The Silver Oak opened its leaves for the first time in the morning and looked around in
wonder. This was his first glimpse of the world around him and what he saw fascinated
him. He was perched on the mountainside. All around him the big trees swayed in the
cool breeze and murmured together as if welcoming him to their world. There were old
wise Oak trees. The Pines fluttered their silken leaves. The Chirs rose up straight and tall
in pride, their barks freckled by time. The Longtailed Minivets in their colourful plumage
flitted from branch to branch like a bunch of colourful fire crackers. A slight rustle and
out strode a bird which looked as if God had gone mad while creating him. Many years
later, when he himself grew old and wise and saw this bird no more, he heard the pilgrims
going up to the temple in the high passes, talk about this bird whom they referred to as
Jujurana as being the greatest creation among birds by God. They said that when God
created the birds, he decided to create their King. He picked the most colourful feathers
from all the birds and created Jujurana (juju means bird and rana means king). The Forest
Department people and others more learned used to refer to this bird as the Western
Tragopan. However, this was much later.
Now the bird barely paid him any attention and proudly displayed his fluorescent feathers
as it went about to impress the female bird which was busy picking among the bushes a
yard away. A small mountain stream gurgled and bubbled in delight as it flowed down
the mountainside a few meters down. It’s clear water pale blue from the melting glaciers
further up. The boulders smoothened by the caress of the cold water sat impassively
enjoying the busy flow of the little stream. When the rains would start, this little stream
would swell and roar down but now it was like a little girl in a very playful mood. The jungle
around him vibrated and throbbed with life and laughter. Beyond the bend in the slope,
the mighty mountains rose in cascades, like the rise and fall of mighty ocean waves. The
crests gleamed with snow. The sky was so blue that it could almost be felt. The little plant
shivered with a gust of breeze and sat there absorbing the sunlight through every pore. He
was hungry. He soaked up the water from the moist soil and the sunlight and the minerals
in the water from the soil nourished his young tender body.

The day passed and the young chap felt happy. Then the sun turned the sky pure gold and
disappeared behind the towering slopes and soon it was pitch dark. It was not dark for long
as a half moon rose in the starlit sky. They twinkled merrily together and the moon hung
in the sky like a smile. The mighty trees shone like silver. Soon he heard heavy breathing
and footsteps coming down the hillside. Not knowing what it was, the little fellow wanted
to go back under the soil from where he had sprung but there was no going back. Soon
the heavy animal strode out and squarely planted a heavy foot on his tender body. The
little Oak’s body bent with the weight of the animal but being young, his body was supple
and did not break. Still it was painful but the foot was off his back in a moment and the
heavy body of the Himalayan Black Bear waddled down the slope in search of his dinner of
roots and berries... maybe a tasty morsel of the leftover of some kill. The big Himalayan
Wood Owl sitting on a rock nearby did not care two hoots about the big bear and hooted
in derision. This reassured the little Oak and he settled down in his moist bed as the dew
condensed on his little leaves like little pearl drops.
When the sun rose again next morning, which the little Oak thought will never rise again, it
rose in its chariot of fire and the day was wonderful. The little Oak enjoyed every moment
of it, feeding on the pure rays and air and water, listening to the humming of the bees and
Rosy Finches and Sunbirds. He said hello to the gloriously coloured Monal Pheasants and
waved his little leaves in greeting at a Golden Eagle soaring in the mountain eddies high
overhead. That evening he met a leopard as it sat on a rock above him. The leopard did not
pay any attention to the small sapling’s little frame since a herd of mountain goats were
grazing in a high pasture in the opposite mountain.
Soon the little Oak found himself at peace with his surroundings. Fed and watered, he
started growing strong and his roots clasped the loose top soil of the mountain slope. In a
few days time he saw his brother, another Silver Oak, coming out of the earth few meters
from his abode. Being older by a couple of weeks he waved in assurance at his brother who
was looking around in the same bewilderment at the mountain vista. The little fellow felt
the blessings from elder brother and relaxed in the sunlight.
Both started growing tall and sturdy and soon looked fit to be proudly called Oaks by the
neighbouring trees and denizens. The monsoon clouds crashed overhead and the mist blew
up from the valley shrouding them in a veil.

Then thunders rolled across the high meadows and the storms whined across the passes but
by now the two brothers were strong enough and stood their ground. Some old Chirs and
Pines crashed down the slope but the brothers stood side by side. The autumn and winter
passed by. Their young leaves were plastered with snow but their youth did not feel the
cold. The Musk Deer and the Serow brushed against their trunks and shook some of the
snow off their leaves. The year turned around.

