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Introduction
This is a report of a preliminary foot survey conducted for
Western Tragopan Tragopan melanocephalus in the
Daranghati Wildlife Sanctuary, Himachal Pradesh (India).
It was conducted over the course of three separate visits in
May 2006, December 2006 and April 2007.

During the first survey in May 2006 we covered c. 5.25
km² of the Rangcha forest. During the second and third
surveys in December 2006 and April 2007 we surveyed an
area of about 3 km² in the Dhandsa forest. Both these forests
are located in the Kasha-Pat beat of the Daranghati Wildlife
Sanctuary.

The survey was carried out by walking on trails and
scrambling cross-country through steep, extremely
challenging terrain, flushing Western Tragopan along the
way. We had more success with this method during the winter
survey when the birds were less widespread, despite the fact
that they were more reluctant to flush in winters.

The survey of the Daranghati Wildlife Sanctuary revealed
a promising population of Western Tragopan with 45
individual sightings over 15 field days, of which 41 were
during five days from 8th to 13th December 2006 and 39 call
records over 15 field days, of which 31 were during five
days from 18th to 22nd April 2007.

This population of Western Tragopan is ideally suited
for further study and protective measures because it is
supported by a relatively healthy habitat located in an
geographically isolated and protected area.

 The data collected indicate that the Western Tragopan is
relatively sedentary in the Dhandsa forest area of the
Daranghati Wildlife Sanctuary. We found that the birds in
the surveyed area remained at the same or higher altitude
in winter than in spring.

In both the surveyed areas we encountered Himalayan
Monal Lophophorus impeyanus at such a rate (on some days >
50 in a day) that we almost gave up trying to record the
number of birds flushed. In addition we encountered a
healthy number of Koklass Pucrasia macrolopha, including

one that landed on the roof of the Sharnal forest rest house.
A covey of seven Kaleej Pheasant Lophura leucomelanos was
also observed in the Mamelan Top Nala (2,400 m) on 8th
December 2006.

During the April 2007 survey three samples of fresh
droppings, as well as an old sample from an exposed ledge
where Western Tragopan were observed in December 2006,
were collected and handed over to the Himachal Pradesh
Forest Department for further analysis.

Methods
The data for this study was collected over three visits.
Visit 1 was to the Rangcha forest while Visits 2 and 3 were to
the Dhandsa forest.

Foot surveys followed forest tracks where available.
Otherwise the survey team walked cross-country. Most of
the survey walks were cross-country and involved
strenuous walking/scrambling over steep slopes and rocks.
In areas, which looked promising, we fanned out and
painstakingly combed the area 2–3 times.

While surveying narrow valleys the party sometimes
split into two groups, each walking on either side of the
valley, covering the area more efficiently. This strategy also
allowed the group on one side to have a good look at birds
flushed by the group on the opposite side, as quite often
they would cross over and land near them.

GPS readings were recorded of important points in the
survey and of the points where Western Tragopans were
sighted/heard. When the birds were sighted/heard at a
distance, a rough map of the area was made giving the
relative position of the bird while our own position was
fixed by the GPS.

The data thus collected was imported into Google
EarthTM and was used to make the maps of this report. The
grid references and the altitude measurements have been
taken from Google Earth TM. Due to this methodology the
grid references and altitudes, especially of points where an
actual GPS record was not taken, might have errors.
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Study area
Daranghati Wildlife Sanctuary (31°22’–28’N 77°47’–51’E),
is located in the Rampur Bushahr division of Shimla district
(Himachal Pradesh, India). An erstwhile hunting reserve
of the Rampur Bushahr royal family, it was notified as a
sanctuary in March 1962 and then re-notified on 27th
March 1974. The sanctuary is in two non-contiguous parts
namely, Daranghati Wildlife Sanctuary I and II. These two
units lie on either side of the Dhaula Dhar hills, an
intervening range that forms part of the Middle Himalaya.
The total notified area of both the parts is 168 km2. The
altitude varies between 2,100 m and c. 5,400 m (Hans
Beshan peak) (Fig. 1).

The area covered by our surveys was located in the
Kasha-Pat beat of the Daranghati Wildlife Sanctuary II.

Daranghati Wildlife Sanctuary I is north of the Dhaula
Dhar range and forms the southern catchment area of the
Manglad Gad which is itself a tributary of the Sutlej River.

Three main rivers, including Wajadi Gad and Gharat Gad,
flow northwards into Manglad Gad.

Daranghati Wildlife Sanctuary II lies south of the Dhaula
Dhar and encompasses the eastern and southern catchment
areas of the Nogli Gad. The main rivers flowing through
part II into the Nogli Gad include Bankdari Nala, Rigir Gad,
Setlu Nala, Doabda Nala, Debring Nala and Dori Gad.
Manglad and Nogli are southern tributaries of the Sutlej
River, joining it on the left bank.

Kasha Pat Forest Range lies north-east of the
Daranghati Wildlife Sanctuary II. The range office is located
in the Sharnal Village.

Rangcha Forest—Survey 1: 9th–12th May 2006: A part of
the Kasha Pat range, the Rangcha forest extends to the east
of Kasha village on the right bank of the Nogli Gad. The
forest starts about one kilometer east from Kasha village and
extends up to the snowline. There are no villages east of
Kasha in the Nogli catchment. The Nogli Gad forms the

Fig.1. Satellite image of the general area

Area covered during Survey 1 in May 2006: Rangcha forest—perimeter c. 9.5km; area c. 5.25km2.
Area covered during Surveys 2 and 3 in December 2006 and April 2007: Dhandsa forest—perimeter c.8.5km; area 3.0km2.

Singh & Tu: Western Tragopan
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southern boundary of the Rangcha forest while the ridgeline
separating the Nogli catchment from the main Sutlej watershed
forms the northern boundary. To the east the forest extends
up to the snow line while on the west the agricultural lands of
the Kasha village define the forest boundary (Fig. 2).

A part of this forest was surveyed over a period of four
days from 9th to 12th May 2006 (see map below).

Dhandsa Forest—Survey 2: 8th–13th December 2006; Survey
3: 17th–22nd April 2007: A part of the Kasha Pat range, the
Dhandsa forest lies to the south of the Sharnal village. The
Nogli Gad forms the northern boundary of the forest. The
Doabda Nulla flows through this forest and joins the Nogli
Gad about one km west of Sharnal. This forest mainly
consists of the catchment of the Doabda Nulla. To the east
the forest extends up to Mamellan top and other alpine
meadows while the Pateli ridge forms the western boundary.
To the south the forest extends up to the farmlands of the
Darkali village (Fig. 3).

Weather: Daranghati Wildlife Sanctuary has cool
summers and severe winters. Annual precipitation is 625–
900 mm, with heavy monsoonal rains from July to
September and frequent snowfall from January to March.
Temperatures range from –8°C in winter to 28°C in
summer (Pandey 1990).
Vegetation: The Daranghati Sanctuary supports five main
types of forests (Pandey 1990):

1. Moist cedar forest (1,900–3,000 m), which comprises
Cedrus deodara, mixed with blue pine Pinus wallichiana
on ridges and an understorey of oaks Quercus spp.,
rhododendrons Rhododendron spp., and holly Ilex
dipyrena. Common shrubs include Indigofera spp.,
honeysuckle Lonicera spp., Prinsepia utilis and Berberis
spp.

2. Western mixed coniferous forest, which occurs on
the northern and eastern slopes above 2,000 m. Main
species are blue pine, silver fir Abies spectabilis and
spruce Picea smithiana, with cedar on well-drained
sites. Broadleaf spp., include Indian horse chestnut
Aesculus indica, walnut Juglans regia, maples Acer spp.,
and rhododendrons. Shrubs include Viburnum spp.,
willow Salix spp., Indigofera spp., Cotoneaster spp.,
Rubus spp., and Rosa moschata.

3. Moist temperate deciduous forest, which extends up
to 2,700 m along streams and moist hollows, with
Indian horse chestnut, walnut, bird cherry Prunus
cornuta, elm Ulmus wallichiana and maples
predominating.

4. Oak Qercus semecarpifolia forest, which is also known
as Kharsu oak, occurs in sheltered locations between
2,500 m and 3,500 m, and is replaced at higher
altitudes by birch Betula utilis, Juniperus spp., and
Rhododendron campanulatum. Common associates in

Fig. 2. Satellite image of the Rangcha forest area surveyed 9th–12th May 2006

Singh & Tu: Western Tragopan
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oak forest are maple, bird cherry Prunus cornuta, yew
Taxus bacata and pear Pyrus spp.

5. West Himalayan sub-alpine forests contain silver fir
and some Kharsu oak, and occur above 3,000 m.

All five types of forests were well represented in the area
surveyed in Rangcha Forest in May 2006.

The area surveyed in Dhandsa Forest in December 2006
and April 2007, did not include West Himalayan sub-alpine
forests.

Results
Analysis of altitudinal mobility with season
The data we collected supports Gaston et al. (1981) in that
the Western Tragopan is relatively sedentary in Himachal
Pradesh. We found that the birds remained at the same or
higher altitude in winter than in spring.

There is a great deal of variation in the altitudinal
distribution cited by various sources for different seasons.
In some cases the lower limit, is stated as low as 1,350 m

(Johnsgard 1999; Ali & Ripley 2003). Other sources cite a
lower limit of 1,750 m in winter (Nawaz 2001), although
they also state that birds can be found up to 3,000 m if the
weather allows. The usual altitudinal range cited for summer
is 2,500–3,600 m (Whistler 1928; Baker 1932–1935; Liley et
al. 1995; Whale 1997; Ramesh et al. 1999).

Our winter sightings (December 2006) took place as the
first heavy snowfall of the season arrived with
temperatures as low as minus 8ºC. We found that the birds
did not immediately descend to lower altitudes or move
to new locations.
• The average altitude for the 41 sightings in December

2006 was 2,855 m (median 2,970 m).
• In comparison our four sightings and 31 call records

from April 2007 indicate an average altitude of 2,686
m (median 2,690 m).

• The range of altitudinal records for December 2006
was 2,485–3,160 m, while the range for April 2007
was 2,563–3,020 m.

Fig. 3. Satellite image with map overlay of the area surveyed in December 2006 and April 2007 (Dhandsa forest)

Singh & Tu: Western Tragopan
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It should be noted that the data for spring includes far
more call recordings than sightings, which increases the
margin of error. Data from the May 2006 survey is not
included for the purpose of this analysis as the area
surveyed was different.

Observations on flushing behaviour
In order to detect the presence of these shy and skulking
birds, we walked along trails as well as cross-country,
flushing birds by making loud sounds and striking trees
trunks. We observed that generally the birds were more
difficult to flush in winter than in spring. In winter the birds
allowed us to approach much closer before flushing, while
in spring they tended to flush from much further away.
Other observations:
• When flushed from close proximity the birds took off

with heavily flapping wings, which make a loud and
peculiar rattling-thumping sound, which is easily
audible and identifiable in the field, even at long
distances. Flushed birds usually take a ‘jump start’, fly a
short distance and then glide downhill, often across the
valley to the opposite hillside. All flushed birds, which
could be observed landing, landed on the ground except
one that landed on a branch of a deodar tree about five

metres above the ground. This bird uttered a few alarm
calls and then took off again and went downhill.

• The birds usually give one or more alarm calls before
taking flight, always followed by a few more calls while
airborne.

• During the winter survey some birds flushed from
just 2–3 m. In one such case, on of no (SS) flushed a
juvenile male as he pulled himself up on a small rocky
ledge where the bird was hiding under a rock. The
bird almost struck SS as it flushed, giving the rest of
the party, which were a few meters behind, a clear
view of its flight trajectory.

• When alarmed from a distance, the birds sometimes ran
and hid in the undergrowth or underneath rocks. In one
case, we saw a male tragopan about 20 m away in a
mass of large rocks on a slope angled 30–40 degrees. It
ran and hid. Three people searched intensively for 30
min but could not flush it. In another case, we heard an
alarm call from less than 50 m away. We could hear the
bird running for cover, but though we searched for 30
min it did not flush nor give an alarm call. In this case
the area had dense undergrowth, including some thorny
bushes and boulders.

Effects of human activity
The area covered on the second and third surveys, in the
Dhandsa forest, is less disturbed than the larger area of the
Rangcha forest covered on the first survey. The main human
activities in both forests are grazing livestock on undergrowth
tree-lopping for animal fodder, and fuel wood and minor
forest produce collection.

Rangcha forest this forest is used for grazing throughout
the year except in winter when there is heavy snow. It is
easy to access and has good pastures and camping grounds.
It also is the route through which sheep are taken to the
alpine meadows in summer. Firewood and timber collection
is also higher in this forest because it is close to the villages
and is connected by a well-maintained track.

Dhandsa forest this forest is also used for grazing
livestock but is relatively less disturbed because:

Fig. 5 Habitat of the April 2007 sightings

Fig. 4. Temporary bridge on the Nogli Khad, enroute to
Dhandsa forest

Singh & Tu: Western Tragopan
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• The access route is more difficult as it involves a steep
descent to the Nogli Khad and then a steep climb
across a small pass. While there was some evidence
of fuel wood collection around the pass area, we were
told it was simply too cumbersome to venture further
into the survey area for fuel wood.

• The Nogli Khad forms a natural barrier, as a bridge
does not span it. A simple log bridge, constructed every
season, is used to cross the Khad. The Nogli Khad
cannot be crossed once the monsoon starts. Even
before the rains, in spring and summer, the Nogli Khad
cannot be crossed during the evening as snowmelt
increases the water level. While collection of edible
fungi and medicinal plants may cause disturbance
during the breeding season in other areas (Gaston &
Garson 1992; Pandey 1993), here the river is a natural
barrier against human disturbance during this critical
time (Fig. 4).

• Livestock grazing is kept at a minimum with one
shepherd passing through the surveyed area once a
week on average with his herd of 70 sheep and goats.
During the spring these visits are limited to short half-
day trips, which stop at the onset of the monsoon.
Once the monsoon breaks the shepherd and his herd
may camp above the Doabda Nulla till they move on
to other pastures. Although we observed trees being
lopped for livestock forage, it was on such a limited
scale that in all probability to would not have an
adverse effect for conservation on the Western
Tragopan in this area.

• The locals also avoid going into this forest in the
summer and monsoon months due to the high
population of Asiatic black bear Ursus thibetanus. A
walk in the darkening Dhandsa forest is a foolhardy
proposition due the presence of the bears.

• Local shepherds also say that this forest has a type of
grass (herb) that kills goats if they feed on it.

• A new motorable road to Kasha village is under
construction and is expected to be ready in the next
two years. Once this road reaches Sharnal, the
Dhandsa forest will be a short two-hour walk from
the road head. This will definitely lead to an increase
in human activities in the Dhandsa forest. The
construction of a permanent bridge over the Nogli
Khad will also lead to an increase in human activities
in this area.

Habitat
During the May 2006 and April 2007 surveys the birds were
found scattered uniformly in the forest. All birds seen were
alone. An analysis of the calls suggests a minimum distance
of about 300 m between two calling males.

The four visual records in April 2007 were from areas
with fairly thick moist temperate deciduous forests. The areas
had 30–40 degree slopes and also had rocks and boulders
strewn all over (Fig. 5).

During the December 2006 survey a majority of the birds
were found in coveys of 3-8 birds in isolated pockets. Almost

all the undisturbed sightings were on steep, 40–60 degree,
rock strewn, north-facing slopes in areas remained that in
shade throughout the day. These areas were quite exposed
and had scanty tree cover.

Roosting site
While walking back from the Kewdi Faldi top on 19th April
2007 at 0845 hrs we came across a cluster of droppings.
Birsen, our local guide, identified them as Western Tragopan
droppings. There were four droppings within 30 cm of each
other. These were not like the usually round Western
Tragopan droppings. They were squashed and a bit
splattered as if they had fallen from a height—very probably
from a roosting bird. The droppings were collected and
handed over to the Himachal Pradesh Forest Department
for further analysis (Fig. 6).

