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In the March–April 2008 issue of Indian Birds (Vol. 4 No. 2), I 
wrote that 1970 was a significant year for conservation in India 
because of the IUCN General Assembly meeting held in New 

Delhi in November 1969, which spawned many environmental 
projects including Project Tiger. Our Newsletter too received 
more than its usual share of worthwhile articles and I intend to 
reproduce a few of these in this column to give you a flavour of the 
times. One exceptionally keen British birder was D. A. Stairmand. 
His weekends were devoted to birding and his pieces exude the 
joy he received from his outings. Unlike most birders today, who 
enjoy the numbers game, and have to hurry from spot to spot, 
Stairmand took time to stand and stare. And you will agree that he 
managed to squeeze out a great deal of useful information, which 
he shared with his readers. There has been much change in the 
landscape since Stairmand wrote. The Panvel tank, where he saw 
Bank Mynas Acridotheres ginginianus, no longer exists. The Mahim 
Creek, where we once netted migrant swallows in the famous 
company of Salim Ali and J. B. S. Haldane, is no longer a birding 
area. Also the lovely male Collared Bushchats Saxicola torquata on 
telegraph wires on the Alibag road are no longer seen. I am sure 
you will enjoy reading about these scenes of yester-year.

Birds around Bombay
‘On the edge of a clearing in the forest at Khandala on 21st 
December I was very fortunate to see a pair of Malabar Trogons. 
Besides the underparts of the male—described by Dr Salim Ali 
in Indian Hill Birds as ‘brilliant crimson pink’ the thing that struck 
me most was the broad square cut tail. This was the first time I 
had seen Harpactes fasciatus and it was a wonderful thrill and I 
only wish they had tarried at least a little longer on the branches 
of the tree on which I saw them for less than one minute before 
they flew away.

‘Also at Khandala on 21st December I was drawn to a Wild 
Fig—in ripe fruit—by a monotonous one-note rather high pitched 
call of a bird. This turned out to be a young Goldfronted Chloropsis 
Chloropsis aurifrons being fed by an adult bird, which was a male. 
The adult male was resplendent in green, golden, purple and 
black whereas the immature bird was all green except for traces 
of the beginnings of dark feathers on the threat. The adult was 
feeding the young bird on insects gathered from the undersides 
of leaves. I watched the young bird being fed for about half-an-
hour and only towards the end of this session did I see the young 
bird collecting insects for itself from under the leaves. The young 
bird’s call was almost constant and it crouched and ‘shivered’ to 
be fed. The adult bird uttered its pleasant familiar call quite often. 
It would appear that this bird had bred unusually late as the main 
nesting period is May to August.

‘On 2nd October I saw Kashmir Rollers Coracias garrulus 
semenowi between Thana and Taloja on the Bombay–Poona Road 

and these are extremely attractive birds with their blue-black 
flight feathers and wholly light blue underparts. By 10/x these 
birds had been replaced in the same area by the Indian Roller C. 
benghalensis.

‘At Panvel on 21st December there were Bank Mynas 
Acridotheres ginginianus running around amongst buffaloes’ feet 
on squelchy ground. I had not noticed them there before.

‘Should I report a Spotbill, Garganey Teal and Common Snipe 
at Vihar in early December? The Spotbill’s metallic green wing-
bar, bright orange-red legs, yellow tipped dark bill with orange 
spot at the base showed up excellently as the bird took off and 
flew low over the lake.

‘A party of c. 20 Blacktailed Godwits Limosa limosa have been 
on the Mahim Creek for at least three weeks. When I first saw 
them on 6th December they formed a mixed party with about 10 
Bartailed Godwits Limosa lapponica and about 150 Blackwinged 
Stilts Himantopus himatopus. The Stilts are also still there but I have 
not seen the Bartailed Godwits recently. When together, I found it 
easy to distinguish the two different Godwits apart. On the mud 
the longer leggedness of the Blacktailed Godwit was apparent and 
when in flight the black-ended tail showed up prominently.