eat the ripe red berries. The ghoral and serow stayed in the higher pastures. Some men
came up with long fire emitting sticks and killed a musk deer near the two brothers. Now
their twisted branches just sat looking as the men took away the little deer presumably to
make something which smelt good as far as could be gathered from their conversation. The
king of the birds, the Western Tragopan, vanished and so did the gloriously coloured Monal.
More men kept coming and digging up the forest in search of plants called Nagchhatris
which supposedly cured diseases and also made old men virile. The old brothers could not
When they were old enough to talk to their seniors they stood listening to their stories make any sense out of it since they had seen the number of humans increasing and could not
about how the Gods came and played in the meadows high up and how the gurgling stream understand why they wanted to increase the number of their species.
sprang from the cold icy cliffs. On rare occasions pilgrims came and sat at their feet and
they heard them talk of some mutiny in far off places and how some white people had come As the next century turned and the two brothers became older, they still clasped the slopes
and grabbed the land. They could not understand what this mutiny was all about but could firmly and breathed out life giving oxygen. While the musk deer came no more and the
sense the anger in the voices of the people. Even the ancient Chir trees who had seen much bears and leopards had all but vanished, their trunks still offered solace and protection to
could not elaborate on the subjects of the humans and their concerns. However, the young the numerous birds. The spring still gurgled and danced and raged during the monsoon. An
ones did not care much about mutinies of humans. There was so much happiness around old white man and his Indian wife came and built a small house opposite the stream. Though
them that they did not worry too much over the concerns of humans.
the couple were elderly, they had stepped sprightly. They were at peace with the brothers
and all that surrounded them. They took just as much was necessary but returned that ten
The years flew by. There was hardly anybody to take notice. In time many of the old trees folds with love and affection. The old man was from a faraway land. He hardly bore any
died and their place were taken by younger ones who looked up to the two brothers for inner resemblance to the white folks who ruled the land many years back. Sometimes other
assurance and the the birds made their nests in their branches which slowly became gnarled. important looking people came to visit them. The pilgrims and others who came up often
They knew that those gnarled branches would give them protection from the predators and left behind discarded pieces of trash which the old man meticulously collected and took
the elements. Their roots stood firmly gripping the slope. Rain and wind could not erode back. Unknown to the brothers and others, he sat in his studio and turned these apparently
the mountain slopes. Hundred years passed but the jungle stood pristine. The white men useless and environmentally damaging things into exquisite pieces of art. An empty bottle
left the land but up here nobody took notice. Pious pilgrims to the old shrines sat in the of cold drink and can of sardines turned into bird in the old man’s magic hands.
shade and did not harm anybody. They ate, rested and prayed at peace with the old forest.
Sometimes grazers would come up with their hardy cattle on their way to the pastures to It was a fine morning when disaster struck. The monsoon had started but was still
feed on the juicy grass that sprang up in summer.
dillydallying about unleashing her full fury. It was cloudy high up in the slopes but down
here, the sun shone through the clouds. A large group of humans came up the narrow road
However, though they did not notice, change was in the air... a change that would alter leading up to the old man’s house. They clutched axes and ropes. Soon the little paradise
everybody’s life in the patch of paradise... forever. Years had passed by and the white people was in utter disarray. Those ancient trees were chopped down mercilessly. The huge Chirs
had left, to be replaced by brown ones. The characters of the people now coming up slowly came crashing down. The ancient Pines were hacked to death. In death too their sap gave
started to be a little different from the pious pilgrims. Small houses of hamlets started off the sweet smell.
appearing down the valley formed by the little stream. The pilgrims were now slowly being
replaced by a more boisterous crowd who drank and made noise. The leopard’s pug mark
was markedly less visible now. The bears came down no more to trod on the bushes and

The men laughed and talked about the Sainj river valley where apparently they had done
the same to bring up some project which created power from water to supply it to the
cities which were hungry to light up their shopping complexes and entertainment zones.
Here they had to make a road but apparently the road was to be made further down and
the elder brother did not know why they were being cut down. The mighty roots were
uprooted. Branches which were hundreds of years old got severed from the trunks. The
nests of the birds were destroyed in moments. The top soil which had taken millions of
years to form showered down into the stream.
Then they came for the younger brother. He had nowhere to run…. nowhere to hide.
The older brother shook his huge branches in fury and then in despair. Nobody came
to the rescue. Those little leaves which had shivered in the morning eons back and now
were glossy green with age went flying in the air. The sturdy branches were hacked as
the he looked up to his elder brother asking for solace one last time before the life was
extinguished. The elder brother looked on tied to earth by his massive roots and now it
was his turn. The men rigged the ropes and soon the sharp axes penetrated his old skin.
Pieces of wood went flying off. His body shivered wordlessly in pain. As he braced for his
end, the white man’s Indian wife came running up, shouting at the top her voice. She stood
under the old trunk and refused to budge. The man who was leading the team requested
and then threatened her but she stood her ground. When nothing worked, the men left.
The old Silver Oak was the only one left standing amid the devastation. The stump of the
younger brother was lying lifeless. All their friends had vanished. The pretty stream was no
longer pretty. Branches clogged her flow and massive trunks lay across the banks. The men
did not bother to remove them. The soil had turned the clear blue waters muddy. Some
trees hung on precariously from the top, half their roots severed. Sooner or later they were
bound to crash down. The Silver Oak and the old Lady wept surrounded by death.

***
In this twenty-first century, in the age of globalization and internet, nuclear power and
missiles, spacecrafts and Kyoto Protocols, perhaps the tears of an Old Silver Oak tree and
those of an old Lady do not hold any significance. However, in the centuries to come
maybe... just maybe... the tears shed in a corner of Great Himalayan National Park in Himachal
Pradesh, India, might reflect the tears of a generation to come who will be saddled with the
crimes that we are committing today.
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