If these droppings (Fig. 7) were from a roosting bird, the
bird would have been perched on a 5 cm thick branch of a
Moru oak Quercus dilatata about 10 m above the ground and
5 m from the main trunk. There was very little ground cover
and no middle storey in this region. The tree was on a 40-
degree south-facing slope. The part of the branch on which
the bird roosted was quite exposed and it did not have a
dense leaf cover.

Use of small caves and cavities under rocks as cover
Almost all areas where Western Tragopan were observed
had rocks and boulders strewn about. This jumble of rocks

Fig. 6. The canopy at the roosting site

Singh & Tu: Western Tragopan
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form many small caves, cavities and tunnels which, along
with undergrowth, provide numerous safe hideouts.

During the survey all birds that were flushed, took off
from the ground. On eight occasions Western Tragopan were
seen flushing from under rocks. Twice they were flushed
from under rocks when we were in close proximity (less
than 10 m). While on two other occassions birds were seen
running into a boulder strewn area, which was subsequently
searched.

One male, calling from without success rear the camp,
would give off an alarm call when we made any sudden
noise. Subsequent imitation of the same noise would not
elicit any more calls. Over the days several attempts were
made to locate the bird—but it neither called nor flushed.
Even an entire herd of 70 goats walking through the area
did not flush this bird, which had been calling as usual
until just before the goats arrived. The bird resumed calling
15 min after the goats left the area. There was little ground
cover in this area except for a jumble of rocks. Since the bird
was not heard taking off, it is highly probable that it used
the caves and tunnels under the rocks in this area to hide.
The shepherd informed us that rarely had he observed
Western Tragopan flushing when he walked his livestock
through these forests. This also confirms the observations of
Beebe (1918–1922) who describes such efforts to flush hiding
birds as futile.

All these instances pointed to the fact that, when
disturbed, the Western Tragopan used spaces under rocks
for concealment. Locals informed us that it was a well-
known fact amongst the shepherds that the Western
Tragopan liked to hide under rocks and boulders. In fact,
our guide Shyam Lal informed us that, in his childhood, he
had caught one male tragopan, which was hiding in a small
cave (1 m deep) under a boulder.
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APPENDIX: Survey notes

Visit 1: 9th–12th May 2006
We started the trek for Sharnal on 8th May 2006 from a small
teashop just after the village of Kinnu on the Sarahan–
Mashnu road. This route to Kasha is not frequently used as
it involves a long and difficult trek over Bubala pass.

During this survey we took a team of five porters. Pawan
Kumar, the forest guard at Kasha, was also with us. The
other two guides were the chowkidar Shyam Lal and Kushal
Singh Saini. Our team consisted of eight people. The porters
did not take part in the survey walks.

A part of the Rangcha forest was surveyed during this
visit. Two camps were set up during this survey. The first

was at Chwoi Nala dwar (Fig. 8), where two nights were
spent. The second camp was at Laila Dwar (Fig. 9), for two
nights.

Weather: the weather was mostly clear and sunny except
on the afternoon of 10th May 2006. It started drizzling at
about 1200 hrs continuing till about 2000 hrs.

Records: No Western Tragopans were seen during this
survey. The calls of eight male birds were heard.

The routes taken during the walks, the campsites and the
estimated position of the calling birds (Fig. 10).

Visit 2: 8th–14th December 2006
This time we used the Dhandhol route. This is a much easier
route, as it does not involve steep gradients. There is a fair
amount of traffic on this track as the villagers of Kasha-Pat
use it too to transport supplies.

During this survey we formed a base camp at Doabda
Nulla. We took a team of five porters and three guides. The
guides, Shyam Lal, Bir Sen and Kushal Saini, stayed back
with us while the team of porters left for Kasha after dropping
our luggage at the campsite. Since the campsite was centrally
located we did not plan to shift camp. At the end of the camp
the team of porters came back and took our equipment back
to Sharnal.

A part of the Dhandsa forest was surveyed during this
visit. Seven nights were spent there.

Weather: Mostly overcast, wet and cold. Even when the
sky was clear the campsite received only about two hours of
sunlight a day as it was situated in a deep valley. The
temperatures were below freezing during most of our stay.
The minimum temperature recorded was -8ºC at 0500 hrs on
12th December 2006.

It started snowing from around 0000 hr on 10th December.
The snowfall continued overnight and on the morning of
11th December an eight-inch layer of snow covered the
ground. This wet snow made walking cross-country
dangerous.

Records: A total of 41 Western Tragopan were seen during
this survey visit.

The routes taken during the walks, the campsites and the
places where the birds were seen (Fig. 11).

Visit 3: 17th–22nd April 2007
This time also we used the Dhandhol route.

The base camp was at the Doabda nulla campsite. Our
team consisted of four people. We had Bir Sen and Kishen
Das as guides and two porters for our equipment. The
entire team stayed at the campsite for the duration of the
camp.

We covered the same part of the Dhandsa forest that
was surveyed during December 2006 visit our.

Weather: Clear during most of the trip.  It rained from
1200 hrs till 2000 hrs on the 19th of April.

Records: Four Western Tragopans were seen during this
survey, and a total of 31 birds were heard calling.

The routes taken during the walks, the campsites and the
places where the birds were seen or heard (Fig. 12).Fig. 9. Laila Dwar campsite
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Approximate locations and altitude of calling male Western
Tragopans in May 2006

Date Time Altitude

1 9 1830 hrs 3,200 m

2 10 0615 hrs 3,200 m

3 10 0810 hrs 3,200 m

4 10 0905 hrs 2,900 m

5 10 1630 hrs 3,000 m

6 11 0600 hrs 3,200 m

7 12 0800 hrs 2,800 m

8 12 1200 hrs 2,500 m

Treks in May 2006
Date Route to

8 Sharnal FRH

9 Chwoi Nala Camp

10 Dori Catchment, Jamlaila Thach, Laam Thach

11 Laila Dwar Camp

12 Dori Khad and Back

12 Sharnal FRH
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Date: Serial Time (hrs) Coordinates Altitude Notes
December 2006 No. (m)
[Total sightings]

8th 1 0815 31º23’42.97”N 2,485 Flushed by B & seen by S.
[5] 77º48’49.73”E

2 1500 31º23’14.78”N 3,155 4 birds seen & alarm calls heard by B & KT.
77°49’15.96”E

9th 1 1100 31º23’13.64”N 3012 One tragopan flushed by B and KT.
[13] 77°49’16.86”E

2 1110 31°23’12.70”N 3050 One tragopan flushed by B and KT.
77°49’17.71”E

3 1115 31°23’11.69”N 3070 One tragopan flushed by B and KT.
77°49’17.10”E

4 1117 31°23’11.69”N 3100 2 tragopans flushed by B & K.  One (F) flew
77°49’17.10”E  across the nulla, landing 30 m below. Gave

alarm calls in flight and also after landing.
5 1119 31°23’10.39”N 3130 2 tragopans flushed by B & KT, both

77°49’18.12”E  flew across the nulla. One landed 100 m
 below & the other 30 m above them.

Both gave alarm calls in flight.
6 1125 31°23’9.34”N 3160 One tragopan flushed by B & KT.

77°49’16.00”E
7 1145 31°23’9.21”N 3160 One male tragopan flushed by B & KT.

77°49’17.84”E Flew down along the nulla.
8 1220 31°23’23.89”N 2740 One tragopan flushed by us.

77°49’14.64”E Flew down and landed just across
the nulla from us.

9 1225 31°23’26.50”N 2760 SS flushed 1 M tragopan from c. 10 m,
77°49’16.84”E which landed on a Tosh pine branch & took

off after 2–3 sec. after giving alarm calls.
10 1300 31°23’27.19”N 2800 SM flushed a juv. M tragopan

77°49’20.21”E from 2 m from under a rock.
11 1550 31°23’38.38”N 2880 SM flushed a F tragopan from 20 m.

77°49’20.08”E
12 1700 31°23’39.00”N 2700 SS flushed 2 tragopan (1 M & 1 F) from 20 m.

77°49’6.42”E
10th 1 1225 31°23’09.12”N 2750 One tragopan flushed. Flew down the nulla.
[9] 77°48’57.44”E

2 1430 31°23’10.06”N 2970 Eight tragopan flushed by B & K.
77°48’30.98”E

12th 1 1330 31°23’38.81”N 2500 6 tragopans flushed & seen by B on
[6] 77°48’49.86”E his way up to the Kewdi Phaldi top.

We heard 3 of these birds flush.
13th 1 1225 31°23’41.85”N 2740 Flushed 2 tragopans at the Pass above Nogli
[6] 77°49’10.58”E  Khad. One gave alarm calls before taking off.

2 1325 31°23’46.92”N 2640 Flushed a F tragopan from c. 20 m.
77°49’1.03”E

3 1350 31°23’47.12”N 2650 Flushed a M tragopan from c. 10 m. The bird
77°49’4.84”E  was sitting under a rock. The area has

 large rocks (1–5 m) scattered around. We had
 passed about 20 m from the rock under

 which the bird was sitting about 10 minutes
 earlier, without disturbing the bird.

4 1425 31°23’51.71”N 2600 2 F tragopans flushed by B. Both
77°49’3.39”E gave alarm calls. Both were flushed from

under rocks, and flew down hill. One gave
alarm calls for 2–3 seconds before taking off.
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Date: Serial Time (hrs) Coordinates Altitude Notes
April 2007 No. (m)
[Total sightings]

18th 1 0825 31°23’26.19”N 2730 Flushed one tragopan. It was sitting
[3] 77°48’49.72”E on the ground in a dry rocky nulla. The nulla

was not very steep (40 degree) slope.
Good upper storey cover but not middle
storey and little lower storey vegetation.

The bird gave alarm calls before taking off.
It landed about 150 m away on the ground

amongst rocks with little ground cover.
Flushed the tragopan again, this time it

took a long flight and went down
towards Kewdi Phaldi.

2 0910 31°23’9.87”N 2750 Saw a male tragopan at about
77°48’44.00”E 20 m. The bird was in a mass of rocks

on a 30-40 degree slope. The rocks were
upto 5 meters in size, lying in a jumble. The
tragopan did not flush; instead it ran into

the rocks. We searched for it for 30 minutes
without any luck. The bird did not flush.

3 1500 31°22’53.05”N 2800 Tragopan flushed by Birsen.
77°48’35.45”E Collected fresh droppings.

Call records 1 0630 31°23’36.36”N 2563 Heard from the camp.
18th 77°48’57.71”E

2 0635 31°23’30.53”N 2630 Heard from the camp.
77°48’52.69”E

3 1645 31°23’11.30”N 2700 2 calls heard while returning
77°48’47.35”E from evening trek.

19th 1 0700 31°23’14.59”N 3020 Heard from the camp.
77°49’19.12”E

2 0715 31°23’37.11”N 2600 One alarm cry heard while walking up
77°48’59.78”E to Kewdi Phaldi top.

3 0730 31°23’28.82”N 2650 Called for about 15 seconds.
77°48’53.15”E

4 0731 31°23’30.77”N 2680 Called for about 20 seconds.
77°48’49.82”E

5 0845 31°23’28.21”N 2700 Called three times.
77°48’50.59”E

6 1910 31°23’26.23”N 2700 Heard from camp.
77°48’51.81”E

20th 1 0230 31°23’27.90”N 2730 Calling at night, heard from the camp
77°48’49.51”E

2 0430 31°23’22.11”N 2740 Heard from the camp.
77°48’49.44”E Calling intermittently till 0530 hrs.

3 0430 31°23’25.46”N 2700 Heard from the camp.
77°48’51.15”E Calling intermittently till 0530 hrs.

4 0430 31°23’34.46”N 2680 Heard from the camp.
77°49’7.22”E Calling intermittently till 0530 hrs.

5 0430 31°23’37.41”N 2580 Heard from the camp.
77°48’58.19”E Calling intermittently till 0530 hrs.

6 0740 31°23’31.49”N 2700 Called 4 times.
77°49’11.36”E

7 0810 31°23’22.39”N 2700 Called continuously for around 2 mins.
77°48’51.78”E

8 1030 31°23’18.50”N 2820 Gave a few alarm calls then
77°49’9.40”E called for about 3 minutes.

9 1800 31°23’35.24”N 2560 Alarm call
77°48’59.58”E

10 1900 31°23’35.36”N 2600 Called 8 times then after a gap
77°49’2.14”E of 1 minute again 8 times.
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21st 1 0415 31°23’17.30”N 2690 Heard from the camp.
77°48’51.34”E Calling intermittently till c. 0515 hrs.

2 0415 31°23’26.79”N 2700 Heard from the camp.
77°48’51.42”E Calling intermittently till c. 0515 hrs.

3 0415 31°23’36.00”N 2570 Heard from the camp.
77°48’58.82”E Calling intermittently till c. 0515 hrs.

4 0415 31°23’30.81”N Heard from the camp.
77°49’8.50”E Calling intermittently till c. 0515 hrs.

5 0415 31°23’21.26”N 2740 Heard from the camp.
77°49’10.31”E Calling intermittently till c. 0515 hrs.

6 0645 31°23’24.81”N 2679 Called eight times.
77°48’52.58”E

7 1205 31°23’15.89”N 2735 Heard an alarm call from c.  50m away.
77°48’47.64”E Conducted a search of the area, which was

 dry and strewn with boulders. Slope about
30–40 degrees. Lot of gooseberry-like

 thorny bushes. No middle storey forest yet.
Good upper storey cover of mainly broad-

  leaved trees (maples, etc.) with one or two
Tosh trees. Did not see or hear the bird again

even after searching the area for 30 mins.
22nd 1 0815 31°23’26.19”N 2730 B & KD flushed one on the pass while
[1] 77°48’49.72”E returning from Sharnal. They also collected
Call records (warm) droppings of the same bird.

1 0700 31°23’24.24”N 2660 Heard from the camp. 4 calls.
77°48’53.61”E

2 0715 31°23’36.43”N 2670 Heard from the camp. At least 15 calls.
77°49’5.22”E

3 0835 31°23’36.06”N 2560 Alarm call heard from the camp.
77°48’58.30”E

4 0836 31°23’20.67”N 2660 Alarm call heard from the camp.
77°48’53.63”E

5 1000 31°23’26.11”N 2630 Alarm call heard from the camp.
77°48’55.45”E

Date: Serial Time (hrs) Coordinates Altitude Notes
April 2007 No. (m)
[Total sightings]

Fig. 13. A view of the Dhandsa forest from a point above Sharnal
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Introduction
Kanha Tiger Reserve (KTR; 22º01’05”N–22º27’48”N and
80º26’10”E–81º04’40”E; Madhya Pradesh, India) in the
eastern part of Satpuda–Maikal landscape and is classified
an Important Bird Area (IN MP-09, criteria A1) (Islam &
Rahmani 2004). This landscape holds one of the best-
protected habitats in central India. As per the
biogeographic classification of India (Rodgers & Panwar
1988), the area lies in zone-6 E—Deccan Peninsula—Central
Highlands. The eastern and the western half of KTR form
part of the Halon and the Banjar valleys respectively (Gopal
& Shukla 2001). Falling in the districts of Mandla and
Balaghat, KTR lies within the Maikal Hills, situated between
the Mahadeo Hills of Pachmari and Chota Nagpur. The area
of the core zone (National Park) is 940 km2 and that of the
buffer zone is 1,009 km2, adding up to 1,949 km2 as the total
area of KTR, with the additional area of Phen Wildlife
Sanctuary—110 km2.

The vegetation of the area comprises two broad categories:
moist peninsular sal forests, southern tropical moist mixed
deciduous forest and southern tropical dry mixed deciduous
forest type (Champion & Seth 1968). The terrain is highly
undulating with sporadic vast grasslands, dissected by a
number of seasonal streams and nallahs. The altitudinal
range of KTR is 400–960 m. Climatically the area has three
distinct seasons: winter (November–February), summer
(March–mid-June) and monsoon (mid-June–September),
followed by a short phase of post monsoon from early October
to early November. The temperature in winter decends to
0ºC and rises up to 45ºC in summer. The average rainfall is
more than 1,300 mm, 80 per cent of which is received during
the south-west monsoon between mid-June and late
September.

