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IT’S TIME, 
RETURN TO SATPURA

Conservation evangelist and jungle lodge owner, Aly Rashid, gets  behind 
the wheel of a Land Rover Discovery Sport to show us how his favourite 

jungle is revealing itself like never before #NeverStopDiscovering
By Prasad Ramamurthy. Photographs by Hashim Badani
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The Land Rover Discovery Sport on a rocky cliff in Parsa Pani, Satpura
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A
s dinner is served around a 
crackling fire on a winter’s night, 
under a massive neem tree 
bearing lamps that look like lit 

melons, these words from the classic 
come to mind. Not just because it is 
said to be set in the forests of Madhya 
Pradesh, where we are, but also because 
the jungle envelopes us. All around Reni 
Peni Jungle Lodge, stretches a vast 
patchwork quilt of grassland and forest, 
creaking with tall sal, oak and satin wood. 
The soundtrack to dinner is the chorus 

of crickets, the distant calls of animals, 
and the occasional rustle of something 
moving in the dark undergrowth. Yes, 
we’re in the jungle and an exquisite one
at that. 

The 1,500sqkm Satpura National Park, 
Reni Pani’s home, stretches from the hill 
station of Panchmari in the north to the 
Bori Sanctuary in the south and includes 
the massive Tawa reservoir to the west. 
The landscape is a mix of dry deciduous 
forest, scrubland, grassland, river 
ecosystems and rocky mountains. Aly 

Rashid, Director, Reni Pani 
Jungle Lodge, and a lifelong 
wildlife warrior, promises a 
proper tour of this region. 
While Forest Deparment 
rules do not allow private 
vehicles into the core 
area of the park, there 
are other non-motorised 
ways of exploration – 
walking safaris, canoes 

and camping. Rashid, though, is getting 
behind the wheel of a Land Rover, the 
Terrain Response system of which is fully 
equipped to tackle every trick in the book. 
On our off-road viewing menu in the buffer 
zone, where the Land Rover is allowed to 
tread: chital, nilgai, blackbuck, four-horned 
antelope, and bison. And, if luck holds, 
the ever so elusive sloth bear, a healthy 
population of which lives in these parts. For 
not only is the animal extremely shy and 
difficult to spot, it’s listed as Vulnerable on 
the IUCN Red List, a global environment 
registry of sorts that tracks the rate at 
which a species is dying out. 

Historically, sloth bears were captured 
and used as dancing bears, a begging tool, 
by nomadic communities. Also, a belief 
that bear bile had medicinal properties 
led to its poaching and trafficking. 

“THE AIR WAS FULL OF ALL THE NIGHT NOISES THAT, 
TAKEN TOGETHER, MAKE ONE BIG SILENCE — THE 

CLICK OF ONE BAMBOO STEM AGAINST THE OTHER, THE 
RUSTLE OF SOMETHING ALIVE IN THE UNDERGROWTH… 

AND THE FALL OF WATER EVER SO FAR AWAY...” 
-RUDYARD KIPLING, THE JUNGLE BOOK

But a ban on these activities and the 
improvement in the quality of habitat is 
slowly helping boost numbers. “They are 
probably easiest to sight here in Satpura 
because they have become habituated 
to humans. Over the last decade there’s 
been a dramatic increase in the number 
of sightings,” says Rashid. Almost on cue, 
the next morning’s safari yields a mama 
bear carrying an infant on her back. “It’s 
the only bear species to do this.” Rashid 
offers this trivia with the genuineness of 
someone who truly cares of the wild. 

Rashid’s love for wildlife – and Satpura 
in particular – was nurtured  over many 
a childhood vacation spent camping in 
the park with his family. He now runs the 
rustic-chic, 16-key property that’s a three- 
hour ride from Bhopal. Spacious rooms 
and water-hole facing, campaign-style 
tents come with turndown service. While 
mobile camping retreats, bars included, 
put the glam in glamping. In fact, the 
writer remembers an incident from 2010, 
where on the sudden announcement of 

a guest’s birthday, a superlative cheese 
cake was whisked out of nowhere – in the 
middle of rank forest – using nothing but 
biscuits and canned cheese. 

The food, one is happy to say, continues 
to surprise and awe. Almost as much the 
abundance of wildlife here. For it wasn’t 
always this way. For decades logging of 
trees, clearing of land for farming, and 
general loss of habitat due to excessive 
foraging had led to the park shedding 
much of its value as a wildlife destination. 
That, Rashid happily reports, is a thing of 
the past. “Over the last decade, the Forest 
Department has relocated 45 villages 
outside the core – a pioneering effort for 
any national park.” The result? The forest 
has reclaimed its land. Grassland, in some 
places up to 1,000 hectares of it, dotted 
with manmade watering holes, have
taken root.

