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During my early scouting years in Don Bosco School, I used to regularly participate in scout 

camps conducted in the wilderness. The school picked places that were accessible overnight 

from my hometown of Chennai. Hence, we spent a lot of time in the hill stations of Tamil 

Nadu and Kerala every summer. 

None of them weren’t life-shaping experiences. We spent most of the time, dealing with angst 

and hormonal issues. However, we were privy to a few memorable moments. 

Once we saw bear paw-prints on a hillside in Kerala during a treasure hunt. We were in 

search of clues hidden away in the outer regions of an evergreen forest. I remember chancing 

upon a riddle scribbled on a tree. I took great joy in solving it. But it didn’t change the fact that 

the team I was in only took one of the consolation prizes. 

 



The scout master gave us a potato to cook over a campfire for dinner. I think we hurled it at 

someone in the opposing team and lived to lose another day. 

During a trip to Kanyakumari, a sudden earthquake had us in a tizzy. The professors who were 

chaperoning us seemed even more frightened than we were. One chap hopped on a cycle and 

put his feet to the pedals, like a hamster on crank juice. It was also hilarious to see adults in 

desperation back then. We never realized back then just how much people stand to lose as 

they grow up to be upstanding citizens. 
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The most memorable scouting trip was the time we spent at the Annamalai Hills. It 

happened sometime during the early 90s. 

We stayed at a dilapidated jungle cottage. Even now I can recall how the mood was abuzz with 

the thrill and fear of running into elephants. We strolled back and forth the cottage and the 

canteen, hoping to see these giant creatures. 
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One early morning, I went out to pee out in the open at the crack of dawn. Before I could 

unzip, I saw a black figure snaking through the tall grass behind a broken wall. I then heard a 

guttural cough, and the sound of hurried feet getting louder with every passing microsecond. 

I have no proper recollection of what happened after that. It was one of those moments when 

the body took control of the mind. I have tried everything short of hypnotherapy to 

regurgitate the finer details. But I just can’t seem to picture the panther in its entirety. 

All I know is that I panicked and ran like the wind; and that someone else was there too. A 

friend who had come out that morning, presumably for the same reason. We flew past the 

cottage door, catching our breaths. Everyone else was still asleep. 
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I met this friend of mine about 25 years later during a road trip to Valparai with common 

friends. He is a doctor in Puducherry with an elaborately-odd disposition about life. He had 

forgotten about the incident too until he heard me talking about it to the group. 

At one point, we looked at each other with a “holy crap… that was you” expression. 

And he swore to me that it was indeed a black panther that morning. 

I nodded with a smile, unwilling to take the conversation further. 

I didn’t want to believe him. 

I still don’t. 

I have no clear memory of the black velvet skin. My heart doesn’t race when I think about 

those piercing eyes. 



How could I have ever forgotten seeing this beautifully-diseased leopard? Maybe it was a 

figment of my imagination, fuelled by a doctor’s unkind sense of humour. 
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Whatever the case may be, I know that I will spot a wild cat soon in the coming years. I don’t 

have a self-imposed deadline for it. These things happen by chance anyway. Unless I pay a lot of 

money to book a luxury cottage at the Kabini National Park, it isn’t going to be easy. 

But it’s no fun throwing money around to increase the odds of experiencing wildlife. I would 

much rather travel to the right places and wait for the right moment. 

This time, I won’t forget until this world holds no memory of me anymore. 

 

 