Ornithological history of Kanha Tiger Reserve
Kanha has attractions for various field biologists, mainly
concentrating on large mammals (Panwar Undated; Kotwal
Undated; Schaller 1967; Kurt 1973; Martin 1977; Newton
1984), whereas attention towards birds has been slack. Early
ornithological records are by Hewetson (1956), Anderson

(1979), and Ranjitsinh (1984). Panwar (Undated) compiled
the first comprehensive list of birds (84 spp.) seen in these
areas, based on 12 years’ work. Guntert & Homberger (1973)
added 51 spp., to his list, based on their intensive, month-
long, ornithological work with mist netting. Ranjitsingh
(1983) reported, for the first time, sightings of Lesser
Florican Sypheotides indica in June 1969 and again in May
1971. Newton et al. (1987) prepared the first systematic list
of birds (225 spp.), adding 89 new records for KTR during
January 1980–May 1983. Ghosal (1995) added 6 spp., to
this list, whereas, D’Cunha & Ali (2001) added 35 spp. In
his checklist, D’Cunha (Undated) recorded 263 spp. Pittie
& Poddar (2000) recorded Ashy Minivet Pericrocotus
divaricatus for the first time from KTR, which was also the
first record for Madhya Pradesh. Devarshi (2006) sighted a
single Bar-headed Goose Anser indicus in December 2004—
another first for KTR. Lastly, the Zoological Survey of India’s
central regional station, after a 10-month detailed avifaunal
survey, covering almost all the ranges of core, and some
areas of buffer forest, including the nearby village ponds,
compiled a checklist of 297 spp., (Chandra et al. 2005),
adding 32 spp., to the avifauna of KTR. In this paper we
add 35 spp., to the avifaunal records of KTR bringing it to a
total of 329 spp.

This list was compiled during the ongoing project,
‘monitoring of tiger, co-predators, prey and their habitat’, in
KTR—from March 2004 to September 2005—with some more
additional work from April 2006 to August 2006, covering
all the seasons.

Methods
The area was regularly surveyed for birds in all the major
habitats. Birds were identified with the help of Grimmett et
al. (1999) and Rasmussen & Anderton (2005). Records of
habitat type and local status (resident, winter visitor, local
migrant and straggler) were maintained. On the basis of
frequency of sighting, the bird species were assigned
categories of abundance (absent, rare, uncommon, occasional
and common). All the standardised common names follow
Manakadan & Pittie (2001).
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Results and discussion
Sightings of special interest and status of rare birds
In the following list, English names preceded by an asterisk
are additions to Kanha’s avian checklist (after Chandra et
al. 2005).

*Darter Anhinga melanogaster: More than 12 individuals
sighted five times in three wetlands, namely Indari pond,
near Badrinath in Kanha meadow and Sondhar pond,
between December 2004 and March 2005.

Black Bittern Dupetor flavicollis: Rare; sighted four times
during the entire survey period—at Chuhari nullah and
Phatak Pullia nullah near Kanha meadow—confirming its
presence in KTR. D’Cunha & Ali (2001) had recorded it
earlier, as a first sighting from KTR. Hewetson (1956) did
not record it in entire Madhya Pradesh.

*Ferruginous Pochard Aythya nyroca: Rare. Four
individuals noticed foraging along with Tufted Pochard A.
fuligula in Sonf meadow in January 2005. They remained
in KTR for more than a month.

*Tufted Pochard A. fuligula: Uncommon winter visitor.
Nine individuals were sighted at two different locations—
near Badrinath pond in Kanha meadow and at a pond in
Sonf meadow. First sighted in December 2004, continuing
till February 2005—however, restricted to these two ponds.

*Jerdon’s Baza Aviceda jerdoni: A male was seen in the
Budbudi nullah region, perched on the edge of a sal Shorea
robusta tree near Kisli meadow—its long, erect, white-
tipped black crest clearly visible. This should be treated as
an unconfirmed / vagrant record until such time more
sightings are reported.

*Brahminy Kite Haliastur indus: Uncommon. A pair
noticed perched near Sondhar pond and Mukki pond in
February 2005. Their movements were mostly restricted
to water bodies though occasionally they were seen soaring
over meadows.

Indian White-backed Vulture Gyps bengalensis: More than
50 individuals can easily be sighted in the Kanha and Sonf
meadows. They are also breeding here—three nests were
sighted near Sulkum bridge on sal trees.

Long-billed Vulture G. indicus: A pair seen twice with a
flock of White-backed Vultures, over and near Kanha
meadow, in June 2005. This bird is very rare in Kanha—the
probable cause may be the absence of cliffs in and around
KTR—while they are quite common in Bandhavgarh
National Park.

*Short-toed Snake-Eagle Circaetus gallicus: Rare.
Observed thrice at three different locations—Bamni Dadar
plateau, Digdola hilly area and Kodai Dadar. Twice it was
noticed perched on sal trees and once, soaring. All records
from February 2005–May 2005.

*Greater Spotted Eagle Aquila clanga: Sighted once in
January 2005, on the edge of sal forest and grassland, in
Mukki range. This bird is very rare from this part of the
country and further sightings are required to confirm its
presence.

*Mountain Hawk-Eagle Spizaetus nipalensis: Rare. Sighted
twice on the edge of sal forest and grassland, in Supkhar
range in November 2004.

*Painted Spurfowl Galloperdix lunulata: Uncommon / rare.
Sighted only twice in a flock of 2–3 individuals in Mukki
range in June 2004. This spurfowl was earlier reported
from Balaghat district (Hewetson 1956), a part of which,
interestingly, falls under the present jurisdiction of KTR.

*Grey Junglefowl Gallus sonneratii: Rare and unusual for
KTR. Sighted twice in sal forest with lantana cover, along
with bamboo thickets, in February 2005. Pasha et al. (2004)
do not report it from Pench Tiger Reserve, while it is quite
common in Bori Sanctuary and Satpura National Park.
Locals in reserve forest areas of Seoni and Mandla district
also report it. However, given its recorded distribution,
this could be a straggler or vagrant and the record could
be treated as an unconfirmed report.

*Small Buttonquail Turnix sylvatica: Uncommon. A covey
of eight birds was sighted in Neela nullah on the way to
Bamni Dadar plateau in January 2005. All birds were
actively feeding on termites and other ground insects near
a dead tree trunk.

*Common Buttonquail T. suscitator: More than 12
individuals were seen at five different locations, with a
maximum of four birds, together at Supkhar road—
actively searching for food amidst dried bamboo leaves in
a bamboo thicket. The other four locations are Suwar
kachar (near Sondhar camp), Duke’s road, Bamni dadar
road towards Mukki and Bottle behra area.

Sarus Crane Grus antigone: A pair permanently residing
in the water bodies, in buffer zone of KTR, in paddies, in
Sarekha and adjoining villages. It raised two chicks
successfully in 2004, whereas in 2005, golden jackals Canis
aureus predated the eggs one night. Forest department was
actively engaged with the help of local people in the
protection of this pair, and a watchman was posted every
year, keeping a vigil on the eggs till they hatched. Hewetson
(1956) and Newton et al. (1987) have reported the Sarus from
central India and Kanha National Park, as a local migrant,
absent during the breeding season.

*Purple Moorhen Porphyrio porphyrio: Uncommon. Six
individuals were noticed in December 2004. There were
five sightings at two different sites—Indri pond and
Chuhari anicut.

*Black-bellied Tern Sterna acuticauda: Rare. Only two
sightings, from February 2005, of birds actively flying over
the waterbody, near Badrinath pond.

*Purple Wood-Pigeon Columba punicea: Uncommon.
Sighted three solitary birds, two males and one female, in
bamboo-dominated forest patches of Digdola, Kodai
daddar and Chuhari area in March 2004 and again in April
2005. May be a vagrant record requiring further
confirmation.

*Drongo Cuckoo Surniculus lugubris: Uncommon. Seen
and heard three times in early monsoon (June 2005), from
inside thick sal forest patches—at Chuhari district fire line
area and above Neela nullah.

*Large Green-billed Malkoha Phaenicophaeus tristis:
Sighted three times in sal-dominated forest patches—once
in the Jamun Tola area, and twice at Supkhar range.
Interestingly sighting of this malkoha was twice in summer
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and once in monsoon season, but none from the winter
season. Is it a summer migrant?

*Grass Owl Tyto capensis: Rare. Sighted once at dusk, in
May 2006, on the forest road at the Phen Sanctuary of KTR.
It is known to occur in well-wooded forest and
intermediate grasslands, and as breeding resident in
grasslands of eastern India, including eastern Madhya
Pradesh (now Chhattisgarh), but locality not mentioned
(Ripley 1982).

*Dusky Eagle-Owl Bubo coromandus: Uncommon.
Regularly sighted and heard around the forest
department’s hutments at Khatiya, where a resident pair
called almost daily in the monsoon months of 2005 and also
seen occassionally.

Mottled Wood-Owl Strix ocellata: Rare. Heard twice in
the winter of 2004. First reported by D’Cunha & Ali (2001)
in November 1994–January 1995.

*Large-tailed Nightjar Caprimulgus macrurus: Seen five
times at different places in the Kanha meadow area, mainly
near Schaller hide and the Chuhari nullah side of the
grassland. Activity increased dramatically at dusk with
high intensity of ‘chaunk-chaunk-chaunk’ calls in late
evenings—from a perch as well as the ground. This might be
the bird’s farthest western distribution range in central India.

*Black-capped Kingfisher Halcyon pileata: Seen twice in
the riverine patches of Kanha meadow—first in November
2004 and again in February 2005. Local tourist guides also
reported 2–3 sightings from the same areas during these
periods. Should be treated as a vagrant till further
sightings.

Malabar Pied Hornbill Anthracoceros coronatus:
Uncommon. Four sightings, with largest flock size of six
birds, in Mukki range, October 2004.

*Eurasian Wryneck Jynx torquilla: A rare visitor for KTR.
Noticed twice in a scrub patch in Indri meadow in
February 2005, actively feeding on the bark of a sal tree
and shifting its position swiftly.

*Greater Golden-backed Woodpecker Chrysocolaptes
lucidus: Uncommon. Six separate sightings in old sal groves
from Supkhar area, Bupsa behra and district fire line in
March 2008.

*Red-winged Bush-Lark Mirafra erythroptera: Rare. A flock
of 11 recorded at Bamni dadar once in July 2008 and another
flock of six spotted in the Garhi range, near cultivation. Calls
and direct sighting confirms its presence in Kanha.

*Sykes’s Crested-Lark Galerida deva: Uncommon and
probably vagrant. Spotted five times at Sonf meadow and
Kanha meadow. All sightings were from early monsoon,
with singing displays. There could be a small breeding
population.

*Plain Martin Riparia paludicola: Uncommon. Recorded
repeatedly from Salkum River area for more then three
months from May 2005 to July 2005. Also seen actively
collecting clay from riverbank.

*Dusky Crag-Martin Hirundo concolor: Rare. Seen thrice
in hilly track from Mukki to Supkhar, around Hanuman
temple area and surroundings, in August 2005.

*Eurasian Tree Pipit Anthus trivialis: Rare. A flock of nine

birds was seen in Indri meadow in February 2005. Three
birds were also spotted in Kanha meadow along with
Paddyfield Pipits A. rufulus.

*Malabar Whistling-Thrush Myophonus horsfieldii: Rare
migrant during summer—sighted once in December 2004
near a hill stream on the Supkhar road, attracted by its
peculiar soft whistle. Should be treated as a vagrant till
further sightings are reported.

White-rumped Shama Copsychus malabaricus:
Uncommon—sighted more than ten times in bamboo-
dominated forest patches. All sighting were during
summer.

*Jerdon’s Bushchat Saxicola jerdoni: This is surely a
vagrant record of a male that was seen in the long grass of
Chuhari nullah near Kanha meadow, in May 2005.
Presence of this species needs further corroboration with
intensive searches in KTR and nearby areas. Till then it
should be treated as an unconfirmed record.

*Rufous-fronted Prinia Prinia buchanani: A pair was
regularly sighted in Mukki’s meadow during April–
September 2004. Two further sightings were from Bhamni
daddar and Supkhar meadow. However further records
are needed for confirmation.

*Indian Great Reed-Warbler Acrocephalus stentoreus: Rare.
Sighted twice in reeds of nullah, near Badrinath guesthouse
in January 2005.

*Spotted Creeper Salpornis spilonotus: Rare. Three
sightings. Found actively feeding on insects in sal-
dominated patches. Twice at district fire line (on the way
to Mukki–Kisli) and once on the Jhulup forest trail.

*Purple-rumped Sunbird Nectarinia zeylonica: Rare.
Sighted five times, feeding on sal flowers in May 2005, all
on the edge of the sal forest in Kanha meadow.

Crimson Sunbird Aethopyga siparaja: Uncommon late
winter visitor, regularly seen in miscellaneous forest
patches. A regular visitor to the flowers of the Surteli shrub,
it can easily be seen at Wild Chalet Resort in buffer forest
of Mocha village.

Green Munia Amandava formosa: Uncommon. A flock of
five birds was seen once, in the grassland near Indri camp,
in Kisli range, December 2004. A pair was also sighted on
the northern side of KTR, in village complexes. The isolated
flocks in KTR need proper conservation as this species is
included in CITES Appendix II and protected under a 1991
amendment of the Wildlife (Protection) Act (1992) and
categorized as Vulnerable by BirdLife International (2001).

*Bronzed Drongo Dicrurus aeneus: Three winter 2005
sightings from KTR—one bird in the Salghat area, and two
together at Neela nullah area, on the upper road for Bhamni
daddar. Could be a vagrant or local winter migrant.
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Abstract
Sunflower Helianthus annus is an important oilseed crop in semi-arid and rain fed areas
of the Mysore district of Karnataka state (India). The crop is grown in isolated patches.
It attracts a large number of Rose-ringed Parakeets Psittacula krameri. Even by following

the recommended prevention practices, the crop is not fully protected from parakeet
damage and the farmers lose 10–40% of the crop. Field experiments were conducted

near Mysore, to protect sunflower from parakeet damage. Newer ways were
developed to prevent the sunflower heads being eaten by parakeets. Coloured

decorative tencil, coloured carry-bags and shiny paper plates were placed on the backs
of sunflower heads to scare off the parakeets. These materials were placed on the

plants randomly in different blocks. Parakeets did not damage the treated plants for
the entire duration of the study. The treated blocks had significantly lower parakeet
damage compared to the control blocks. Thus, the mechanical placement of tencil,
carry-bags and plates can form an important tool in the management of parakeet

damage in sunflower. The behavioural basis of protection against parakeet damage
and cost involved are also discussed.

Introduction
Sunflower Helianthus annus is one of the important oilseed
crops in southern Karnataka, India. Many farmers grow it
in small areas in isolated patches. Such isolated patches
attract Rose-ringed Parakeet Psittacula krameri, which
causes heavy losses (Rao 1999; Basappa & Prasad 2005;
Rao & Dubey 2006). The Rose-ringed Parakeet is known to
cause 10–30 per cent damage in Andhra Pradesh and 40–
90 per cent damage in Rajasthan. In Punjab, the mean
percentage of parakeet damage in different years ranged
from 5.7–29 per cent (Rao & Dubey 2006). The Rose-ringed
Parakeets cause more than 90 per cent damage when
sunflower is grown in isolated areas (Basappa & Prasad
2005). There are many management techniques available
for reducing the yield loss in sunflower (Rao & Dubey 2006).
These techniques include, using reflective ribbons,
bioacoustics, pyro-techniques, screen crops, botanicals,
habitat management, etc., however these techniques are not
popular or not being properly utilized by the farmers. Many

of these techniques are time consuming, effective for only
short periods or involve high costs. Some of the techniques
are not effective in the long run as parakeets get habituated
to them gradually (Rao & Dubey 2006). Therefore, there is a
need to develop alternative methods that are effective,
economical and eco-friendly. The present study was
conducted in Mysore district of Karnataka to demonstrate
effective methods of deterring parakeets from damaging
sunflower crop.

