
Table 1. Table of past records of Buff-breasted Sandpiper Tryngites subruficollis from South Asia
Date Location Observer(s) Reference
5 March 1960 Kalametiya Lagoon, near Hambantota, Southern Province, Sri Lanka TSE De Zylva Norris 1960
November 1974 Trincomalee, Sri Lanka JC Sinclair Phillips 1978
19–23 January 1985 Bundala Sanctuary, Sri Lanka Hoffman 1992
18 May 1996 Harike, Punjab, India Per Undeland Robson 1996
18 November 2000 Santa Cruz, Goa, India Rick Heil, Paul Holt & other birders Holt & Heil 2003

for a juvenile Ruff Philomachus pugnax, as there is no indication 
of size in such pictures. However, the picture (Fig. 3) showing the 
bird next to a Lesser Sand Plover enabled size comparison and 
clearly helped in clinching it as a Buff-breasted Sandpiper, one of 
the rarest of the South Asian vagrants. It happens to be the first 
time that this species has been photographed from this region.

Breeding in the northern Nearctics, and wintering in the 
southern Neotropics, this species is frequently vagrant nearly 
worldwide (Rasmussen & Anderton 2005). However, it has 
been reported just five times from South Asia, one record per 
decade, and twice within Indian limits (Table 1). This autumn 

was particularly interesting for this species with several birds 
windblown to the coast of United Kingdom due to hurricanes in 
the West Atlantic (Mike Prince pers. comm. November 2011). 
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Fig. 3. Buff-breasted Sandpiper T. subruficollis with Lesser Sand Plover 
Charadrius mongolus.

The  Green Cochoa Cochoa viridis is a shy, arboreal, and 
frugivours bird. It is fairly widespread in north-eastern India 
and South-east Asia (del Hoyo et al. 2005). Little is known 

of its diet though it is reported to feed broadly on berries, insects, 
and molluscs (del Hoyo et al. 2005). Bishop (1999), recorded 
two instances of Green Cochoa foraging in the mid-storey of 
subtropical forests at 1,000 m, and on exposed tops of tall trees 
within a mosaic of partially degraded subtropical forest at 1,400 
m. On both those occasions, there were no details on what the 
cochoas fed on. 

In 2010, I sighted the Green Cochoa in the foothill forests 

(150 m ASL) of Pakke Tiger Reserve (26º54’–27º16’N, 92º36’–
93º09’E; 862 km2), in eastern Arunachal Pradesh. As part of a 
larger study on avian frugivory in the area, fruit tree watches on 
several bird-dispersed tree species were conducted from 0600 
hrs to 1100 hrs. Focal tree watches were conducted on a Litsea sp. 
which was seen to be fruiting in February–March. Fruits of  these 
species are drupaceous, occur in clusters, and have a diameter of 
9.09 mm. This tree species belongs to the predominantly bird-
dispersed Lauraceae family (Datta & Rawat 2008).

On 14 March 2010 at 0748 hrs a Green Cochoa was observed 
feeding on the fruits of a Litsea sp. The bird spent nearly three 
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Cuckoos in the Genus Cuculus and Hierococcyx comprise 
species that are both sedentary and migratory. The 
migratory species have a wide distribution, and in India, 

they breed in the Himalayas where they are described as 
being highly vocal brood parasites. In their wintering grounds in 
peninsular and southern India, these species are under-recorded 
as they are silent and also resemble resident species with respect 
to field characters.

During a field study that involved mist-netting, in the 
evergreen forests of the Anamalai Tiger Reserve in the Western 
Ghats of Tamil Nadu, southern India, we captured, marked, and 
measured one individual of Large Hawk Cuckoo Hierococcyx 
sparverioides on 24 December 2005 and two individuals of 
Lesser Cuckoo Cuculus poliocephalus on 28 October 2004. All 
captures were c. 1400 m above MSL and at the edge of a large 
evergreen forest patch bordering tea plantations. 

