, so it feels 
private, peaceful, unhurried and personal. Guests 
meet and mingle in the outdoor lounge and indoor 

dining room – and swap stories of the day. you 
could easily imagine you were an invited guest at 
an indian 1950s shooting party, except in our era 

everyone has a high-end camera and a lens as long 
as your arm instead of a rifle.

Banjaar Tola
banjaar tola lodge are two tented camps of nine 
suites each in the jungle where the rooms have 
terrace views over the river banjaar. When they 
say ‘tent’, you’ll find your bathroom alone is the 

size of a one-bed london flat. i returned from my 
evening game drives to find a hot bubble bath had 
been drawn for me with fresh petals floating on the 

surface and a glass of wine ready for me. 
Dinner was created by the indian chef in small 
tasting dishes so that we were never over-full 

but satiated with aromatic spices and speciality 
puddings. We dined by the light of lanterns and 

flickering candles, that softly illuminated our remote 
jungle hideaway.  

BooKIng
Scott Dunn offers tailormade taj tiger Safari 

itineraries from £3,595 per person. price includes 
one night at the taj mahal, mumbai, three nights 
at the taj baghvan lodge in pench and two nights 

at taj banjaar tola lodge in kanha on a fully 
inclusive basis, one final night at taj West End 
bangalore, return flights with british airways, 

internal flights and private transfers.  
020 8682 5075; scottdunn.com
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