Material & methods
The experiment was conducted at Chuncharayanahundi
village, of Mysore taluk, Karnataka, India. The study site
was situated in a valley surrounded by small hills and
forest. Here, majority of the farmers did not prefer to grow
sunflower fearing heavy damage by parakeets. As a
demonstration from the Extension Education Unit of the
Agricultural Research Station, Naganahalli near Mysore,
the sunflower crop was grown at Chuncharayanahundi.
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Total cropped area under sunflower was 0.4 ha. The
cropped area had trees all around except towards the north.
The crop was monitored at regular intervals for the
appearance of parakeet damage. A sunflower head showing
symptoms of feeding by parakeets was recorded as
damaged. The cropped area was divided into seven blocks.
Four treatments were imposed into these blocks at random.
Soon after the initial feeding by parakeets, the treatments
detailed below were imposed on 20th September 2007. The
number of such sunflower heads damaged by parakeets
prior to imposing treatment, and after the 13th (3rd October
2007) and 27th days (17th October 2007) after treatment
was recorded for each block in treated and untreated plants.
The quantum of feeding in each head was not taken as a
criterion. The crop was harvested on 18th October 2007
and the yield from 100 plants from each treatment, except
in treatment 4s (n=43), was collected.

Treatment 1: Coloured decorative tencils (Fig. 2a), each
30 cm long, were tied onto the backs of sunflower heads
with a knot. Coloured tencils namely, blue, red, pink, yellow
and silver were used in each block. The tencil was tied to
the tallest plants among the group of 4–5 adjacent plants
(Fig. 2b). This treatment was imposed to Blocks II, IV and
VII. In these blocks eight partially damaged heads were
treated with tencil and the plants were marked. These
plants were observed for any further damage by parakeets.
The cost of tencil was Rs. 20/- per 15 m.

Treatment 2: White (n=200) and black (n=183) coloured,
commercially available, plastic carry-bags (25x50 cm) were
used (Fig. 3). The handle side of the bags was tied to the
back of a sunflower head. The bags were tied to the tallest
plants among the group of 4–5 adjacent plants. This
treatment was imposed in Block III. The cost was Rs 30/-
per 100 bags.

Treatment 3: Silver-coloured paper plates were used in
this treatment. The plates were cut along the radius at one
point. These plates were placed behind the sunflower head
so that the silver-coloured side of the plate faced upwards
(Fig. 4). This treatment was imposed in Block V. The cost
was Re 1/- per plate. After placement, the cut end of the
plate was joined together using a stapler. Different-sized
(20–40 cm diameter) plates were used for different sized
sunflower heads.

Treatment 4: Blocks I and VI were used as ‘control
blocks’, without imposing any of the above treatments.

Results & discussion
General feeding behaviour by Rose-ringed Parakeet
Rose-ringed Parakeets first settled on trees bordering the
crop field. In each tree 6–13 parakeets were recorded (Fig.
5). After spending about 10–20 min on the trees, they flew
down to the sunflower crop—either to the border plants or
to the tallest plants closer to border to feed. The parakeets
foraged during 0730–0930 hrs and 1530–1730 hrs. On the
day of imposing treatments, the parakeets settled on the
same trees but none of them flew down on to the sunflower
plants. On the three subsequent days, parakeets settled on
adjacent trees but none entered the treated blocks. From the

fourth day onwards, a few parakeets were found foraging
on the tall plants in the control blocks. Large numbers of
parakeets were found feeding in untreated plots from the
ninth day. At the beginning of the study, three flocks,
consisting of 4–7 individuals were seen. After 15 days, nine
flocks of parakeets were found feeding in the study plot.

Feeding behavior of Rose-ringed Parakeets on individually
treated plants
Treatment 1: Here, parakeets did not damage any of the
treated heads till the end of the study. There was no
difference in parakeet damage amongst the heads treated
with different coloured (six) tencils. All the colours of the
tencil faded to silver 10–15 days after treatment imposition
(Fig. 6). Even these faded tencils served well to prevent
parakeet feeding and consequently no parakeet damage
was observed on the tencil treated plants.

There was no further feeding by the parakeets in
previously damaged sunflower heads after they were treated
with tencil (Fig. 7). The area of the sunflower heads, which
had been fed upon earlier, had turned black, indicating no
further feeding on such heads. On the other hand, fresh
damage by parakeets on the sunflower head resulted in
exposure of white tissue (Fig. 8). The total yield from this
treatment was 4.30 kg from 100 treated plants (Fig. 1).

The possible reasons by which coloured tencils prevent
parakeet damage are: the very presence of the coloured
tencil on the back of the head was not a familiar sight for
the parakeets and hence was avoided. Further, the swaying
/ waving action of the tencil in the breeze appears to scare
away the parakeets. Also, under sunlight, the coloured
tencil reflects light from different angles and the slightest
movement of the tencil in the breeze magnifies this effect
and hence the parakeets appear to get scared. In addition,
wind-blown tencils create a rustling sound, which also
possibly scares the parakeets away. All these factors act
upon feeding parakeets individually or as a flock,
preventing them from damaging the crop.

Treatment 2: Parakeets did not damage any of the plants
tied with the carry-bags (both white & black) (Fig. 9). The
total yield from this treatment was 4.10 kg from 100 treated
plants (Fig. 1).

The possible reasons for the success of this treatment
are: as observed in Treatment 1, the presence of bags was
not a familiar sight for the parakeets. The bags swayed in
the slightest breeze and this movement appeared to scare
the parakeets. As with the tencils, the bags also rustled in
the wind and this appeared to scare the parakeets. All these
factors appear to act individually or together in preventing
parakeet damage.

Treatment 3: There was no parakeet damage observed
in the plants treated with plates. The total seed weight from
43 plants in this treatment was 1.87 kg (Fig. 1).

The unfamiliar sight of the plates appears to deter the
parakeets from feeding on the treated heads. The reflective
action of their shiny silver surface appears to add to this
effect as well. Also, the plates may not offer ideal perching
surfaces on the sunflower heads for the parakeets, as they
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are smooth and slippery. Again, all these factors appear to
act individually or collectively in preventing parakeet
damage.

Treatment 4: Parakeets damaged most of the plants
(94.42%) under this treatment (Table 1). The damage to
individual plants was highest in these plants compared to
any of the treated plants (Fig. 10). The total yield was 0.68
kg from 100 treated plants (Fig. 1).

Effect of different treatments on yield of sunflower
The weights of seeds from treated plants, 4.15–4.40 kgs/
100 plants, were on par across different treatments. There
was reduction in the yield in control plants—0.68 kg/100
plants) (Fig. 1).

Effect of different treatments on the parakeet damage block-wise
At the beginning of the study there was no appreciable
difference in the parakeet damage amongst treated (1.26%)
and control blocks (1.41%) (Table 1). By the 13th day the
damage by Rose-ringed Parakeets increased drastically in
control blocks (93.37%) and to some extent in Block V (21.44%).
Parakeet damage was low in Treatment 1 (0.98%) in Blocks II,
IV and VII and in Treatment 2 (0.51%) in Block III.

At the end of the study the bird damage was highest in
control blocks (93.37%) and in Treatment 3 of Block V
(76.05%) (Table 2). The damage in the Block V was
comparable to the control blocks. This could be due to lower
number of plants (n=43) that were treated. Another reason
could be that the plates only provided reflective effect
without any movement as in reflective ribbons (Rao & Dubey
2006) or as in the tencil or carry-bag treatments. It is known
that presence and movement of unfamiliar objects while
landing or feeding, scares the birds away. The absence of
such effect probably increased bird feeding in Block V. The
bird damage was lowest in Treatment 2 (0.68%) of Block III
and Treatment 1 imposed (5.67 %) blocks (Table 2).

The sudden increase in parakeet damage in Blocks I, V
& VI was due to increased number of birds feeding. Basappa
& Prasad (2005) have reported such a sudden increase in
damage. They have reported that Rose-ringed Parakeets
invade the sunflower in flocks and inflict heavy damage in
a shorter time from milky stage onwards, continuing till
harvest.

Thus, it can be concluded from this study that the
placement of coloured tencils and carry-bags are effective
in reducing Rose-ringed Parakeet damage in sunflower.
Future studies on development of habituation by parakeets
to these coloured tencils and carry-bags, if any, over long
periods and over several seasons need to be taken-up.
Although, averaging the data on the extent of damaged
head in tensil and bag treated plants (Table 1) indicates
that by treating 21.67 and 47.93 per cent of the plants with
tencils and bags, the parakeet damage was reduced to 2.34

Fig. 1. Grain yield obtained in different treatments.

Table. 1. The Rose-ringed parakeet damage to sunflower heads in different treatments / blocks and times during the study
Damage on

Blocks Treatment Total Plants 1st day 13th day 27th day Damage (%)*
20.ix.2007 3.x.2007 17.x.2007

I Control 1012 8 690 899 88.83
II Untreated 1178 4 4 61 5.18

Tencil 271 0 0 0 0.00
III Untreated 799 6 6 8 1.00

Bags 383 0 0 0 0.00
IV Untreated 830 10 11 61 7.35

Tencil 185 0 0 0 0.00
V Untreated 554 18 128 454 81.95

Plate 43 0 0 0 0.00
VI Control 693 16 413 693 100.0
VII Untreated 579 16 16 49 8.46

Tencil 114 8 8 8 7.02

*The values were found to be significantly different at P < 0.05; d.f. = 11; x2=693.35.

Table 2. The percent sunflower heads damaged by birds in
different treatments

Treatments Total heads Bird damaged % damage

Tencil 3157 179 5.67
Bags 1182 8 0.68

Plates 597 454 76.05
Control 1705 1592 93.37
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and 0.00 per cent, respectively, more detailed studies are
required to ascertain the exact number of plants that needs
to be treated per hectare, to achieve total prevention of
parakeet damage in sunflower. Such studies need to be
carried out separately in different parts of the country.

The cost factor
The cost of coloured tencil, carry-bags and plates per
hectare would be Rs 2,200/-, 1,500/-and 5,000/-,
respectively, if 5% of the plants were treated (Table 3). Two
man-days are required for imposing each treatment in one
hectare. The number of plants to be treated depends on the
intensity of parakeet menace and the area of crop grown.
Further studies are needed to confirm these aspects. Earlier
studies on the use of reflective ribbon have shown to cost
Rs 675/- per ha, which is less than the cost of employing
two labourers @ Rs 2,000/- per ha from grain filling stage
till the heads are harvested (Rao & Dubey 2006). Similarly,
the use of tencils and carry-bags would still be cheaper
than employing two labourers @ Rs 100/- per day per
person for 20 days to manually scare away the parakeets.

In an earlier study, Subramanya (1994) observed that
foraging parakeets were very selective in feeding on plants
that afforded a good view of their surroundings and the
damage to sunflower heads was dictated by factors that
aided better predator vigilance. However, the present study
clearly indicates that unfamiliar objects attached around
the sunflower heads and their movement in a breeze would
greatly deter feeding parakeets from landing on sunflower
heads. It is quite possible that these ‘extra-fittings’ on
sunflower heads might make the heads look strange and
bring in a sense of caution among parakeets and prevent
them from depredating treated heads. The deterrent effect
of transformed (treated) sunflower heads appears to have
a greater effect, than predator avoidance. Thus,
transforming crop features that would affect birds’
familiarity with the crop, could be a new way of protecting
crops from parakeet damage. Compared to the various
options available for management of bird pests (Rao &
Dubey 2006), the use of tencils and carry-bags appears to
be non-destructive and the most effective method in
providing total control of parakeet damage in sunflower.

Table 3. Cost details of imposing different treatments
for prevention of parakeet damage in sunflower

Material used Cost (Rs.) Cost per hectare

Coloured 20 per 15m 2200.00
decorative tencil

B&W plastic 30 per 100 bags 1500.00
carry-bags

Silver colored 1 per plate 5000.00
paper plates

Cost for imposing 100/day/labour 200.00
treatments:
2 man days

Manual scaring 100/day/labour 4000.00
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sunflower heads
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White & black coloured bags tied to the back of the sunflower heads

Fig. 5. Parakeets perching on trees before invading the
sunflower plot & freshly fed sunflower head.

Fig. 4. Placement of silver coloured reflective plate on the back
of the sunflower head

Fig. 6. The faded coloured tencils at the end of the study.

Fig. 3a. Fig. 3b.
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Fig. 10. The sunflower head in the control plant (left) and in the treated plants (right).

Fig. 7a. Fig. 7b.
Lack of feeding by the parakeets when treated with tencil.

Fig. 8. Sunflower head freshly damaged by parakeets showing
white areas of head after removal of grains.

Fig. 9. Sunflower crop protected by black and white carry-bags
against parakeet damage till the end of the study.
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Introduction
The structure and composition of bird communities are known
to vary for different vegetation types. So, the composition of
bird communities of an urban area is not  similar to that of a
forest habitat. Although many studies have been done on
various urban birds (Ali 1963; Abdulali 1981), very little has
been reported on urban nesting (Lister 1953; Abdulali 1954;
Davis 1971; Altevogt & Davis 1979). The present investigation
includes survey of bird nest and their nesting ecology during
summer nesting season in Bongaigaon Municipality Area
(BMA) in two successive years i.e., 2003 & 2004.

Study area
The study area is confined to the BMA in Bongaigaon district
(26°15’–26°30’N 90°28’–90°50’E), in western Assam (India),
which is c. 6–7 km2 in area and is divided into 11 wards.
Though the area is completely urbanised, it contains mixed
plantations as well as mixed moist deciduous and semi-
evergreen spp. The human population of the municipality
area is approximately 60,000.

Methods
Our surveys were conducted from 3rd April to 30th June 2003,
and from 9th April to 3rd July 2004. We conducted our survey
six days in a week covering all wards. Each ward was covered
twice to count the later nests.

We started our survey in the morning at 0800 h and
continued it up to 1300 h. We walked along all the main roads
and bye lanes, and counted nests on both sides of the roads
up to a distance of 20 m, thus making a strip transect of 40 m
width. We noted the position of the nests at different canopy
layers including that of abandoned nests. We identified the
tree species on which birds nested. We also recorded nesting
sites besides trees.

We compared both years’ data by non-parametric Mann-
Whitney Test, because the data were not normally distributed.

Results
24 bird spp., built 1,078 and 1,114 nests in 2003 and 2004,
respectively. House Crow Corvus splendens was the most
successful bird with 403 (37.38%) and 301 (27.02%) nests
respectively in the two successive years (Table 1). It was also
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found to be the most adaptive, using 29 spp., of trees and even
houses has nesting sites. Houses were also used for nesting
by five species of birds, Common Myna Acridotheres tristis,
Grey-headed Myna Sturnus malabaricus, House Sparrow Passer
domesticus, Blue Rock Pigeon Columba livia and House Crow.
Other nesting locations included electricity and telephone
posts (Table 2). Mango Mangifera indica was the most popular
tree for nesting, used by nine spp., in 2003 and ten spp., in
2004 (Table 3). We found three, species of trees coconut Cocos
nucifera, jackfruit Artocarpus heterophyllus and mango, where
at least five spp., of birds built nests. During our survey, we
also surveyed trees and found that there were 491 coconut,
424 jackfruit and 278 mango trees in BMA. The highest number
of nests was mainly found in upper canopy (Fig.1). Though
the total number of nests built in 2003 was less than that of
2004, the number of nests in trees (except hole nests) was
higher in 2003 (Fig. 2). However, number of trees used for
nesting was more in 2003 (613) than that of 2004 (473).

Discussion
More than 1,000 nests, built in two successive breeding seasons, indicate
that an urban area can also support a large number of birds.
The maximum numbers of nests were found in the upper canopies of
trees; it may be due to their own convenience, for to and fro accessibility.
Mango might be the most popular tree for nesting due to its large and
dense canopy.
10% of the total nests were built in human dwellings. It was delightful
to count 93 and 58 nests of House Sparrows in the two successive
summers, respectively.
This study shows that annual surveys of urban nesting birds, is an
important tool in monitoring urban breeding bird population.

