
Dr Salim Ali /Birdman of India 

 

Dr. Salim Ali, often referred to as the "Birdman of India," was a pioneering ornithologist, 

naturalist, and conservationist whose work had a profound impact on the study and 

conservation of birds in India and globally. Born on November 12, 1896, in Bombay (now 

Mumbai), Salim Ali dedicated his life to the exploration, research, and protection of avian 

species across the Indian subcontinent. His efforts not only expanded scientific knowledge 

but also played a crucial role in promoting environmental awareness and conservation ethics 

in India. This comprehensive overview explores Salim Ali's life, his contributions to 

ornithology, his advocacy for conservation, and his lasting legacy. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Early Life and Education 

Salim Moizuddin Abdul Ali was born into a prosperous family of Sulaimani Bohras, a 

Muslim community in Bombay. From a young age, he developed a deep interest in nature 

and birds, encouraged by his maternal uncle, Amiruddin Tyabji, who introduced him to 

birdwatching and natural history. Despite initial opposition from his family towards his 

pursuit of natural history, Salim Ali's passion for birds continued to grow. 

Education and Influences 



Salim Ali completed his early education in Bombay and later enrolled at St. Xavier's College. 

He initially studied medicine but soon realized his true calling lay in ornithology. In 1917, he 

met W. S. Millard, the secretary of the Bombay Natural History Society (BNHS), who 

became his mentor and encouraged his interest in birds. Millard introduced Salim Ali to the 

study of bird specimens and helped him develop his skills in bird identification and 

taxonomy. 

Contributions to Ornithology 

Fieldwork and Research 

Salim Ali's career as an ornithologist was marked by extensive fieldwork and meticulous 

observation of birds in their natural habitats. He traveled extensively across India, from the 

Himalayas to the southern tip of the subcontinent, documenting bird species, their behaviors, 

habitats, and breeding patterns. His field studies provided valuable insights into the 

distribution and ecology of Indian birds and laid the foundation for systematic ornithological 

research. 

"The Book of Indian Birds" 

In 1933, Salim Ali published "The Book of Indian Birds," a seminal work that introduced 

readers to the diverse bird species of India in a comprehensive and accessible manner. The 

book, illustrated by G. M. Henry, included descriptions of over 400 bird species, their 

habitats, calls, and distinctive features. "The Book of Indian Birds" became a popular guide 

for bird enthusiasts and conservationists, inspiring a generation of naturalists and contributing 

to public awareness about India's avian diversity. 

Taxonomic Contributions 

Salim Ali made significant contributions to the taxonomy and classification of Indian birds. 

He described several new species and subspecies, clarifying their relationships and 

distributions. His taxonomic revisions and field observations helped refine the understanding 

of avian diversity in India and provided a basis for future ornithological studies. 

Conservation Efforts 

Advocacy for Conservation 

Salim Ali was a vocal advocate for the conservation of birds and their habitats in India. He 

recognized the threats posed by habitat destruction, hunting, and pesticide use to bird 

populations and ecosystems. Through his writings, lectures, and public outreach efforts, 

Salim Ali raised awareness about the importance of biodiversity conservation and the need 

for sustainable environmental practices. 

Role in Establishing Protected Areas 

Salim Ali played a pivotal role in the establishment of several bird sanctuaries and protected 

areas across India. He advocated for the conservation of critical bird habitats, such as 

wetlands, forests, and coastal areas, and worked closely with government agencies, 

conservation organizations, and local communities to promote wildlife protection initiatives. 



His efforts contributed to the recognition of India's rich avifauna and the conservation of 

endangered bird species. 

Influence on Conservation Policy 

Salim Ali's expertise and advocacy influenced conservation policy in India. He served on 

advisory committees and government panels related to wildlife conservation, providing 

scientific guidance and recommendations for biodiversity protection. Salim Ali's scientific 

credibility and passionate commitment to conservation ethics helped shape environmental 

policies and legislation aimed at safeguarding India's natural heritage. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Institutional Leadership 

Bombay Natural History Society (BNHS) 

Salim Ali had a longstanding association with the Bombay Natural History Society, serving 

as its honorary secretary from 1935 to 1947 and later as its president. He played a key role in 

expanding the society's research programs, educational initiatives, and conservation projects. 

Under his leadership, the BNHS became a leading institution for ornithological research and 

conservation in India, fostering collaboration among scientists, researchers, and 

conservationists. 

Salim Ali Centre for Ornithology and Natural History (SACON) 

In 1990, the Salim Ali Centre for Ornithology and Natural History was established in 

Coimbatore, Tamil Nadu, in honor of Salim Ali's contributions to ornithology and 

conservation. SACON continues to conduct research, training, and conservation programs 

focused on avian biodiversity and ecosystem conservation, carrying forward Salim Ali's 

legacy of scientific inquiry and environmental stewardship. 



Awards and Recognition 

National and International Honors 

Salim Ali received numerous awards and honors in recognition of his contributions to 

ornithology and conservation. He was awarded the Padma Bhushan, India's third-highest 

civilian award, in 1958, and the Padma Vibhushan, the second-highest civilian award, in 

1976. Salim Ali's international recognition included honorary memberships in prestigious 

scientific societies and accolades for his achievements in advancing the study and protection 

of birds globally. 

Personal Life and Legacy 

Character and Influence 

Salim Ali was known for his humility, dedication to scientific inquiry, and deep affection for 

birds and nature. His charismatic personality and passion for ornithology inspired generations 

of students, researchers, and conservationists in India and around the world. Salim Ali's 

influence extended beyond scientific circles to impact public attitudes towards wildlife 

conservation and environmental stewardship. 

Authorship and Publications 

Throughout his career, Salim Ali authored numerous scientific papers, books, and articles on 

Indian birds, ornithology, and conservation. His writings combined scientific rigor with 

accessible language, making complex ornithological concepts understandable to a wide 

audience. Salim Ali's publications continue to serve as valuable resources for researchers, 

educators, and bird enthusiasts interested in India's avian biodiversity. 

Conclusion 

In conclusion, Dr. Salim Ali's contributions to ornithology, conservation, and environmental 

education have left an enduring legacy in India and beyond. His pioneering research, 

advocacy for wildlife conservation, and leadership in scientific institutions have shaped the 

field of ornithology and inspired efforts to protect biodiversity. Salim Ali's passion for birds, 

coupled with his scientific expertise and commitment to conservation ethics, exemplifies the 

transformative impact of individuals dedicated to understanding and preserving the natural 

world. 

Dr. Salim Ali's legacy continues to resonate through the work of conservation organizations, 

research institutions, and environmental educators who strive to uphold his vision of 

sustainable coexistence with nature. His life's work stands as a testament to the power of 

scientific inquiry, environmental stewardship, and the enduring importance of protecting 

biodiversity for future generations. 

 


