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Abstract
The	breeding	biology	of	the	Blue-eared	Kingfisher	Alcedo meninting	was	studied	in	Ratnagiri	District,	Maharashtra,	India,	between	2012	and	2015.	Thirteen	clutches	of	
four	pairs	were	studied.	Its	breeding	season	extended	from	June	till	September.	Pairs	excavated	tunnels	ranging	in	lengths	from	18	to	30	cm,	with	nest	entrance	diameters	
varying	from	5.3	to	6.0	cm.	The	same	pair	probably	reuse	a	nest	across	years.	A	typical	clutch	comprised	six	eggs.	The	incubation	period	was	21	days	(20–23	days),	while	
fledgling	period	was	23	days	(20–27	days).	Almost	40%	of	the	nests	were	double-brooded,	which	ratio	probably	depends	on	the	strength	of	the	monsoon.	Of	75	eggs	laid,	
66	hatched	(88%),	of	which	60	fledged	(90.9%;	a	remarkable	breeding	success	of	80%.	

Introduction
The Blue-eared Kingfisher Alcedo meninting [113, 114] is 
morphologically similar to the Common Kingfisher A. atthis but 
is neither as common, nor as widely distributed, in India, as the 
former. It has a disjunct distribution in the Indian Subcontinent: a 
race (A. m. coltarti) is found along the base of Himalayas, from 
central Nepal to Assam, and the hills south of the Brahmaputra, 
extending till the north-eastern Eastern Ghats of Odisha; Another 
race (A. m. phillipsi) occurs along the Western Ghats, southwards 
from central Maharashtra, up to Sri Lanka (Ali & Ripley 2001; 
Shivaprakash 2005; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). Some 
uncertainty exists over the race that occurs in the Western Ghats: 
Ali & Ripley (2001), and Woodall (2016) suggest that it is coltarti, 

and not phillipsi. It is also found in the Andaman Islands (A. 
m. rufiagastra), where it is, apparently, more abundant than 
the Common Kingfisher, contrary to its status elsewhere in its 
range (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). Extralimitally, with two (or 
three) more races, it also occurs in south-western China, South-
east Asia, and the Sundas (Dickinson & Remsen 2013; Woodall 
2016). Phylogenetically, it is closely related to Blyth’s Kingfisher A. 
hercules, while its nearest sympatric relative in the Western Ghats 
is the Common Kingfisher (Moyle et al. 2007). It has a strong 
preference for streams, creeks, and channels in evergreen, and 
wet deciduous forests, apart from bamboo forests, secondary 
jungle, forest edges, and plantations (Woodall 2016). 
While a basic description of its breeding habits is known (Baker 

1934; Ali & Ripley 2001; Woodall 2016), 
there is a paucity of detailed information 
on its breeding biology. This paper 
attempts to address this lacuna through a 
study of its breeding habits during 2013–
2015 in southern Maharashtra, India. This 
study follows the pattern of our earlier 
attempts to record the breeding biology 
of other species of kingfishers: Oriental 
Dwarf Kingfisher Ceyx erithaca (Palkar 
et al. 2009a), White-throated Kingfisher 
Halcyon smyrnensis (Palkar et al. 2009b), 
Pied Kingfisher Ceryle rudis (Palkar & 
Joshi 2009), and Stork-billed Kingfisher 
Pelargopsis capensis (Palkar 2014). 

Study site
The study was conducted in Kaluste Village 
(17.53°N, 73.47°E), Khed Taluka, and the 
villages Dhamandevi, Madhaliwadi, and 
Deulwadi in Chiplun Taluka (17.57°N, 
73.48°E): Ratnagiri District, Maharashtra, 
India (Fig. 1).

Chiplun city (17.51°N, 73.51°E) is 50 
km inland from the Arabian Sea, and about 
13 km west of the main Western Ghats 
range. Its habitat mostly comprises semi-
evergreen jungles. Vegetation around it is 113.	Male	Blue-eared	Kingfisher	(with	black	lower	mandible)	at	Dhamandevi.	
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plush, and its proximity to the Koyna electric power generation 
plant ensures the area has water throughout the year. The major 
tree species here are mango Mangifera indica, teak Tectona 
grandis, Terminalia crenulata, T. bellirica, silk cotton Bombax 
ceiba, and jamun Syzygium cumini. Rice is the main crop in the 
study area. The south-west monsoon is active from June till the 
end of September. The cold season is from October to January, 
with the hot season following, and lasting till the beginning of 
the monsoon. The average temperature ranges between 23ºC–
40°C, while the annual rainfall during the study was 4532 mm in 
2013, 3247 mm in 2014, and 2126 mm in 2015, obtained from 
department of water resources, Chiplun (Ram Vasudeo Mone, 
verbally, September 2015).

The nests were located near the Vasisti 
River, which has excess water flowing 
in it from the Koyana electric power 
generation project. All nesting sites were 
in semi-evergreen forests near rural areas, 
in exposed, vertical earthen banks near 
the road, close to a small nullah (water 
channel). 