‘Finally, to end on, not a bird, but a Barking Deer seen running 
through lightly wooded country in Borivli National Park on 13th 
December, then across the road about 30 yards in front of my car 
(which I’d stopped) to the wooded country, bordering Vihar Lake. 
This was at the hairpin bend before the Deer Pen turning on the 
right of the road.’      – D. A. Stairmand. 1970. NLBW 10 (1): 7–8.

Some more birds around Bombay
‘On 22nd January in the grounds of Government House, 
Walkeshwar Road, there were several male and female Koels and 
three Grey Hornbills Tockus birostris eating the ripe figs of peepul 
Ficus religiosa. It was enjoyable to watch the Grey Hornbills tossing 
the figs down their throats with such obvious relish. Towards 
evening in Borivili Park on 27th December, I saw two Malabar Grey 
Hornbills T. griseus—without the casque—and these bird were 
badly harassed by 10 jungle crows and driven away despite the 
immediate presence of Racket-tailed Drongo on the same tree. The 
tree was a Red Silk Cotton. Driving through Borivli Park at dusk 
on 14th January I noticed something rather large on the left hand 
side of the road some forty yards in front of me and as I slowly 
approached much closer ‘the thing’ took to steep flight and quite 
frightened me by its size until I realized it was a glorious Peacock 
Pavo cristatus when my heart beat faster with enjoyment, instead 
of terror, at the unknown ‘Vampire’. As soon as I reached hom I 
picked up Vol. 2 of the Handbook and read once gain: ‘They rise 
with a loud flapping of wings, even an old cok with his long, heavy 
train rocketing almost vertically to clear the tree-tops. ‘ During the 
monsoon months Borivli Park resounded with the strident calls of 
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may-awe, my-awe and on 25th October I came across a Peahen with 
three chicks resting on a track running alongside a pipeline.

‘Of late I have been watching the female Marsh Harrier Circus 
aeruginosus, which was written about by our Editor in an article 
published recently in a Sunday newspaper. Flying over the ̀ damp 
littoral’ at Vihar sending up wagtails, pipits, larks, munias, etc. 
and even hoopoes. I never see her catch anything; not that I’m 
sorry as she looks well-fed. On 19th January a King Vulture Torgos 
calvus was in the same area eating a cattle carcass in the company 
of Jungle Crows. But on to more pleasant subjects—also in the 
same few square acres or so. Namely, a fully adult male Bluethroat 
Erithacus svecicus. On 17th January this sprightly robin-like bird 
was hopping around amongst herbage and flew when I walked 
towards it. Fortunately it flew only a few yards and then settled 
on the ground again where I had a perfect view of it for about five 
minutes as it hopped around picking up insects. This Bluethroat 
had a white (not chestnut) patch withing the blue throat and was 
presumably of the race abbotti. The Bluethroat had quite a tussle 
with a green caterpillar before stunning it sufficiently to deal with. 
Prior to swallowing this succulent morsel the Bluethroat gave a 
delighted little call. Also in this area I noticed a female Collared 
Bushchat Saxicola torquata, BUT no male, on the margin of the Lake. 
I’m mentioning her because I see many male Collared Bushchats 
on the telegraph wires, bushes and shrubs beside the Goa Road 

and the road to Alibag, without seeing even one female—on some 
days. Against, say, fifteen males seen in a stretch of road of twenty 
miles I manage to see only one or two females at most. I suppose 
the females must be in fields further away from the roadside but 
I’ve searched in vain for them. I find that , in contrast the pairs of 
Pied Bushchats Saxicola caprata keep very close together.

‘There are now many Common Snipe around Vihar Lake and 
quite large gatherings of duck on the Lake. From what I can see 
they are mainly Common Teal Anas crecca and on 4th January there 
were about 20 Pintails Anas acuta amongst them.

‘On 18th January on a mud-bank at Dharmtar, near Pen, there 
were six Avocets Recurvirostra avosetta swinging their bills, hockey-
stick style, through the mud. With them was a Reef Heron Egretta 
gularis—slaty phase—catching mudcrawlers. It was enlightening 
for me to watch the bird walk to the water and wash its bill clean 
after each jab—whether successful or unsuccessful—into the 
mud. 

