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Dr. SALIM ALI
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To successfully carve a career of a passion is one
of the greatest blessings. Salim Ali, renowned
ornithologist is a scientist who carved an exceptional
career out of his passion for birds. Salim Moinuddn
Abdul Ali was born in Mumbai, Maharashtra on 12
November 1896. Orphaned at a young age, he and his
siblings were brought up by their maternal uncle,
Amiruddin Tyabji and his wife Hamida Begum.
The incident which sparked Salim Ali’s interest
in birds is as follows. One day, at the age of 10, Salim
Ali saw a flying bird and to test his shooting ability
shot at it. The bird fell down and the young tender
hearted Salim Ali picked it up. The bird was like a
house sparrow, but had a strange yellow shade on its
throat. Salim Ali took the bird to his uncle and asked
questions regarding the bird. Amiruddin, a keen
hunter and nature lover could not answer the boy’s
questions and so took him along to meet Mr. W S
Millard, Honorary Secretary of the Bombay Natural
History Society (BNHS). Millard was amazed by the
keen interest shown by such a small boy and took him
to show the collection of stuffed birds of the BNHS
Museum. Salim Ali was intrigued by the display and
became rather excited when he saw a bird very
similar to the one he had shot down. His interest in
birds kindled, he became a frequent visitor of Millard
and BNHS. Millard nurtured the young boy’s interest
and provided valuable guidance and support. Salim
Ali went to Burma, while in college to assist his
brother in wolfram mining. However, he spent most
of his time there looking for birds. He soon returned
to India and enrolled to study zoology at St Xavier’s
College, Bombay. He also took up position as a guide
at the Museum of BNHS. Besides his work as guide, he
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carried out systematic field surveys of bird life for the
BNHS.
Salim Ali’s love for birds was not of the
sentimental variety. It was pragmatic- aesthetic and
scientific. He was so passionate that he trained
himself by developing the necessary habits. Though
as a schoolboy he often missed school because of illheath, as his interest in ornithology deepened, he
developed his physique to withstand the most
rigorous field trips. He exercised regularly and went
for a fast one-hour walk every evening. He made it a
habit not to drink water during the day so that he did
not feel thirsty when on his surveys. His passion and
zeal for work was legendary. Besides Millard, he
found mentors in J P Mullan and Reverend Father
Blatter of Biology Dept, St Xavier’s College, Bombay,
Erwin Strassmann of Berlin University, Dillon Ripley,
Whistler and many colleagues of Bombay Natural
History Society. His association with the BNHS was a
lifelong affair. When he won an international award
of Rs 5 lakhs, he donated it to the BNHS. Salim Ali’s
research work has contributed greatly to the
development of Orinthology as a subject. Salim Ali’s
wife hailed from Kihim village, about 7 miles away
across the sea from the Gateway of India, Mumbai. At
Kihimin the tranquil atmosphere and surrounded by
trees, Salim Ali carried out research on the nature and
activities of the baya (weaver bird – Ploceus
phillipinus) sitting on a machan near the nesting
colony. The study was detailed and meticulously
carried out with his trademark scientific rigour. The
paper in which he presented his findings threw up far
reaching observations and inferences and established
him as an outstanding ornithologist.
Salim Ali was one of the first scientists to carry
out systematic bird surveys in India and abroad.
From his youth till his eighties Salim Ali was involved
in research of birds which extended to ecology and
nature conservation. For his surveys he has travelled
through the length and breadth of India and the
neighbouring countries, and also widely in Europe,
America, South East Asia and Middle East. He has
collected several thousand specimens and established
important facts regarding the geographical
distribution, ecology and bionomics. Salim Ali’s
research observations and findings gave him the
confidence to recommend Economic Orinthology as
an essential subject in Agriculture Universities. He
not only researched birds but by unremitting
observation also contributed to the arena of
protection of nature and soon became an important
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figure internationally in wild life conservation,
ecology and environment.
Salim Ali’s publications in book form include:
The Book of Indian Birds, Pictorial Guide to the Birds
of the Indian subcontinent, Birds of Sikkim, Birds of
Kerela, Handbook of Birds of India and Pakistan (10
volumes) and many more. The Handbook of Birds of
India and Pakistan (10 volumes) is co-authored by S
Dillon Ripley and is considered to be Salim Ali’s
magnum opus. His book – “The Fall of a Sparrow”, is
autobiographical in nature. Salim Ali has been
honoured nationally and internationally. In 1958, he
received the Padma Bhushan for his contribution in
the field of Science and Engineering, and the Padma
Vibhushan in 1976.

renowned ecologist has said – “Salim Ali will be
remembered as the man who taught Indians to study
at first hand, treasure and work for the rich living
heritage of the country”. In Salim Ali’s own words to
his juniors he has said “I suppose I‘ve done my bit, it’s
now up to you younger people”.

Salim Ali passed away in 1987 at the age of
91. A great scientist J B S Haldane has hailed Salim
Ali’s – “capacity to indulge in the most meaningful
research with his bare hands”. Madhav Gadgil,

Author: Mrs. Alokananda Sengupta
[Retired Senior Principal Scientist & Head, RPBD
Division, CSIR-NEIST, Jorhat, Assam]
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Dr. Tessy Thomas

2012 for her outstanding contributions in missile
technology and her unparalleled contribution to
India.

