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Recalling
Mr Ranthambore
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In the recent past, there have been campaigns, there has been a
concern and suddenly, people have woken up from their slumber
to realise that India’s national animal is in peril. The dwindling
numbers have caused an alarm now, but there are an
exceptional few who worked for conserving tigers even where
there was no such buzz in the air. One of the pioneers being Fateh Singh
Rathod, whose work raised Ranthambore to the stature it enjoys today.
Divya Khandal pays a tribute to the man whom the tigers will surely miss
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believed that it was never too late.
It was possible, if we tried, to save
the tigers.
The early years

“If you walk on the
said path, you will
be lost; hence, you
should make your
own paths and
fight your own
battles.”

Born in Choradia, a small village in
Jodhpur to Indra Kanwar and Sagar
Singh, he was the eldest son in a
family of six brothers and four sisters.
Initially, his education was in
Chaupsani, but he went to Udaipur
for undergraduate studies on his
uncle’s insistence. Following his
graduation, Fatheh Singh went on to
do wild life training at the Wildlife
Institute of India.

– Fateh Singh Rathore

Those were the times: With former Prime Minister
Rajiv Gandhi

In 1960, the year he joined the Forest
Service, Singh played a significant
role in organising a tiger hunt for the
queen of England. At that time,
shikar was allowed and was
considered a sport. However, things
changed when he was selected as
the game warden of Ranthambhore.
From being a hunter, he had
transformed into a conservationist.
Also, because of his mentor S R
Choudhary, Fateh Singh sharpened
his skills as the forest warden. In
time, he was acquainted with Kailash
Sankhla who went on to support him
in his work.
Working for the tigers
When he decided to strive for the cause
of tigers, Singh realised that relocation
of villagers living in the area was
inevitable. But, since he understood
what it meant to the villagers to
abandon their homes, he worked for
their welfare in the same way as he did
for the tigers. As if to lend a helping
hand to his efforts, Chittar, a villager
from Gurjar, worked in tandem with
Fateh Singh and encouraged the
villagers to move out. Eventually, their
efforts proved successful and 13
villages moved out from the park.

The king rules: It was owing to Fateh Singh's efforts that the tiger still breathes easy in Ranthambore

T

hey knew him as India’s
‘tiger man’. They also knew
him as Mr Ranthambhore,
as former Prime Minister
Rajiv Gandhi called him fondly. For,
he dedicated his life to the protection
of tigers and their habitat. Vociferous

about his cause, he not just
transformed the stature of
Ranthambore, but also brought about
a definite change in the people’s
mindset. Our lives, he insisted,
would be miserable if the tiger
vanished. At the same time, he
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Gradually, Ranthambore transformed
into a forest that Singh had
envisioned. Eventually, it became
home to tigers. Once that happened,
tourism flourished and due to this,
jobs were generated. Now, the forest
reserve has become an inspiration for
tiger conservationists the world over.
Singh worked endlessly and never
cared about caste, creed or the socio-

economic status of the people he
worked with. Shamin, Shafi and Kalu
Bhai, his co-workers, still remember
his commitment to the cause of
saving tigers and his unprejudiced
approach. Then, there are many
others who relish the memories of
having worked with him. His driver
Saeed Mirza, who not only took him
around the park for work, but also
saved him from villagers who
attacked him for stopping grazing in
the park and Manohar Singh who
spent 13 long years with him are
some of the notable mentions.
The tiger too benefitted immensely
from his work. The mindset of people
towards it changed and it was
portrayed in a new light altogether.
Hitherto, the beast was either
considered elusive or a man-eater,
but now, its survival is considered an
integral part of conservation.
A prolific writer, Fateh Singh penned
several books such as With The Tiger
In The Wild, Tiger Portrait of a
Paradise, Tiger – Secret Life, Tiger
Destiny, Wild Tigers Of Ranthambhore
and also co-authored some others
with his friend and pupil Valmik
Thapar. Books apart, films on tiger
conservation were also made and an
effort was made to put Ranthambore
on the conservation map.
Singh and Thapar went on to
establish the Ranthambhore

In 1973, when Ranthambhore was included in
Project Tiger, only nine places were considered.
This was surprising, since tigers were found in
most areas of Rajasthan, but none of them were
chosen to be a part of the Project
Foundation in 1986. Under this Trust,
various projects were initiated. One
of them was Dastakar, due to which
200 to 300 villagers got jobs. The
other project was the Ranthambhore
School of Art, owing to which many
villagers learnt how to paint tigers
and wildlife. When they began,
Dastakar and the school of art were
independent projects, but now, they
have become a source of livelihood
for the villagers.
Watching over the Tiger
Post retirement in 1996, Fateh Singh
established Tiger Watch, with the
aim of curbing poaching around
Ranthambhore. It has been a
successful venture and till now, the
team has helped forest officials arrest
over 60 poachers. Measures to
reform the poaching community
were also taken up and Singh was
extremely vocal about the issues that
concerned wildlife in Ranthambore.
Accolades
For his relentless, unending passion
and in commemoration of his work,
Fateh Singh received several awards,
the prominent ones being the ESSO
award, Fred M Packerd award, WWF
Lifetime Achievement Award and the
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Sanctuary Asia Lifetime
Achievement Award.
Leaving a legacy
The Prakritik Society, set by his son
Dr Govardhan, has set up 587 biogas
plants to reduce the use of fuel wood in
the region. This society has employed
125 people for community conservation
work. Fateh Singh’s daughter Padmini,
is an established lawyer and has been
fighting for causes related to wildlife for
Tiger Watch.
As far as conserving the tiger goes,
Singh left his work in the hands of
Dr Dharmendra Khandal, whom he
called his Dastak Putra (adopted
son). His only dream was that tigers
should flourish in Ranthambhore and
the wild.
In a tribute that befits a man of his
stature, let’s work together and
realise his dream. Let’s also know
that if we need to survive, the tiger
must survive too.
Divya Khandal is a freelance wildlife
writer. Currently, she’s working on
providing alternative livelihood and
vocational training for the traditional
poaching community of Ranthambhore
‘Mogya’s’ through her enterprise Dhonk
crafts