‘At Panvel tank on 18th January there was an Open bill 
Anastomus oscitans. At Panvel such birds as In ttle comorants, 
Pheasant-tailed Jacanas, Bronzewinged Jacanas, Purple Moorhens, 
Cattle Egrets, Paddy Birds and Smaller Egrets appear to have bred 
successfully during the last monsoon. Cotton Teal are also seen 
there now.’                – D. A. Stairmand. 1970. NLBW 10 (3): 8–10.

This is a concise field guide to the birds of Point Calimere 
(Kodikkarai) Wildlife Sanctuary, one of the best birding sites 
in southern India, located on the eastern seaboard, in the 

Nagapattinam district of Tamil Nadu. Well-known for its migrant 
waterbirds, this site has been studied by the Bombay Natural 
History Society since the late 1960’s and was a major field research 
station where thousands of waders, waterbirds and landbirds have 
been ringed over the decades. The tropical dry evergreen forest 
and swamps of the sanctuary are a wintering and stop-over site 
for several waterbirds, shorebirds as well as passerines (estimated 
at over 1,00,000 individuals) en route their wintering grounds in 
the southern Western Ghats and Sri Lanka. Some unusual birds 
recorded from this area in the past include the White-bellied Heron 
Ardea insignis, Black-necked Stork Ephippiorhynchus asiaticus, 
Long-billed Ringed Plover Charadrius placidus, Caspian Plover 
C. asiaticus, Spotted Greenshank Tringa guttifer, Spoon-billed 
Sandpiper Calidris pygmaeus, Pompadour Green Pigeon Treron 
pompadora, Orange-breasted Green Pigeon T. bicincta, European 
Nightjar Caprimulgus europaeus, Oriental Dwarf Kingfisher Ceyx 
erithacus, Siberian Rubythroat Luscinia calliope, Broad-tailed Grass 
Warbler Schoenicola platyura, and Kashmir Flycatcher Ficedula 
subrubra, just to name a few. This site is now a Ramsar site (the 
only one in Tamilnadu) and an Important Bird Area (IBA). 

— Book reviews —

Field guide to the birds of Point 
Calimere by S. Balachandran & V. 
Thirunavukarasu. Bombay Natural 
History Society, Tamilnadu Forest 
Department. 92 pp +xxvi. Paperback. 
Price not stated. 2009.

This book covers 274 species of birds recorded from the 
sanctuary. Each species is illustrated with a colour photograph. 
The text is organised under the following sub-headings: Size, 
field characters, distribution, habitat and status at Point Calimere. 
With three species per page, including the photographs, the book 
is well laid-out and pleasing to the eye. The photographs have 
been contributed by well-known photographers like Clement M. 
Francis, P. M. Lad, and Vijay Cavale. The pictures are of good 
quality and the book is printed on art paper. Besides this main 
section, there is a preface that contains a brief introduction to 
Pt Calimere and its birdlife, three maps (two of which show the 
localities of recoveries of birds ringed at Pt Calimere, the third being 
a satellite image of the sanctuary area), two diagrams describing 
the parts (topography) of birds, a glossary of the technical terms 
used, and a series of tables which help in identifying birds through 
certain key characteristics (mostly based on size , colouration, sizes 
of beaks, legs or tails).

The general description, distribution and habitat sections 
follow those of Ali & Ripley (1983), and Kumar et al. (2005) and are 
fairly comprehensive giving sufficient details to aid identification 
of birds including those in juvenile and winter plumages. But the 
most interesting part of the text is the section on the status of birds 
at the sanctuary. Here, the authors provide very specific details 
like, localities where birds may be seen, months when they could 
be seen, changes in their abundance, status, etc. I found this section 
the most useful one since a lot of the information given here has 
not been published elsewhere and has been compiled from the 
notes of earlier workers and the senior author who has spent over 
two decades here at the sanctuary, studying bird migration.

It comes as a shock to learn that there has been a drastic decline 
in the populations of waders that winter here—from 500,000 in the 
1980s to 100,000 or less at present! It appears this is also true for 
migrant ducks. Pintail Anas acuta numbers have plummeted from 