As an eagle owl hoots from a nearby 
tree, standing atop a cliff in Parsa Pani, a 
place that still goes by the name of a now 
vacated village, the extent of change is 

very visible. Spread below and before us, 
layer upon rolling layer of green, spotted 
with shining pools of liquid blue. It’s a 
geography that’s perfect for herbivores like 
deer, blackbuck, sloth bear and wild boar. 
And where the green munchers go the big 
cats follow. “In fact,” says RS Badhoria, a 
forest officer who oversees large tracts 
of Satpura, “tigers from Melghat and 
Pench have been spotted here, which is a 
testament to the success of Satpura.”

The job of building Satpura is still on-
going. With the support of resorts like Reni 
Pani, the forest department is working on 
reintroducing to Satpura barasinghas or 
hard ground swamp deer. “Historically, 
barasinghas were found here before 
habitat loss and hunting led it to extinction 
locally,” reveals Rashid. Kanha was their 
last refuge. To ensure longevity of this 
species and to diversify the gene pool, the 
Forest Department decided to relocate 16 
barasinghas to Satpura’s Bori Sanctuary. 
Now they’ve multiplied to 64.  As the 
journey progresses, it’s clear Rashid’s  
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Aly Rashid, Director, Reni Pani Jungle Lodge, on safari
Clockwise from right: a sloth bear; tent 2 at Reni Pani; a canoe safari 
in Satpura; a local staffer laying breakfast; The Land Rover Discovery 
Sport in the Jamani Dev buffer area of Satpura



vision extends beyond just being a resort 
owner, to a stakeholder vested in the 
resurrection of Satpura. Rashid takes us 
to a camp specially set up for us on the 
banks of the Denwa River, overlooking a 
core area of the park. As he drives down 
a steep incline, you catch snatches of the 
river that appears to slither away into the 
wooded landscape. The Land Rover’s Hill 
Descent Control helps maintain a constant 
speed, applying the brakes to each wheel 
as needed on the rocky path that has 
been cut into the mountain. You’re also 
thankful for the vehicle’s Gradient Release 
Control system, which prevents the vehicle 
from speeding in the event that the driver 
suddenly releases the brake. 

“Satpura is very special to me,” Rashid 
says, “and I wanted to do something 
here that would help with the overall 
conservation process. Tourism seemed 
like the natural progression.” The idea: 
where residents were earlier relying on 
forest products to make a living, they now 
rely on the forest as a product to make 
a living. Eighty percent of Reni Peni’s 

staff comes from nearby villages. The 
property also sources much its needs 
locally. “Many of the staffers, in their 30s, 
have never been to school,” offers Rashid. 
“It’s amazing how over the past decade 
they have picked up communication and 
organisational skills. They now set up 
experiences on their own for international 
guests, without inputs from senior 
management.” His words hold true when 
we hear Dayaram Narre, a local from a 
village that’s 2km from the resort. He’s 
barely literate but confidently navigates 
conversations in English. “What did you 
see today?” He asks an elderly English 
couple over breakfast. Then proceeds to 
tell them a story about the tigress they’d 
spotted that morning. 

The key to conservation, Rashid believes 
firmly, lies in education, both on the job 
and off it. “If the locals, kids especially, are 
educated here and find job opportunities 
here, they can and will contribute to the 
regional economy rather than migrating 
elsewhere.” A foundation Rashid runs is 
financing the local school’s expansion, 

putting in toilets, building a kitchen where 
the kids can be cooked a wholesome 
mid-day meal and even providing books, 
pencils and shoes. “When these kids 
grow up here, learn about nature, they will 
then ensure the future of conservation.” 
Ultimately, the end game is just that: 
better conservation. And using the 
proceeds of tourism as a productive tool 
to achieve it. 

Our last morning finds us on a canoe, 
being shown a wide variety of birds, both 
resident and migratory, that are nesting 
on sandy river islands, diving and fishing 
in flowing water. The mist is still rising and 
the Denwa is lit golden by the morning 
sun. A ruddy shelduck squawks and takes 
flight. Bar headed geese roost in a noisy 
cluster. You wish this moment would 
never end. This journey would never end. 
“The point is to not just click the picture 
of a tiger or a leopard but to experience 
something extraordinary, discover 
something unexpected.” Rashid sums it 
up. The point is to #NeverStopDiscovering 
#truethat 
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The Land Rover Discovery Sport on its way to the Reni Pani 
camp on the Dewa River Clockwise from above right: Rashid 
with school kids; a barasingha; bison in the grasslands; a 
child colouring her favourite animal

To know more about Land Rover Journeys visit https://www.landrover.in/journeys