References
Abdulali, H. 1954. Sparrows nesting in colonies in trees. J. Bombay Nat.

Hist. Soc. 52 (2&3): 601.
Abdulali, H. 1981. Sparrow ‘helping’ nesting bulbuls. J. Bombay Nat.

Hist. Soc. 77 (3): 513 (1980).
Ali, S. 1963. The nesting habits of the Purple Sunbird. Newsletter for

Birdwatchers 3 (8): 7.
Altevogt, R. & Davis, T. A. 1980. Urbanization in nest building of Indian

House Crows (Corvus splendens Vieillot). J. Bombay Nat. Hist. Soc.
76 (2): 283–290.

Davis, T. A. 1971. Baya Weaverbird nesting on human habitations. J.
Bombay Nat. Hist. Soc. 68 (1): 246–248.

Lister, M. D. 1953. Some bird associations of Indian built-up areas. J.
Bombay Nat. Hist. Soc. 51 (2): 369–377.



67Indian Birds Vol. 4 No. 2 (March–April 2008)

Table 1. Number of nests of different species of birds during summers of 2003 & 2004 in Bongaigaon municipality area.
Species Number of nest Percentage Number of nest Percentage

(2003) (2004)

Little Cormorant Phalacrocorax niger 34 3.15 54 4.85
Little Egret Egretta garzetta 43 3.99 51 4.58

Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis 67 6.22 227 20.38
Black-crowned Night-Heron Nycticorax nycticorax 12 1.11 71 6.37

Blue Rock Pigeon Columba livia 8 0.74 1 0.09
Spotted Dove Streptopelia chinensis 0 0 3 0.27
Eurasian Collared-Dove S. decaocto 1 0.09 0 0

Alexandrine Parakeet Psittacula eupatria 3 0.28 1 0.09
Indian Roller Coracias benghalensis 3 0.28 1 0.09

Blue-throated Barbet Megalaima asiatica 15 1.39 5 0.45
Lesser Golden-backed Woodpecker Dinopium benghalense 1 0.09 0 0

Red-vented Bulbul Pycnonotus cafer 9 0.83 8 0.72
Oriental Magpie-Robin Copsychus saularis 2 0.19 1 0.09

Jungle Babbler Turdoides striata 2 0.19 1 0.09
Purple Sunbird Nectarinia asiatica 1 0.09 0 0

Spotted Munia Lonchura punctulata 6 0.56 7 0.63
House Sparrow Passer domesticus 93 8.63 58 5.2
Baya Weaver Ploceus philippinus 70 6.49 62 5.57

Grey-headed Starling Sturnus malabaricus 3 0.28 3 0.27
Asian Pied Starling S. contra 128 11.87 131 11.76

Common Myna Acridotheres tristis 151 14 110 9.87
Jungle Myna A. fuscus 1 0.09 1 0.09

Black Drongo Dicrurus macrocercus 1 0.09 1 0.09
House Crow Corvus splendens 403 37.38 301 27.02

Table 2. Number of nests in locations other than trees during
summers of 2003–2004 in Bongaigaon municipality area.

[Numbers in parentheses indicate number of bird species.]
Year House Nest hole Electric Telephone

post post

2003 106 (4) 28 (6) 7 (2) 6 (3)
2004 71 (4) 9 (6) 4 (3) 1 (1)

Table 3. Tree species used by ? five species of birds during
summers of 2003–2004 in Bongaigaon municipality area.

Tree species No. bird spp. No. bird spp.
(2003) (2004)

Mango Mangifera indica 9 10
Jackfruit Artocarpus heterophyllus 5 5

Coconut Cocos nucifera 8 6

Singha et al.: Urban birds
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A day with the larks
18th January 2007: Suresh Jones and I were off on waterfowl
counts at some wetlands near Rishi Valley, (Andhra Pradesh,
India). It was a cool and crisp morning with clear skies. After a
year of rains the wetlands had begun drying up. We knew there
would be fewer birds for us to count this year. We were least
bothered since we were sure to find other interesting birds.

I was just telling Suresh that I have, in the past, seen Indian
Eagle-Owls Bubo benghalensis perched on roadside electric posts,
when a dead Indian Eagle-Owl, on the road, drew our attention.
It was a road-hit from the previous night or early that morning.
We viewed with awe the massive claws and powerful feet as we
lifted it and consigned it to the privacy of some roadside bushes.

After the dead owl at the start, the day really belonged to the
larks. Of the five species encountered that day, the Jerdon’s Bushlark
Mirafra affinis was the least conspicuous. The Eastern Skylark Alauda
gulgula was in song on the grassy margins of the Pedda Tippa
Samudram (PTM) tank and also at the Kandukur tank, which is on
the border with Karnataka. Another lark that was seen in large
numbers was the Greater Short-toed Lark Calandrella brachydactyla.
We counted flocks of 65 at PTM and over 200 birds at Kandukur,
feeding and moving about on the open areas of the tanks’ margins.
We were surprised at the large numbers. I have seen these birds
earlier in the vicinity of Chennai in the 1980s.

Two other larks seen at the Kandukur tank were equally
interesting. On several of my earlier visits to PTM and Kandukur,
I had suspected the presence of the endemic Sykes’s Crested Lark
Galerida deva. However due to lack of confirmed sightings, I had
tentatively included it in my list. But today, armed with a good
spotting scope (15–45X), it was easy to distinguish the bird and
identify its features. Seen along with the similar-looking Eastern
Skylark, they could be told apart by their faint streaks restricted
to the throat region, more rufous wash on their under parts and

the presence of the distinctly long crest, which when flattened,
reached the upper nape. There were at least four birds present
that morning.

The last species of the day was the common Ashy-crowned
Sparrow-Lark Eremopterix grisea, which was noticed in the more
drier, open country. The prized sighting that morning was an
albino specimen fluttering about in the stiff breeze like a sheet of
paper (which we mistook it for, initially!). Its plumage, including
the beak, was pinkish white. Its eye appeared darker and there
was a faint pinkish wash on its breast and tail. This made the bird
stand out against a sober background of grass and stone. We
followed the bird for over five minutes as it moved about while
feeding. It did not appear particularly shy and allowed us to study
it at a fairly close range.

A search for reports on albino birds in India using the electronic
database prepared by Aasheesh Pittie produced some 30 records
of species ranging from vultures to crows. True albinism is a rare
condition among birds. Usually birds seen are partial albinos,
distinguished by normal eye, leg colourations. This specimen too
appeared to be a partial albino since it had darker eye colouration.

Suresh made another trip later that week to photograph the
bird but could not locate it. Since the bird was conspicuous and
easily spotted, we wonder if it fell an easy prey to predators.

Calls of some owls of Rishi Valley
A couple of colleagues, some students of the Rishi Valley School
and I located a pair of Brown Fish-Owls Ketupa zeylonensis
amongst the boulders on our visit to the hill east of our campus
on the morning of 17th December 2006. Subsequently, over the
next few weeks, I received regular reports from students that the
birds were seen at the same location, confirming my suspicion
that they could be nesting. This has been a favourite nesting site
for the owls, despite its barren looks.

On the morning on 4th March 2007, I was up at 0300 hrs to
witness the lunar eclipse and in the stillness of the morning, I
could clearly hear the shrill, high-pitched whistle-like notes
(somewhat ventriloquial in nature) of the young Brown Fish-
Owls, about 500 m from my residence, from the direction of the
nest. I visited the nest site on 8th and 13th April 2007 and located
the two young and an adult bird. The chicks were about ¾ the
size of the adult and had noticeably darker head colouration.
They also lacked the whitish throat pattern, so conspicuous in
adults. On my second visit, I could see that the chicks were able to
fly short distances and were quite active.

Surprisingly, these calls have not been described in any of the
standard field guides. I have been regularly hearing these calls for
the past several years here whenever the birds have young ones
and these seem to be begging calls. Geetha Iyer (1997 Mayura 14:
69–71) had referred to them as “squeaky” and said they sounded
“more like a Pariah Kite Milvus migrans”. They can be loud and on
a still night, carry fairly long distances. These calls are intermittently
heard at dusk and through the night. The calls could be heard evenGreater Short-toed Lark
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in mid-June (at the time of writing this), though less frequently.
Last year too, the pattern was similar with the birds commencing
breeding activities in winter (December–January). I have had birds
visiting our tiled rooftops in the evenings or early mornings and
these calls give away their presence.

The Mottled Wood-Owls Strix ocellata too have been active in
the campus after a gap of a couple of years and were seen and
heard regularly last year. The tamarind tree near the junior school
appeared to be the roost this year. On several occasions, I got to
observe the birds without disturbing them. One of the calls that I
had always heard since 1998 in Rishi Valley, but could not confirm
with certainty, was an interrogative hoot. This was finally identified
as a call of this species. I have heard the calls both at dawn and
dusk and several times late in the night. Usually when one bird
calls, a second bird responds. There is a noticeable variation in the
pitch between the two call notes, the first—interrogative—being
on a higher pitch than the second.

On some unusual diets and feeding habits
At the coconut grove near the vegetable garden, I noticed on the
afternoon of 17th May 2007, a pair of Black-shouldered
Woodpeckers Chrysocolaptes festivus. While the male was resting
quietly on the tree trunk, the female was busy pecking a small
coconut above and its actions appeared to
indicate it was feeding. After 3–4 minutes,
the birds moved to another tree before
flying away from view. I have not noticed
this feeding behaviour earlier, though I
have spent a lot of time in the coconut grove
where the birds have excavated cavities in
almost all the coconut trunks—which are
usually occupied by other cavity nesters
like Common Mynas Acridotheres tristis,
Rose-ringed Parakeets Psittacula krameri,
Spotted Owlets Athene brama and Indian
Rollers Coracias benghalensis.

I then recollected reading about the
coconut–woodpecker debate triggered in
the 1970’s in issues of the Newsletter for
Birdwatchers. Mr Zafar Futehally had
recently written about this in his Deccan
Herald column and I located this by chance
on the Internet. I would like to quote the
following passages from his writing
[ h t t p : / / w w w . d e c c a n h e r a l d . c o m /
A r c h i v e s / a u g 2 8 2 0 0 5 /
finearts647472005827.asp]:

“In the July 1970 issue of the
newsletter, Kumar Ghorpade,
entomologist and bird-enthusiast, wrote: ‘During my last visit to
our estate in Yelburga taluk (Raichur district, Mysore) in June
1969, I had to shoot a lovely male specimen of the Blackbacked
Woodpecker C. festivus at the special request of the local
peasants…The farmers of this area have labelled this and other
woodpeckers as troublesome pests of the coconut tree, asserting
that the birds made holes into the nuts and sucked the milk inside.
At first I was a bit disinclined to believe this somewhat tall story,
but on (their) repeated allegations…I resolved to try and figure
out this interesting phenomenon.

“ ‘I examined the fallen nuts and sure enough found small
holes at the base of the nut, near the ‘eyes’ or depressions (which,
incidentally, are the weakest part of the nut shell). Quite a few of
the dried-up fallen nuts had one such hole each, which certainly
looked like the woodpecker’s handiwork to me. My next move

was to try and catch the culprit at work…to my indignation the
birds never returned anywhere near the nuts…They confined
themselves to the coconut tree trunks…’

“The Newsletter’s August issue had a rejoinder from Prof. K.
K. Neelakantan, a leading ornithologist from Kerala. He was an
ardent bird-lover and a very careful observer. I was sure he would
take umbrage at Ghorpade’s referring to the woodpecker as the
culprit and showing his indignation at the bird not turning up
when he wanted. I was glad when he responded, ‘My own
acquaintance of the Blackbacked Woodpecker was too short to
permit me to undertake a defence of this species, but I know the
lesser Goldenbacked well enough to say that it does not bore
holes in coconuts at any stage of its growth…I have never once
seen a woodpecker on a fruit of the coconut tree. The
Goldenbacked Woodpecker is a regular visitor to the crowns of
the coconut tree and spends much time probing the recesses of
the fronds, pulling out and flinging down large masses of decayed
fibrous material…feeding on beetles and their grubs as well as
removing large quantities of decomposed fibre…the woodpecker
renders very valuable service to the trees and their owners.’

“We ourselves are quite familiar with the activities of the
woodpeckers in coconut gardens and though we have often seen
both semi-ripe and completely dry nuts on the ground with holes

in the bottom, we are quite sure that this
damage is caused by rats and squirrels.”

I do hope I will not be triggering fresh
debate through this note!

Another interesting observation I
made concerned a Shikra Accipiter badius
and an Indian Pond-Heron Aredola grayii.
On 10th April 2007, I noticed an Indian
Pond-Heron in flight, briefly pursued by
a female Shikra. The Shikra attempted
an attack on the heron and missed it. I
was not sure if this was a serious attack
or a casual one since the Shikra circled
once and flew away not bothering to
attack again, though the heron was still
around. Rishad Naoroji in his book, The
birds of Prey of the Indian sub-continent
(2006), mentions that the Shikra feeds on
smaller birds up to the size of chicken
and pigeons. He also recorded that
trained Shikras used to be flown at larger
birds up to the size of young Indian
Peafowl Pavo cristatus and Egyptian
Vulture Neophron percnopterus.

At 1930 hrs on 19th May 2007, a
movement caught my attention as I sat

outside the school’s dining hall. It was a male Oriental Magpie-
Robin Copsychus saularis foraging for insects under the roadside
tube light, some 15 m away from me.  It also gave a brief call
once. It was dark by now and it was quite late in the day for a
diurnal bird like the Oriental Magpie-Robin to be foraging. The
next day again I saw the bird active around 1940 hrs. Two days
later my sons spotted the bird a little earlier, around 1905 hrs,
though it was not fully dark on this occassion. Looking up
Aasheesh’s bibliography, I could find references to several
records of birds foraging in the night—including Indian Roller,
Black Drongo Dicrurus macrocercus, vultures, etc. Perhaps the
Oriental Magpie-Robin had a nest and was busy collecting insects
for its chicks. Since I had to leave the campus for the next few
days, I could not follow-up and see if the bird continued foraging
so late in the evening.

Brown Fish Owl
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I hope that having a pun in the title line will be excused. In fact,
I will examine here the dates of two publications by R. P.
Lesson, which have caused dating problems. These are his

Traité d’Ornithologie (1830–1831) and his chapter on birds (‘Oiseaux’)
in Bélanger’s Voyage aux Indes Orientales (1831–1832). That these
are problematic is well illustrated by the fact that the genus Garrulax
appears, apparently as new, in both, as do two ‘species’ in that
genus: Garrulax belangeri, the Burmese race of the White-crested
Laughing Thrush Garrulax pectoralis, and Garrulax rufifrons from
Java, and these two species are cited by Deignan (1964: 350, 352),
one from the one work and the second from the other. The latter
he cited from the Traité in 1831, as he did the generic name, and the
former from the section in Bélanger’s book in 1832. Yet only one of
these citations can be correct—the one which has priority.

Both works appeared in Paris at a time when a magazine
called Bibliographie de la France was published every week. The
evidence in there is usually considered reliable, as the intention
was for publishers to record therein what they had published in
the preceding week.

The Traité began to appear in 1830. Entries in the Bibliographie
de la France (BdF), for all but two of the parts, show its progress.

in microfiche form (Richmond 1992), was well known to Deignan,
as it was housed and updated by the Division of Birds of the
United States Museum of Natural History where Deignan worked.
This is, therefore, almost certainly why Deignan used 1832 for
this work. It is not clear however why Deignan forgot or ignored
that Garrulax pectoralis was also in the Traité.