(Picture courtesy: The Better India)

In the field of Science and Technology where men
greatly excel, Indian women has also gain space in
this area making India proud with their
achievements, inspiring more young women in
choosing science as a carrier. Among them, two
Indian women scientists by breaking the barrier and
made the nation proud. Hailing from different
backgrounds, these two women have contributed
enormously in space projects at ISRO and DRDO, their
achievements have been globally recognized, playing
as role models for women to achieve their dreams
and determination and to think beyond their
responsibility for families achieving in both worlds.
Just like the ‘Missile Man of India’ Dr A P J
Abdul Kalam, Dr. Tessy Thomas is known as the
‘Missile Woman of India’ aka Agniputri (the daughter
of fire Goddess) being the first women at Defence
Research and Development Organisation (DRDO) to
lead a missile team and a project director for Agni IV,
which was successfully tested in 2011. She was then
chosen as the project director for a long range nuclear
capable ballistic missile, Agni V, which was
successfully tested in 2012. She has been a part in the
DRDO family for almost 24 years and contributed in
the Guidance Control, Inertial Navigation, Trajectory
Simulation and also as a Technology Director for
Missile Design and System Analysis Group of
Advanced Systems Laboratory (ASL). She has been
awarded the Lal Bahadur Shastri National award in

www.scigem.in

Born in a beautiful district Allapuzha of Kerala
to an IAS father and a housewife mother, Tessy
Thomas childhood love and fascination for rocket
grab her attention as she grew up watching rocket
test near Thumba Rocket launching station for which
her passion grew stronger with time. With her
interest on science and mathematics, she completed
her B.Tech from Thrissur Engineering College and has
been a bright and vibrant girl, actively involved in
extracurricular activities. Thereafter she pursued her
dream taking M.Tech in Guided Missile from the
Defence Institute of Advanced Technology, Pune and
PhD in Guidance Missile under DRDO with an MBA in
Operations Management. In DRDO she was appointed
in Agni Missile Programme by her role model Dr. A P J
Abdul Kalam, became the associate project director of
the 3000 km range Agni III missile project, the project
director of Agni IV and V, with Agni V being the
greatest achievements for the Indian defence
department launch from Odisha’s Wheeler Island in
2012. Her successful career was not smoothly
achieved though. At every step she faced failure and
disappointment such as the failed launch of a missile
in 2006 facing lot of criticism from her team.
However, her perseverance character took such
failure as a challenge to work harder, resolving
problems, improving with the work wherein after 10
months, the failure ironically turned out to be
successful.
Being a loving & caring wife, mother and
scientist Tessy Thomas manage to balance both
professional and personal life, receiving unending
support from her family. Her hard work and
achievements has been greatly admired by famous
Indian leaders. The former Prime Minister Dr.
Manmohan Singh told the Indian Science Congress
that Mrs Thomas is an example of a "woman making
her mark in a traditionally male bastion anddecisively
breaking the glass ceiling". Mahindra Group Chairman
Anand Mahindra said “Tessy deserves to be more
famous than the biggest Bollywood star. A poster
of Tessy in every Indian school will wreck
stereotypes and create enormous career
aspirations for girls.”
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Dr. N. Valarmathi

(SAR) that could take images during day and
night". The satellite has high data handling
systems, high storage devices with a five years
lifespan will be useful for disaster prediction,
agricultural and forestry purposes with high
resolution power and microwave imaging could
also be used for defence purpose. These
achievements were made possible by her hard work
and determination, giving herself only four to five
hours a day, monitoring various aspects of satellite.

(Picture courtesy: Oneindia Gallery)

N.

Valarmathi is an Indian Scientist at Indian

Space Research Organization (ISRO) and the woman
behind the successful launching of Radar Imaging
Satellite (RISAT-1) in 2012. Hailing from a remote
village in Tamil Nadu Ariyalur district, N. Valarmathi
is a project director of India’s first indigenously
developed RISAT-1, becoming the star of the
limelight. She is the first person to receive the
prestigious Abdul Kalam Award in 2015 instituted by
the then chief minister of Tamil Nadu Ms Jayalalithaa
on 69th Independence Day in recognition of
contributions to scientific development, humanities
and student’s welfare. After receiving the award, she
cited “I am very happy to receive this award. It is an
honour for the ISRO and I dedicate this award to the
organisation. Instituting such awards would
encourage the youth to achieve more”. She is also
the second women to head a satellite project at
ISRO after T.K Anuradha, project director of the
GSAT-12 mission in 2011.

Her educational life started from her
schooling at Nirmala Girls Higher Secondary School,
Tamil Nadu, completed her Pre-University Course at
the Government Arts College, Ariyalur, Bachelor of
Engineering
from Government College of
Technology, Coimbatore and Master in Electronics
and Communication from Anna University. Getting
offered from both DRDO and ISRO, where she
decided to join ISRO in 1984 involving in great
mission project like Insat 2A, IRS IC, IRS ID, and TES
for more than 32 years. Besides being a great
scientist, she is a wife and mother to two children
taking care of her family like any mother did.
Despite being born and brought up in middle
class rural and humble backgrounds, Tessy Tomas
and Valarmathi have chosen the scientific career and
became two of India’s great scientists that we are all
proud of. Their career path and achievements are
truly inspirational and enlightening in many ways to
the young Indian minds, especially young woman
who can proudly prepare for their future scientific
career to achieve greater heights and make India
proud at global level.

Born to a retired block development officer,
Natarajan and wife Ramaseetha, Valarmathi
brought pride to her motherland Ariyalur district of
Tamil Nadu proudly being called as the “daughter of
soil” who succeed in leading a team for the
successful launch of RISAT-I, the heaviest satellite
that the country launched from its spaceport at
Sriharikota in 2012. She said the Indian spy in the
sky RISAT-1 is a unique satellite with several new
technologies including Synthetic Aperture Radar
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