The Large Hawk Cuckoo is known to resemble the Shikra 
Accipiter badius in plumage and behaviour (Ali & Ripley 1983; 
also see Payne 2005 for an illustration of flight similarity and 
description regarding this). It is known to breed in the Himalayas 
at an elevation of 900–2700 m, between April and July, and 
migrate south to the peninsula in winter. Issues have been raised 
regarding the possibility of confusion in identification with the 
more common resident Common Hawk Cuckoo H. varius (Ali & 
Ripley 1983). Moreover, its silent habits in the wintering grounds 
make it difficult to detect. The species has been only sporadically 
recorded from this region (Yoganand 1997; Kannan 1998; 
Sridhar 2005; Raman 2006). We captured this species during 
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our under-storey mist-netting session at Anamalai Tiger Reserve, 
at 1450 m elevation in a degraded forest patch adjoining a tea 
estate. It was identified in hand and its identity was confirmed by 
an examination of morphometric details (Table 1). 

The Lesser Cuckoo is known to occur in montane habitats in 
much of its breeding range (Payne 2005). In the Himalayas, it 
occurs at 1500–3200 m above MSL between April and August, 
and migrates to lower elevations and latitudes in the winter, 
‘wandering widely in the peninsula south to Kerala’ (Ali & Ripley 
1983). Ali & Ripley (1983) speculate on a wide winter distribution 
for this species but attribute the lack of records to its silent habit 
in the non-breeding season. Though there is one record from the 
Nilgiri Hills in Tamil Nadu (Ali & Ripley 1983), many past studies 
in this region have not reported this species (e.g., Kannan 1998; 
Sridhar 2005; Raman 2006). The two individuals caught were 
similar in plumage but differed in size, with one being smaller 
than the other.

These records form part of a larger study on the conservation 
biology of the White-bellied Shortwing Brachypteryx major that 
one of the authors (VVR) has been conducting in the same 
area for four years (2003–2007). Coincidentally, both species 
of cuckoos are known to parasitise Brachypteryx species in the 
Himalayas though the genus level affinity of the shortwings in 
the Western Ghats is not presently clear (Robin et al. 2010). The 
study in the Western Ghats involves annual intensive mist-netting, 
maintaining a constant trapping effort in about 10 ha of forests 
spread across four plots, while also monitoring four small patches 
(<2.5 ha each) of montane forests. However, the two species 

of cuckoos were recorded only 
in one season and were never 
re-captured. We speculate that 
these individuals were probably 
moving through these areas. 
More intensive sampling over 
a longer period of time across a 

minutes on the Litsea tree, during which it swallowed three to 
four fruits and dropped one of them. 

Dietary information on the other three species of cochoa is 
also lacking, although the Javan Cochoa C. azurea is known to 
feed on Zanthoxylum ovalifolium and Z. scandens (del Hoyo et 
al. 2005).

The other species observed feeding on Litsea sp., were Black-
crested Bulbul Pycnonotus melanicterus, White-throathed Bulbul 
Alophoixus flaveolus, Red-vented bulbul P. cafer, Blue-throated 
Barbet Megalaima asiatica, and Lineated Barbet M. lineata.

References
del Hoyo, J., Elliott, A., & Christie, D., (eds.). 2005. Handbook of the birds of the world. 

Volume 10. Cuckoo-shrikes to Thrushes. Vol 10. 1st ed.  Pp. 1–895, (pp. 633–634). 
Barcelona: Lynx Edicions.

Bishop, K. D., 1999. Preliminary notes on some birds in Bhutan. Forktail 15: 87–91.
Datta, A., & Rawat, G. S., 2008. Dispersal modes and spatial patterns of tree species 

in a tropical forest in Arunachal Pradesh, northeast India. Tropical Conservation 
Science 1 (3): 163–185.

robiN & rao: Migratory cuckoos 145

Table 1. Morphometric measurements of two species of cuckoos captured in southern India

Species Right tarsus (mm) Right wing (mm) Tail (mm) Bill (mm) Weight (g) Age

Large Hawk Cuckoo Hierococcyx sparverioides 25.4 224 204 24.4 — Adult

Lesser Cuckoo Cuculus poliocephalus 18.47 152 131 21.32 — Adult

Lesser Cuckoo 20.16 154 136 24.64 47 Adult