Further investigation shows that Richmond did not have
command of all the facts, he seemingly had not discovered that
this ‘September 1831’ issue was most probably published in 1832,
due to a seven or eight month gap in publication of the Bulletin
des Sciences Naturelles et de Géologie. This is reported and explained
in a copy of volume 26 held in the library at The Natural History
Museum, South Kensington, London. Bound in at the end, after
the September 1831 issue (which may have seemed logical due to
its date, is a page headed AVIS ESSENTIEL dated ‘Paris, le 30
septembre 1831’ stating, in French, “we publish today the February
1831 issue”. This, of course, is typical of the sort of evidence that
simply disappears without trace as binders do not always receive
such notes and when they do they do not always know where to
bind them. Reading on, it becomes clear that the long gap after
publication of the January 1831 issue was due to a general
commercial crisis. The hope is also expressed that while the issue
for March 1831, was to appear ‘d’ici à peu de jours’ (in a few days),
the April issue and the issues following would all be late, appearing
two a month in an effort to catch up so that the December issue
might appear by end January (which would have required better
than two issues a month). Of course this commercial crisis no
doubt affected the issue of parts of Bélanger’s book too which
helps to explain the gap between May 1831 and August 1832 for
the two parts mentioned above.

Browning & Monroe (1990) cited Richmond and made the
connection with the dates given by Sherborn & Woodward and
implied that their use of 1832 for part 4 must have been a lapsus
for 1831. This is not so, the Bibliographie de la France for 4 August
1832 does indeed report the appearance of part 4. And now we
know why the delay.

We thus face a choice between citing these names from
Bélanger’s work in August 1832 or from the ‘Additions et
corrections’ in the Traité. Although we have no certain date of
publication of the latter we do have a title page for the volume,
which is dated 1831. To cite any date later than 1831 would be to
suggest the imprint date for the volume was incorrect and of this
there is no proof. Therefore, these names should all be cited from
the Traité with a date of 1831 [December 31] based on Art. 21.3.1
of the Code (I.C.Z.N., 1999).
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Traité BdF issue Entry Page in BdF issue
Part (pages) no. BdF date

1 (1–80) 1830: 7 910 107 13.02.1830
2 (81–160) 1830: 19 2538 298 08.05.1830

3 (161–240) 1830: 28 3932 473 10.07.1830
4 (241–320) 1830: 39 5177 644 25.09.1830
5 (321–400) n / a n / a n / a n / a
6 (401–480) 1831: 10 1100 147 06.03.1831
7 (481–560) 1831:15 1635 213 09.04.1831
8 (561–644) 1831: 24 2732 347 11.06.1831
— (645–659) n / a n / a n / a n / a
— (i–xxxii) n / a n / a n / a n / a

There is an 1831 title page and so the parts that cannot be
dated from the above information must be dated from 1831. The
names Garrulax, Garrulax belangeri and Garrulax rufifrons all appear
in pp. 647 and 648 within the ‘Additions et corrections’. Thus the
date here must be taken to be 31st December 1831.

The chapter in Bélanger’s Voyage is reported by Sherborn &
Woodward (1901) as having appeared in the Bibliographie de la
France on 21st May 1831 and 4th August 1832. The 1831 part was
part 3 (pp. 161–224), of Bélanger’s book, and the 1832 one was
part 4 (pp. 225–288). For some 15 years these dates from Sherborn
& Woodward were accepted, but Richmond (1917) noted that
what seemed to be a review (Lesson 1831) appeared in the
September 1831 issue of the Bulletin des Sciences Naturelles et de
Géologie stating that the first five parts had been published.
Richmond’s cardex, then unpublished, later issued posthumously
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In India, the White-bellied Sea-Eagle Haliaeetus leucogaster is
distributed along the seaboard from about the latitude of
Mumbai on the west coast to the mangroves of Sundarbans

in the east, and on the offshore island archipelagos of
Lakshadweep and Andaman & Nicobar. It is known to largely
affect seacoasts, tidal creeks, estuaries, lagoons and mangroves.
It is also found a few miles inland along tidal rivers and freshwater
lakes, though rarely (Ali & Ripley 2001; Grimmett et al. 1998;
Naoroji 2007).

We recorded a White-bellied Sea Eagle at the Lakkavalli Dam
(13°41’58”N 75°38’12”E) along the northern edge of Bhadra
Wildlife Sanctuary in central Karnataka (India) at 0800 hrs on 26th
March 2006. After spotting the bird in flight at a distance of roughly
one kilometre, near a far bank, we approached by boat, the tree
where we had seen it land. Upon closer inspection from around
100 m we were able to confirm its identity. The eagle then took
off, flew low overhead and swooped down about 150 m away to
catch a large fish, which it proceeded to consume on a tree in the
distance. On 27th March 2006 we spotted a White-bellied Sea-
Eagle around noon, this time flying over the dam towards the
rice and sugarcane fields to the east. We cannot confirm if this
was the same or a different individual.

White-bellied Sea-Eagles are known to sometimes disperse
inland. In Australia, where there are detailed records of the species’
distribution, they have occasionally been sighted as far as 400–500
km from the coast (Shephard 2003). Such records are considerably
fewer in India, with one record from Ahmedabad in Gujarat, about
80 km inland from the coast and another from the mouth of the
Shatrunji River in Saurashtra (Ali & Ripley 2001). The species has
also been sighted at Periyar reservoir in Kerala (Robertson &
Jackson 1992), and other freshwater bodies close to the coast. The
farthest record of the species straying inland was at Sagardighi
fisheries near Malda town in West Bengal—about 450 km from the
nearest sea coast (Jha 1997).

While we are not aware of any published records of the species
from this site, the unfamiliarity of the locals with the bird suggests
it to be a vagrant. It is a matter of interest that the species disperses
this far inland, at a minimum straight-line distance of 103 km
from the west coast, across a habitat of moist forests, montane
shola and grasslands, tree-covered plantations and agriculture of
the Western Ghats in the region of Kudremukh National Park,
Someshwara Wildlife Sanctuary and Mookambika Wildlife
Sanctuary. Also, this sighting happens to be the second ever
farthest inland record of the species in southern India, the first
being Maddur lake (12º05’N 77º02’E) near Yelandur town in
Karnataka—nearly 200 km from the western coast (Thejaswi
2005).
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The Common Buzzard Buteo buteo vulpinus is considered a
passage migrant over Gujarat, north-western India
(Dharmakumarsinhji 1955). Kazmierczak (2000) shows one

record from the area. Grimmett et al. (1998), Rasmussen &
Anderton (2005) and Naoroji (2006) consider it a passage migrant.
Roberts (1991–1992) states that it is a winter visitor to Pakistan
occurring anywhere in the open country, with the vulpinus race
occurring in Sind and the eastern border regions of Punjab.

Five Common Buzzards were seen in Kachchh (adjacent to
Sind), from November 2006 (three in Banni grasslands and two
in Abdasa taluka of Kachchh). Common Buzzards were also
seen in Hodko, Servo, Budia and Jakhoo area of Kachchh from

November 2006 to February 2007
(Table 1).

Several people photographed
the buzzards including the authors
(JKT & CF), Amano Samarpan and
Uffe Sorensen (who digiscoped the
species). The photographs were
circulated among several raptor
experts and shown to leading field
ornithologists—all agreeing with
the identification.

These photographic records
suggest that the Common
Buzzard over-winters in Banni
grasslands and Abdasa areas of
Kachchh district.
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Table 1. Common Buzzard sightings in Kachchh: November 2006–February 2007
Date Area Number of birds with notes

30 November 2006 Hodko–Servo road, Banni 1—with Clement, Ganesh & Venkatraman (photo 1)

1 December 2006 Jakhau Budia area, Abdasa 2—with Clement, Ganesh & Venkatraman

13 January 2007 Hodko wetland 1—with Amano Samarpan & Joseph Sen

28 January2007 Hodko, Servo wetlands 3—in Banni grasslands

13 February 2007 near Servo Dhand 1—with Uffe Sorensen of Denmark

Common Buzzard
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Nokrek National Park (25º20’–25º29’N, 90º13–
90º35’E) is located in Garo Hills, of Meghalaya state
(India) covering parts of three districts, namely,

West Garo Hills, East Garo Hills and South Garo Hills. Nokrek
was declared a national park in 1997 and covers an area of
47.48 km2. This forms the core area of Nokrek Biosphere
Reserve—total area: 820 km2. The national park area has been
acquired by outright purchase of land from local communities
by the Government of Meghalaya.

A bird survey of this little-known protected area was
carried out from October 2001 to May 2002 as a part of the
Important Bird Areas (IBA) program of the Bombay Natural
History Society (BNHS). In this short note we report the
sighting of two species— that were seen during this bird
survey—whose occurrence in north-eastern India is rare.

Black Stork Ciconia nigra
On 7th January 2002 at 1630 hrs two of us (BPL & PJ) saw a
lone stork in flight at Jatragre (25°25’N, 90°27’E; c.412 m
a.m.s.l.) near Chokpot in the southern range of Nokrek
National Park. The bird had white under-parts, black neck
and under-wing with distinct red bill and legs, which left
no doubt to conclude it as an adult of this species. This is an
additional sighting of Black Stork from the state of
Meghalaya. Choudhury (2003) has reported the species
earlier.

According to forest personnel and local people, there are
no wetlands in the area. Perhaps, the rivers that flow out of
the hills get wide and shallow in the plains, becoming a
suitable feeding site for a large water bird like this stork. The
bird might be foraging in those areas and was looking out
for its roost. It could also well be that an individual had
strayed from the neighbouring lowlands of Bangladesh or
perhaps it was en-route to the lowlands of Assam plains.

Ashy Minivet Pericrocotus divaricatus
On 28th October 2001, at 0810hrs, a single female minivet
was observed by three of us (HJS, BPL & MFA) on the northern
range of the Nokrek National Park near Daribok (25º29’N,
90º19’E). It was part of a mixed flock of birds comprising
White-spectacled Flycatcher-Warbler Seicercus affinis, Grey-
headed Flycatcher Culicicapa ceylonensis, Streaked
Spiderhunter Arachnothera magna, Rufous-bellied Bulbul

Hypsipetes mcclellandii, Black-faced Flycatcher-Warbler
Abroscopus schisticeps and Brown-eared Bulbul Hemixos
flavala.

On 5th January 2002 another female was seen by two of
us (BPL & PJ) at 1620hrs in a forest patch along the Dareng
River (25º26’N, 90º26’E) in the southern range of Nokrek.
The bird was actively foraging in a mixed flock of Black-
crested Pycnonotus melanicterus and Brown-eared bulbuls.

Ashy Minivet can be readily separated from other minivets
by its grey-toned colouration (with no red or yellow). The
white forehead and under-parts grey back and black tail
with white outer retrices were clearly noted during both the
sightings. The Ashy Minivet can be confused with a female
Rosy Minivet P. roseus found in the region, which is
considered more common than the former. However, during
our observations we neither saw any pale yellow under-
parts nor the dull olive-yellow rump present on a female
Rosy Minivet. Perhaps the only other minivet that needs to
be taken into account is the female Swinhoe’s Minivet P.
cantonensis (formerly conspecific with P. roseus). But, the lack
of yellow in the wing was clearly noted on both the occasions
confirming our identification.

The status of Ashy Minivet in India is little known—it is
perhaps one of the most erratic winter visitors—appearing
in small numbers all over the country. This additional record
confirms an earlier report (Kazmierczak 2000) of its presence
in the Garo hills of Meghalaya.
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1970 was in some ways a significant year for conservation
and, naturally, for its sibling—ornithology. In November
1969 the 10th General Assembly of the IUCN was held in

New Delhi, an occasion which ushered a wave of ecological and
environmental initiatives in both civil society and in departments
of government. Ministerial speeches were adorned, for the first
time, with expressions like the balance of nature, and the apex of
the pyramid of life—left over memories from speeches made in
the General Assembly.

For me personally it was a thrill to be elected Vice President of
the Union, as a result of which in the next decade I travelled to
some of the most delightful places of our planet. It was during
sessions of the Assembly that famous birders, Sir Peter Scott,
Richard Fitter, Max Nicholson, led by Peter Jackson went to
Sultanpur Jheel. They were so impressed by the birdlife of these
wetlands that they poured out their feelings to Indira Gandhi.
The Prime Minister of the democratic, socialist, Republic of India,
with a wave of her hand, had it declared a sanctuary.

Later some members of the IUCN team came to Kihim. I took
them to see the village pond where in 1930 Sálim Ali studied the
breeding biology of the Baya Weaver Ploceus philippinus to discover
facts, hitherto unknown. Here again the local authorities in charge
of the pond, sensing the admiration of the international experts for
the historical value of the site as well as for its intrinsic bird life,
declared it a sanctuary and quickly put up hoardings with paintings
of jacanas and other water birds. But in a year or two, the
ornithological importance of this pond was forgotten, and economic
interests (fishing) supervened, and now the pond is a wallow for
buffalos and a non-potable water source for village folk.

Now I come to the 1970 January issue of the NLBW, Vol X No
1. It is surprisingly neatly typed but strangely there is no bird
illustrating the cover. However, the material inside is worth
delving into. Unfortunately I did not always carry the bio-data of
the author at the beginning or end of the piece and I have quite
forgotten who R. Mc L. Cameron was. Perhaps Lavkumar, who
features in the article, will tell us. Meanwhile I am sure you will
enjoy the remarks of this visitor—about our country and its birds.

Birds in the Kulu Valley
R. Mc L. Cameron
Having a great affection for India, I took the opportunity to visit
her again on my way to England this year. The air-line fare allows
through passengers to stop off and do an internal trip at no extra
cost, so I went up to the fabulous Kulu Valley, about 100 miles
north of Simla, for a week in May to see what it had to offer in the
way of birds (and fish).

What wonderful scenery and what a wealth of bird-life! I knew
just enough not to be entirely mystified, and yet saw much that
was entirely new to me.

One morning, on an early morning walk round the outskirts
of Manali I had the great good fortune to meet Kumar Shri

Lavkumar, whose name I knew well through the Newsletter.
Seeing me loafing about introduced himself and offered me a cup
of tea from his camp. After this we met on several occasions, and
his unassuming advice and those little practical hints, so valuable
to the newcomer and yet so seldom put into books, were both a
great help and a pleasure to me. He made me promise to write to
the Newsletter, so here is my contribution.

The Kulu Valley at Manali is about 7,000 ft [2,133 m] elevation,
with the Beas river already fairly large and flowing swiftly through
a valley of orchards, grain crops and paddy fields, with streams
joining it at frequent intervals from minor valleys on either side.
The sides of the main valley rise steeply and are covered mainly
with fir trees in different strata, though there are other trees as
well such as walnut and maple, until they emerge above the tree
line to meet the snow-covered mountaintops. This all represents
quite a variety of habitat. There was the bare mountainside above
which were Golden Eagles, Himalayan Griffon Vulture,
Lammergeiers and Snow Pigeons in the air, and on the ground
Grandalas, Mountain Finch and Rose-breasted Pipit. The forested
hillsides seemed rather empty but there were Tree-Creepers, Pied
Woodpeckers and Green Woodpeckers. Near the streams and
main river Redstarts were common, both Plumbeous and White-
headed, and so were Himalayan Whistling Thrushes and Dippers
(Brown). Twice I saw a Little Forktail and also a pair of large grey-
looking Kingfishers (Himalayan Pied?). It was in the cultivated
part of the valley that the real wealth of birdlife was seen. Blue
Magpies with their absurdly long tails were feeding on the ripe
cherries that loaded the trees. Five different Flycatchers – Paradise,
Sooty, Slatey Blue, White browed Blue, and Greyheaded; four tits
– Greenbacked, Grey, Simla Black, and the beautiful little
Redheaded Tit. Up in the trees were Large Minivets, Redbacked
Shrike, Rufous Turtle Doves, Cuckoos, Golden Orioles, Black
Bulbuls, tree-pies and Drongos. On bushes were Collared Bush-
Chat, Common and Brahminy myna. That last was an ‘off-beat’
one, or rather a pair, but confirmed by Mr Lavkumar. On the
ground were wagtails – White, Grey and Grey headed, Hoopoe
and Meadow Bunting. In the undergrowth were Bluechats,
Blackbird and Streaked Laughing Thrush. Round the houses and
in the air were, of course the common House Sparrows and
Crows, Swifts, Martins and Pariah Kite. Occasionally seen higher
up were Spinetail, Peregrine Falcon, Kestrel, Carrion Crow, and,
rather to my surprise, a pair of Black necked Storks.

There were many others that I could only guess at; glimpses
of warblers among the leaves, and various bird-calls heard in the
tops of trees, but all too soon it was time to go, though with a
determination to return before long.

More and more holiday-makers are going into the hills, and I
hope that at least some of them will appreciate the wonderful
variety of bird-life around them. That scenery enhanced by all
those birds! And the dry attractions of modern life are shown up
for the worthless things they are.
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The very first time I saw the Yellow-rumped Honeyguide
Indicator xanthonotus was in the early 1950s. I was on a trek
to the Valley of Flowers in the Gharwal region of today’s

Uttarakhand. This valley was made famous by the book written
on it by Frank Smythe, an Englishman who was a leading
mountaineer in his day. The area had not then been notified a
sanctuary. The path into the fabled valley was up the Bhyundar
Ganga a tributary of the Alaknanda, which flows down from the
sacred shrine of Badrinath. One crossed the river by a suspension
bridge and then followed a bridle path zigzagging up into the side
valley. After passing the hamlet of Gangria, the path crosses the
stream at a point where it has to pass under a great beetling crag.
The altitude is a little above 2,133 m. In those days, there were
good temperate deciduous forests. Suspended from the
overhanging rocks were several huge hives of the large rock bee
Apis dorsata. A couple of the hives were deserted and it was on one
of these that I saw a small sparrow-sized bird, which through
binoculars showed yellow on its forehead. The bird was my first
honeyguide. It was busily feeding off what seemed to be the wax
of the hive. As I watched another bird arrived and there was much
chasing around which seemed to me to be a territorial fight.

In 1976 or thereabout, the BNHS organised a trip to the Valley
of Flowers with S. A. Hussain leading it. I suggested he look up at
the cliff on crossing the Bhyundar and if he was lucky he would see
the Yellow-rumped Honeyguide, a bird very few birdwatchers
have seen, let alone studied. On his return, he informed me that he

had indeed seen the
bird. I have visited the
Valley of Flowers three
times and on every
occasion I have looked
up at the hives and seen
a couple of these
enigmatic birds.

Another place that
I saw the bird was
Nepal, in the summer
of 1965. I was trekking
up the Imja Khola to
Namche Bazaar on the
approach to Mt.
Everest. At one point,
the valley narrows and
the altitude is about
that of Gangria with
similar forests and here
there is a large rock
overhang. Sure
enough there was a
large beehive, this time

occupied by bees and to my delight, there was an attendant Yellow-
rumped Honeyguide!

The third time I saw this bird was in Bhutan where I was
travelling up the Sankosh River and at a turn in the road, under
construction, there were several large hives of bees very close
down to the road and there to my delight were not a couple, but up
to half a dozen Yellow-rumped Honeyguides, aggressively chasing
each other and posturing. It was later that I learnt that male
honeyguides stake out ownership of particular hives and the females
are courted indiscriminately. It was S. A. Hussain who had later
visited this site and brought back photographs of the birds, which
he showed at the Society during a talk on the biology of this singular
species. Incidentally, the Bhutan site overlooked densely forested
slopes of sub tropical evergreen forests.

From my observations, I think this bird is far more uniformly
distributed along the Himalayan range between elevations of 1,525–
2150+ m, the prerequisite being, the prevalence of the fierce dorsata
bees. These bees construct huge hives hanging from rock overhangs
or from tall trees with spreading branches like the tall Bombax. I
would not be surprised should honeyguides be found in the Terai,
at the foot of the mountains, since there are plenty of huge Bombax
trees with bee hives. It is just that most birdwatchers fail to examine
beehives more diligently and certainly do not give more than a
cursory glance at cliffs for hives and attendant birds. But here we
have a problem to resolve.

If bees are a prerequisite for the occurrence of honeyguides,
then, this strange little bird should be widespread across the Indian
Subcontinent. Rock bees are found everywhere, even in urban
settings with trees and other flowering vegetation. In Africa, a
closely related species is found across the open forests bordering
the savannahs. Mulling over the problem, I have come to the
conclusion that our honeyguide is almost exclusively dependant
on the large hives for sustenance, feeding on the wax, honey and
possibly grubs as well. An active hive would not be a fly-in-
restaurant knowing the ferocity of the insect owners; it is the
deserted hives that provide the bonanza, which the birds zealously
guard. At the higher altitudinal range of the rock bees, hives are
deserted before the onset of autumn cold and the paucity of flowers.
The bees migrate to lower altitudes, leaving the now unguarded
hives for the birds to feed off. Apart from the wax, there would be
dead grubs and considerable honey left behind. In the tropical
jungles, the bees are less prone to desert their hives and so the
birds cannot get access to the food.

One last interesting fact about this enigmatic bird—it is a brood
parasite on barbets (Capitonidae), which excavate holes in tree
trunks and branches. In India, we have several species of barbets
fairly plentiful everywhere. So the moot question is, why the African
honeyguide has spread across the tropical jungles and our species
is restricted to the Himalayan slopes? Could the African bird be
more versatile in habitat use?Yellow-rumped Honeyguide
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starvation risk in Redshanks Tringa totanus results
in predation mortality from Sparrowhawks
Accipiter nisus. Ibis 150 (Suppl. 1): 209–218.

When I used to bird in the Adyar estuary in Chennai (India)
in my boyhood days, I often noted that shorebirds like
Redshanks Tringa totanus wade far out in distant mudflats

even when apparently favourable habitat is closer to the shore.
From the woods of the Theosophical Society campus in the south
shores, one could see lots of apparently “juicy” squelchy mudflats
closer to shore, yet the throngs of shorebirds were almost always
in the more distant exposed mudflats far from shore. Predator
avoidance maybe one of the reasons for this behaviour. Vegetation
closer to shore may prevent Redshanks from detecting approaching
predators like Shikras Accipiter badius and Sparrowhawks A. nisus.
Hence, Redshanks may be forced to forage in less favourable areas
away from shore in order to reduce their risk of getting predated.
Also, the risk of starvation in mid-winter may mean that they may
be required to scatter in widely spaced groups to avoid competing
with each other, and this further increases their risk of being killed
by predators because there is safety in numbers. So there is an
apparent trade-off between eating well and avoiding predators. If
they eat high-quality food in high-quality habitat, they may expose
themselves to increased predation. On the other hand, hanging-
out in suboptimal areas and eating poorer-quality foods may make
them relatively more secure from predators.

But until the publication of this paper, these were largely
untested hypotheses. The authors examined these hypotheses at
the Tyninghame Estuary in Scotland, where predation by
Sparrowhawks is the main cause of mortality among wintering
Redshanks. Their data show that more Redshanks (both numbers
and proportion) are killed by Sparrowhawks in winter, when the
risk of starvation forces the shorebirds closer to shore where better
food is found, but where Sparrowhawks lurk. They also present
data to support the “numbers as a refuge” hypothesis, which says
that flocking behaviour reduces risk of predation.
They demonstrate that the proportion of redshanks killed increases
when their population is low. 

It will be interesting to get such data from the wintering grounds
of the Indian Sub-continent and see how these hypotheses hold up. 

—Ragupathy Kannan

of cat predation on target conservation species have not been
monitored well. This study attempts to fill that lacuna in the
literature. The authors present a 17-year data set monitoring the
population of Sooty Terns Onychoprion fuscata on Ascension Island,
that remote speck in the mid-Atlantic that one sees on a map.
Within this 17-year period, there was a three-year cat-eradication
program (2001–2004), which wiped out all the cats from the island. 

The authors present fascinating data on Sooty Tern breeding
numbers before and after cat eradication. The population averaged
368,000 in the 1990s and in this period cats were killing an average
of 33 adult terns on a nightly basis. Remarkably, predation on
adult terns zeroed out after cats were eliminated.  The breeding
population increased to 420,000 birds as of 2007.

But the relationship between cat eradication and tern numbers
is not easy to tease out, because of the confounding effects of rat
predation on chicks. The authors also present data on rat predation
before and after rat control measures were implemented, and weave
through the tangle of variables effectively. They recommend long-
term monitoring as essential to get insights into even simple
predator-prey systems such as this. 

—Ragupathy Kannan

There is a preponderance of evidence that global warming
has affected bird populations in various parts of the world,
but much of this evidence is in temperate or polar zones.

The fact that birds are now arriving and breeding earlier in spring
in northern latitudes is well established. Similarly, poleward and
altitudinal shifts in bird distributions too have been documented.
But to my knowledge, only one major paper has clearly
documented such changes in avifauna from the tropics: Pounds et
al. (Nature 398: 611–615) reported that low elevation species in Costa
Rica are now increasingly found in montane cloud-forest habitats,
and linked this phenomenon to decrease in frequency of mists in
higher elevations induced by spikes in air temperatures.

Now, Philip Round and George Gale of Thailand report an
analysis of a series of sight records spanning a quarter century of
two syntopic species of pheasants, one lowland, another montane
or submontane, from Khao Yai National Park, Thailand. Their
results are strikingly similar to those reported above from Costa
Rica. The lowland species, Siamese Fireback Lophura diardi, is
increasingly encountered at higher altitudes in relation to those of
the higher elevation resident, the Silver Pheasant L. nycthemera.
Unlike the Costa Rica study, however, the authors were unable to
establish a direct cause-and-effect relationship between climate
change and these shifts in altitudinal distributions, and hence
hypothesise that the shifts could be a response to a warming
climate. 

What makes this study of especial interest is that it illustrates
the value of maintaining long-term bird records with meticulous
notes on elevations and other pertinent information. The authors
pored over sight records archived in three organisations from 1978
to the present. They also appealed for sightings of the two pheasants
in a posting on the Oriental Birding Newsgroup and were able to
get additional information. To all this, they added their own sight

Hughes, J. B., G. M. Martin & S. J. Reynolds. 2008.
Cats and seabirds: effects of feral domestic cat Felis
silvestris catus eradication on the population of Sooty

Terns Onychoprion fuscata on Ascension Island,
South Atlantic. Ibis 150 (Suppl. 1): 122–131.

Round, P. D. & G. A. Gale. 2008. Changes in status
of Lophura pheasants in Khao Yai National Park,

Thailand: A response to warming climate?
Biotropica 40: 225–230.

It is well known that feral or free-ranging domestic cats make
significant inroads into bird populations. On oceanic islands,
their predatory effects appear even more severe and tangible

because predator-prey systems are relatively simple in these areas
and thus the effects seem more pronounced. Domestic cats are
implicated in the demise of at least eight island bird species. In New
Zealand alone, 41 bird species have been wiped out locally, with
cats being considered prime culprits. 

But most of these conclusions have been derived more by
inferences than by direct empirical data. The direct cause and effect



77Indian Birds Vol. 4 No. 2 (March–April 2008)

—In the news—
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records and systematic survey data. They then used simple linear
regression models to correlate changes in pheasant encounter rates
with changes in rainfall and temperature across time frames. 

This study should be a model to illustrate how the simple
maintaining and archiving of bird records could spawn interesting
studies years after the birdwatchers made those observations. Even
amateur birders can contribute significantly to the scientific study
of birds, simply by maintaining, and periodically archiving, their
bird records. 

—Ragupathy Kannan

years (2001-2003), utilising nest boxes across nine study areas in
and around the city of Leicester, England, has thrown some light
on this problem. The authors used mixed models to identify the
key factors in a declining House Sparrow population along an
urban gradient. House Sparrows typically have up to four nesting
attempts each year. Although House Sparrows have always been
seen as part of the urban landscape, the study demonstrates reduced
breeding success as a result of low ambient temperatures and
extreme rainfall, as well as a high proportion of vegetable material
in the diet, which directly affects the body mass and consequent
chick survival. These are attributed to lower aphid densities (in
chick diet) and an increase in air pollution (NO2) in the city—and
linked to the sparrow declines in the UK.

Their results highlight that the quality of chick diet varied across
the years, which explains marked differences in chick survival and
brood body mass between years. Nutritional stress has been
observed as a limiting factor in the reproductive success of many
bird species and a change in temperature or rainfall could directly
have an effect on key invertebrate food items (e.g. aphids), which
may be reflected in the diet of the chicks. In addition, chicks in
localities with high NO2 levels tended to be smaller and lighter than
those in areas with lower NO2 levels. Increase in air pollution
associated with traffic emissions could be affecting invertebrate
densities either directly or via effects on plant hosts. To tackle this
growing problem, the authors suggest that management of green
spaces, by targeting the owners of private gardens, needs to be
promoted as a potential solution to allow the population to recover.

I found these explanations very credible—as having lived in rural
England for past three years—I always wondered why I have so
many house sparrows in my garden? To the extent that they out-
compete other species like Blue Cyanistes caeruleus and Great Parus
major Tits at the peanut feeders. I think there is a great lesson here
that we need to learn from an Indian perspective. We never had any
extensive ringing scheme to monitor bird populations, and there
has always been a tendency to study species that are threatened. The
results of this study is yet another alarm call and a challenge, to join
our efforts across India, to start a synchronous study that monitors
‘common’ species as well as rare ones. Any takers?

—Farah Ishtiaq

Peach, W. J., Vincent, K. E., Fowler, J. A. & Grice, P.
V. 2008. Reproductive success of house sparrows

along an urban gradient. Animal Conservation 1–11.
DOI: 10.1111/j.1469-1795.2008.00209.x.

The fall of the house sparrow: can we learn from this?
Whether House Sparrows Passer domesticus are endangered or not
has haunted both British and Indian naturalists in recent years.
Apparently, these are the only countries, across the globe, where
the species has been hit, within its native range, by serious declines.
The lack of consistent data on bird distribution in both UK and
India has made it even more difficult to pinpoint the actual extent
and timing of the declines in population. Interestingly, in the UK,
the 150-year-old ringing scheme of the British Trust for Ornithology
(BTO) discouraged participants from ringing House Sparrows on
the account of its ‘common and abundant’ status in the past (since
1970). Ringers were charged ten pence (c. Rs 15) extra on rings if
they were to be used for House Sparrows. Given the extensive
ringing operations and the cost involved, the consequence was
that no one ringed House Sparrows and so the records of this most
common bird were of little or no value for monitoring purposes.

The decline of House Sparrows has resulted in a great source of
speculation. Scientists have proposed various theories, including:
food shortage, electromagnetic waves, lack of nesting sites,
competition with other birds, disease, etc. Despite such speculation,
there has not been a detailed study, till now, to nail the real cause of
decline in the population of such a common species.

A recent study by Peach et al. (2008), over a period of three

Tracking bird migration
Interest in bird migration in the country reached its zenith when
four Bar-headed Geese Anser indicus, with yellow collars, were
photographed from different parts of peninsular India. These
geese had been captured and colour-tagged in northern Mongolia
as a part of a sampling for avian influenza in wild water birds
by Dr Martin Gilbert of the Wildlife Conservation Society
(http://birdsmongolia.blogspot.com). Single birds sporting bright
yellow collars with clearly visible black numbers were
photographed from gaggles found at four wetlands in India
namely, a tank near Somnathpur (Karnataka) by M. Niranjan,
Veer Dam near Pune (Maharashtra) by Adesh Shivkar, Magadi
Tank (Gadag district, Karnataka) by Madhukar Rao and Paradgaon
Lake near Nagpur (Maharashtra) by Raju Kasambe. Courtesy:
http://www.indianaturewatch.net.

A falcon, with a transmitter and ring from the UAE, was found
dead by Jugal Tiwari in Kachchh (Gujarat). It was later labeled as

likely Gyr Falcon Falco rusticolus from photographs. Courtesy:
DelhiBirdPix.

Two radio-tagged Black Storks Ciconia nigra were tracked in
several parts of Maharashtra and created much excitement online.
One of them was sadly shot down somewhere in Afghanistan
during its return migration. The complete route of all
the transmitter-bearing Black Storks could be followed online at
http://www.rozhlas.cz/odysea/angl.

MigrantWatch, India’s first citizen science programme for
studying bird migration closed its first year with remarkable
success—the results being published in Indian Birds (Vol. 3 No. 6).
The entire paper is can be downloaded from the MigrantWatch
website http://www.ncbs.res.in/citsci/migrantwatch/.

Bird count in Himalayas
The Great Himalayan Bird Count, winter of 2008, is planned on
the most popular trekking trails situated in the river valleys of
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Yamuna, Bhagirithi, Bhilingna, Ganga, Mandakini and Alaknanda
in Garhwal (Uttarakhand) during 14–17 November 2008 by Action
and Research for Conservation in Himalayas (ARCH). About 15
groups will cover 34 different routes of c. 10 kms each during
these days. This event will be organized with the support of
Uttarakhand Forest Department. This is perhaps the first time
such an organised bird count is being conducted in the western
Himalayas. Courtesy: DelhiBird.

Threatened birds—2008 update
The 2008 updating of the ‘Threatened birds of the world’ list saw
147 status changes and also reflected trends in recent taxonomy.
Several previously ‘not recognised’ species were evaluated this
year. India is ranked seventh among the countries with most
threatened birds—hosting 88 threatened species. The following
updates are applicable for the Indian Subcontinent and critical
from a conservation point of view (Table 1). Courtesy:
http://www.birdlife.org.

Vulture crisis
The plight of vultures in Asia dotted the pages of several newspapers
during this period and achieved wide coverage. With populations
of three Gyps species dropping more than 97% since 1992 here,
captive breeding has been suggested as the only hope for their
continued survival. Diclofenac, an anti-inflammatory veterinary
drug used for livestock, has been widely accepted as the chief cause
of this decline. Manufacture of the veterinary form of Diclofenac
was outlawed in India in 2006 but it remains widely accessible. It
has also become clear that, Diclofenac formulated for humans is
also being used to treat livestock. In Africa, the same drug was
discovered to be available for sale and BirdLife International
sounded a high-alert on the risk looming over the vulture
population in Africa. Courtesy: http://www.birdlife.org.

News from an independent study linking the increase in rabies
in stray dogs with the decline of vultures also appeared in media.
As vulture numbers crashed, the population of rabid feral dogs has
surged, feasting upon cattle carcasses that would otherwise have
been stripped bare by birds, the report says. Courtesy: http://
www.newscientist.com.

Members of Rajputana Society of Natural History (RSNH)
reported the reappearance of vultures at Mount Abu (Rajasthan)
after their disappearance in 2005. It is a heartening sign for the
revival of vultures in the southern belt of Rajasthan. In the 53rd
Wildlife Week of Chittorgarh (Rajasthan), RSNH distributed stickers
and mementos with messages to stop the use of Diclofenac.

BNHS regularly updates its website with news from its Vulture
Conservation Breeding Centers in an exclusive online newsletter
Jatayu—for a sample issue visit http://www.bnhs.org/bo/
documents/VCBC-Newsletter-5-2006-07.pdf.

(Bird) listing in India
The craze for maintaining personal life-lists, year-lists, country-
lists and even state-lists for birds has reached interesting heights

in the country with the launch of BUBO Listing. This site is created
to enable the storage, sharing and comparison of bird lists of a
wide range of types, including specific regions (e.g., Oriental,
Western Palaearctic), countries (e.g., India), states (e.g., Karnataka,
India) and soon, individual sites (e.g., Bharatpur). The website
started with a UK focus and currently contains about 1,200 different
UK-related lists has also been expanded to support World listing,
Western Palearctic, Oriental region, various American regions
and have just introduced India and all its states, with more regions
and countries coming over the next few weeks, says Mike Prince,
one of its co-founders. Birders can use the website to enter their
own lists, compare their list with those of other birders and can
view the lists of anyone else using BUBO Listing. It is also possible
to use the ‘targets’ facility to see the ‘easiest missing species’ from
any list. The site is free to use but one has to register at
www.bubo.org/listing. Bird-listing has been a craze in several
countries and this data could be used to generate fairly accurate
species lists for several well-covered sites and regions.

 Meanwhile, L. Shyamal distributed an updated version of
BirdSpot, a shareware programme for collating bird species
records in India. BirdSpot was launched a few years ago and has
open source code base, which is available for further enhancement
(http://birdspot.googlepages.com).

New race of Rufous-vented Prinia described from Nepal
An hitherto un-described sub-species of Rufous-vented Prinia
Prinia burnesii was reported from Koshi Tappu Wildlife Reserve
in eastern Nepal. Hem Sagar Baral of Bird Conservation Nepal
said that the find is exciting because it ‘appears to form the link’
between the two pre-existing sub-species. Of the other two races
of Rufous-vented Prinia: P. b. burnesii, is found in Pakistan in the
west along the tributaries of River Indus and in the adjacent
state of Punjab in India; and P. b. cinerascens inhabits Assam in
the east along the Bramhaputra River system and adjoining
states of India and Bangladesh. A team of experts affiliated with
Bird Conservation Nepal (BCN) led by Dr Baral has further
assessed the taxonomic status of the bird and recently declared
the bird as a new subspecies of Rufous-vented Prinia and named
it Nepal Rufous-vented Prinia Prinia burnesii nipalensis. The newly
described bird shows somewhat intermediate characters
between the two subspecies and appears to form a link between
them. It is believed to inhabit the Ganges River system,
the other major river system in India. Courtesy:
http://www.sciencedaily.com.

Bird races
Bird races happened in several cities across the country with much
fun and bonhomie among the birding tribe. Whether it was the
two teams that saw Great White Pelican Pelecanus onocrotalus at
Bangalore or the team that recorded a whopping 154 spp. on a
single day at Nagpur; everyone had something to cheer about at
the end of the day. In fact these events brought forth hordes of
people into the field from various walks of life—from students to

senior citizens. However, the birds did not
disappoint anyone and still offered surprises
on the big day. Pune bird race participants
were lucky to bag the Bar-headed Goose
with yellow collar at Veer Dam while Kerala
participants got the first photograph of a
Tawny Eagle Aquila rapax for the state.
Every birder looks forward to this yearly
event and it has become an integral part
of the Indian urban birding calendar.
Courtesy: http://www.indiabirdraces.com.

Table 1. Threatened birds—2008 update
Species Status in 2007 Status in 2008

Baer’s Pochard Aythya baeri Vulnerable Endangered
Sooty Falcon Falco concolor Least concern Near-threatened

Andaman Crake Rallina canningi Data deficient Near-threatened
Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata Least concern Near-threatened

Spoon-billed Sandpiper Eurynorhynchus pygmeus Endangered Critically endangered
Chevron-breasted Babbler Sphenocichla roberti Not recognised Near-threatened

Yellow-breasted Bunting Emberiza aureola Near-threatened Vulnerable

Praveen: In the news
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Fig. 2. Red-throated Pipit, Hesserghatta, Karnataka
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From the field
A rich jugalbandi of photographer and scientist was displayed at
www.indianaturewatch.net with an amazing array of photographs
streamed in by Mohanram R. K. made from Eaglenest Wildlife
Sanctuary (Arunachal Pradesh) and supplemented with a lyrical
narration of field experiences by S. Subramanya. Visitors to the site
were mesmerized by this duo for several days as they transported
everyone to the jungles of Dafla Hills as they put-to-show the
jewels of Eaglenest one after another.

P. C. Rajeevan and Khaleel Chovva who frequented
Katampally wetlands in northern Kerala during February–April
2008 hit the jackpot when they photographed Bristled Grass-
Warbler Chaetornis striatus, Grey-necked Bunting Emberiza
buchanani and Eurasian Wigeon Anas penelope all first reports from
Kerala. Courtesy: KeralaBirder.

The elusive Eurasian Woodcock Scolopax rusticola was
photographed from Chintamani Kar Bird Sanctuary,
Nardendarpur in West Bengal by Shantanu Bhattacharya on 17th
February 2008. Courtesy: BengalBird.

A Masked Booby Sula dactylatra straggled to Chavakkad beach
on Kerala coast on 6th February 2008 and was reported by P. P.
Sreenivasan. Courtesy: KeralaBirder.

Parag Deshkmukh surprised everyone with a photograph of
Siberian Blue Robin Luscinia cyane from Nagpur in April 2008.
The bird frequented his backyard for about two weeks. Courtesy:
DelhiBirdPix.

Red-throated Pipits Anthus cervinus were photographed for
the second year in succession by several photographers in  in
Hesserghatta near Bangalore (Karnataka) during February 2008.

Mike Prince also reported a Plain Martin Riparia paludicola from
the same location on 18th March 2008. Courtesy: BngBirds.

He also uploaded several photographs of confusing Riparia
Martins at , which are possibly Sand Martins Riparia riparia.

Sunjoy Monga reported the presence of four spp. of parakeets
in Mumbai’s urban neighbourhood during March 2008: Rose-
ringed Psittacula krameri and Alexandrine P. eupatria being regulars
with solo Red-breasted P. alexandri and Malabar P. columboides
putting in an appearance; this makes Mumbai one of the unique
cities with this distinction. Courtesy: BirdsofBombay.

Sandeep Das and his friends who frequented Kole wetlands in
Kerala during the spring reported uncommon birds like White-
winged Tern Chlidonias leucopterus, a juvenile Desert Wheatear
Oenanthe deserti, Great Bittern Botaurus stellaris and a large roost
of Oriental Pratincoles Glareola maldivarum during March–May
2008. Courtesy: KeralaBirder.

Garima Bhatia photographed a female Marshall’s Iora Aegithina
nigrolutea at Timbaktu village (Anantpur, Andhra Pradesh) on
6th March 2008. Sachin Shurpali reported nesting of the same
species near Galibore Fishing Camp, south of Bangalore
(Karnataka) on 13th April 2008. Courtesy: BngBirds.

Fig. 1. Black-faced Laughingthrush (left) & Long-tailed Sibia (above)
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Charles Anderson reported plenty of seabirds off the coast of
Sri Lanka in April 2008. His list included several Flesh-footed
Shearwaters Puffinus carneipes, Pormarine Skuas Stercorarius
pomarinus, Bridled Terns Sterna anaethetus, White-winged Terns,
Black Noddies Anous minutus, and a few sightings of Wedge-
tailed Shearwater P. pacificus, Sooty Shearwater P. griseus, Parasitic
Skua S. parasiticus, Red-billed Tropicbird Phaethon aethereus and
Sooty Tern Sterna fuscata. Courtesy: OrientalBirding.

Praveen Mohandas photographed a Greater Grey-headed
Fish-Eagle Ichthyophaga ichthyaetus in Chimmony Wildlife Santuary
(Kerala) on 27th May 2008. Courtesy: KeralaBirder.

Praveen: In the news
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—Obituary—
R. A. Stewart Melluish (?–2008)
Stewart Melluish arrived in India circa 1958. He was a most attractive
young man with a range of interests in which he excelled. Good
looks were the least of his assets. He could have been a professional
pianist, an artist or a writer. For some years he was the Manager of
the Oxford University Press in Madras, and when R. E. Hawkins,
the boss in India, retired Stewart could have taken his place, but he
decided to settle down in Oxford instead.

Many of you will recall his carefully researched and beautifully
written articles in the early years of the Newsletter for Birdwatchers.
When he went out birding he came back with shorthand notes to
be pondered over later, but sketches of birds, made on the spot as
a further aid to identification, also accompanied these. I recall the
several sketches he made of harriers during our walk in Madras.
He later telephoned to say that he had pinned down the bird as a
female Hen Harrier in not very good plumage!

Exceptionally gifted people have their eccentricities. Stewart,
the aesthete, hated the egg yellow colour of the Burmah Shell
petrol bunks and never ever used them, even when the fuel
indicator was critically low. In the Gir Sanctuary I found that he
was so interested in the history of the ancient railway steam engine
that we had to sacrifice some of our scarce birding time around the
engine. He was fascinated by the environment in Kihim, and wrote
in our ‘akhbar’ book ‘Kihim must be one of t he most beautiful
places in the world.’ This naturally endeared him to us.

To get the full measure of this rare man I requested Girish
Karnad, the famous playwright, to join in this tribute and this is
what he sent…

‘Stewart Melluish was a perfectionist—rather he was obsessed
with the notion of approaching “perfection” as closely as possible.
I was his Assistant Manager at Oxford University Press, Madras,
for six years and what I learnt from him during that time covered
areas way beyond the realm of publishing.

‘He had a perfectly cursive italic hand and even the normal
letters he wrote looked as though they were printed. He was an
excellent draftsmen, and since we were often driven to try every
means of reducing the cost of production of a textbook, not only
did he design book covers but sometimes even illustrated the texts.
He was meticulous and even the layout of a title page could take
hours. His joyful indulgence in choosing the right typeface or
working out the precise spacing could be maddening but the results
were always impeccable.

‘When our office moved from its ramshackle old quarters into
a specially constructed building, he took hours choosing the right
shade of deep green for his office wall. We were both members of
a local amateur dramatic group called The Madras Players and I
directed him in a play called The Caretaker, by Harold Pinter, in
which I cast him in the role of a cockney tramp. From the first day
of the rehearsals until the play was over, Stewart drove his friends
crazy by carrying on conversation only in the cockney dialect. This
was his first play ever and he was bitten by the stage bug. Later, as
Beckett’s “Krapp” he gave a performance which was, as a member
of the United States Information Services commented, as good as
anything one could get to see on the professional stage in the West.
It was the beautiful rendering of a funny poem by Hillaire Belloc at
a British Council event that attracted him to his future wife,
Shameem. He spoke about it for days.

‘He lived in a huge bungalow called Holloway’s Cottage, with
an enormous garden and a pillared portico, and loved its colonial

air. He filled the place with objects that fitted in perfectly with its
turn-of-the-century ambience so that to walk into its compound,
down a winding driveway, was to be carried back half a century in
time. No one, who had spent a long evening in the garden, lounging
in a cane chair sipping gin and lime amidst the ruckus of babblers,
is ever likely to forget the nostalgic mellowness of that experience.
I often thought Holloway’s Cottage had much to do with moulding
him into the image of a nineteenth-century Englishman in India,
the type one is grateful to for filling the gazetteers with such
delightful detail. The office had given him a Herald Triumph, but
he had an old Sunbeam, which he loved. During weekends, he
would pack the Sunbeam with a tent, food, a gas stove and
binoculars and head for the countryside with his “factotum” (his
word)—Jayaram. He loved the Sunbeam so much that he decided
to find out how it worked, and he and Jayaram dismantled it to the
last screw. They reassembled it, savouring the process, and it
worked, but to Stewart’s immense disappointment, the Sunbeam
was never quite the same again.

‘In his childhood, he told me, he used to go bird-watching with
his father. But in Madras, the hobby turned into a passion, and it is
to his credit that he persuaded Roy Hawkins, the General Manager
of OUP, who himself was a keen bird-watcher, into taking on the
publication of the ten-volume Handbook of the birds of India and
Pakistan.

‘Stewart was capable of immense charm and warmth, and when
with people he was fond of, was full of lusty laughter. He was also
immensely sensitive and got hurt very easily, although he would
have died rather than reveal his feelings. However, he could also
be curt when he chose. “It’s easy for me to be ungracious,” he used
to say.

‘The most vivid memory I have of Stewart, however, is not
visual but of an incident he himself narrated, from the days when
he was still the Assistant Manager in Madras. In those days, the
Manager’s office was separated from the Assistant’s by a partition,
which was mounted on a stand, raising it about two feet off the
floor. That day, there had been a disagreement between the two,
and Stewart was feeling peeved. It was late evening, long past the
time the Manager normally left for home, and a sudden urge gripped
Stewart to tear his boss apart. He got down on all fours, and,
snarling and growling like a tiger, crawled menacingly under the
partition into the Manager’s office. He was half way in and directing
his fiercest growl toward the Manager’s chair, when whom should
he see there but a very startled-looking Manager, still at work,
staring back at him. Stewart dropped his snarl, quietly withdrew
into his office and continued his work. The episode was never
mentioned again between the two.

– Zafar Futehally

The following photograph
should have accompanied

the short note entitled,
‘Southern-most breeding

record of the Comb Duck
Sarkidiornis melanotos from

India’, by Grubh et al. (p.
15). The error is regretted.

Errata
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