Methodology
During the breeding season, the study 
area was thoroughly searched for nests. As 
kingfishers are cavity nesters, and lay eggs 
in a chamber at the end of a burrow with a 
small entrance hole, it is difficult to observe 
what happens inside the nest. To observe 
these activities we devised a camera stick 
apparatus, which we had used earlier to 
study other kingfisher species (Palkar et al. 
2009a; Palkar et al. 2009b; Palkar & Joshi 
2009). This comprised a small closed 
circuit television camera attached to one 
end of a stick, which was inserted into the 

nest burrow until it reached the chamber [115]. The diameter 
of the camera was 2.5 cm. It was operated by a 12-volt battery, 
and was connected to a battery-operated MP4 camera. Two 
small LEDs were attached to the camera to light the inside of the 
chamber. A 3-volt battery operated the LEDs.

Nests were observed twice a day: early in the morning, and 
in the late evening. Observations of nesting activities were made 
for a minimum of two hours a day; the quantum of time spent in 
the morning, and evening, was not same every day, but totalled 
to two hours, up to the completion of the clutch, and then from 
the eighteenth day onwards, when the eggs were due to hatch, 
the inside of the nest was also checked.

We inserted the camera stick inside the nest, up to the 
chamber, when the adults flew out of the nest. Then we switched 
on all connections and then entire nest chamber was easily 
visible on the MP4 (JXD) display. We also recorded a video using 
the camera.

We measured the nests after completion of breeding 
activities. The length of the nest tunnel, width of the chamber, 
and diameter of the entrance opening were all measured with a 

Photo:	Sachin	B.	Palkar

114.	Female	Blue-eared	Kingfisher	(with	dusky-red	lower	mandible)	at	Kalsute.	
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115.	Equipment	used	for	monitoring	the	nest.Fig.	1.	Map	of	the	nest	sites.



standard measuring tape. To do this, the tape was attached to the 
camera stick. With the camera switched on, the stick was inserted 
into the nest, up to the entrance of the chamber, and the length 
measured. A second measurement was taken after inserting the 
stick further, up to the rear wall of chamber (Fig. 2). 

Studies of avian breeding biology are always intrusive, 
particularly where hole-nesters are concerned. Our earlier 
experience of using this method (see above) helped us design a 
study that was least disturbing to the breeding pair. Local people 
were sensitised about the rarity of the species, and the fact that it 
was nesting in their neighbourhood. They were always responsive 
to the extra care they needed to take so that the nesting site was 
not lost due to routine disturbances. General photography was 
not considered important, as we wanted to keep the nest site 
secret, especially since we wanted to determine for how long 
one nest would be reused. We did not disturb the hole diameter, 
regular perches that the birds used, nor any vegetation around 
the nest. Everything was kept intact. For the study we selected 
the smallest available camera that could enter the hole. We had 
a fairly accurate idea of the tunnel’s length in each case, and 
hence it was easy to stop the camera right at the entrance of the 
chamber. As soon as we completed making the required images, 
which took but a few minutes, we withdrew the equipment and 
left the nesting site. 

The length of the incubation period (the period from the 

laying of the last egg of a clutch to the hatching of the last 
nesting), and fledging period (the period from the hatching of 
the last chick to the date when the last hatchling leave the nest) 
follow Skutch (1945). 

Results
Breeding season
Breeding activities started in June, with the onset of the south-
west monsoon, and extended till the end of September (Tables 
1, 3). Pairs often raised two broods. During this period, birds 
were more vocal, and chased one other up to the time of 
completion of the clutch; They also indulged in courtship feeding, 
and copulated. Thereafter the birds remained silent. 

Nests
During the course of the study we identified four nesting holes, 
and studied 13 clutches in them (Table 1). All the nests that 
we studied, had been constructed by the birds in man-made 
earthen banks along roads [116]. Both sexes excavated a nest 
burrow. The nest was a long horizontal tunnel with a widened egg 
chamber at its end. The chamber was placed slightly higher than 
the entrance, to prevent the flow of water into the nest. Probably, 
this also allows waste material to easily trickle out. 

Table 1.	Overview	of	the	nests

Nest	tag Locality Year Clutch	ID	number
Start	date	of	
egg	laying

Number
of	eggs

Incubation	period	
(Days)

Fledgling	period	
(Days)

DDW Dhamandevi-Deulwadi

2013 1 19.06 6 21 23

2013 2 11.08 6 21 21

2014 3 21.06 6 21 23

2014 4 14.08 6 20 24

DMW Dhamandevi-Madhaliwadi 2014 5 27.07 3 23 27

DND Dhamandevi	Nullah-Deulwadi
2014 6 18.06 6 22 25

2014 7 14.08 6 21 20

KAL Kaluste
2014 8 13.06 6 21 23

2014 9 05.08 6 21 21

DMW Dhamandevi-Madhaliwadi 2015 10 26.06 6 22 Predated

DND Dhamandevi	Nullah-Deulwadi
2015 11 19.06 6 21 20

2015 12 12.08 6 Infertile -

KAL Kaluste 2015 13 03.07 6 21 22

Photo:	Sachin	B.	PalkarAr
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Fig.	2.	Diagrammatic	presentation	of	the	study	method.	 116.	Nest	DND	from	outside.
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In one instance (Nest DMW), the pair usurped the nest cavity 
that had been excavated by an Oriental Dwarf Kingfisher, whose 
chicks had been predated. Three days after the tragic incident, 
the nest was taken over by the Blue-eared Kingfishers, who 
widened the nest before use.

Nest measurements
The four nests were measured after the breeding season (Table 2).

Courtship, egg laying, and 
incubation
Egg laying started after completion of the 
nest excavation. Eggs were rounded ovals, 
milky white, and without any markings 
[117]. A typical clutch comprised six eggs, 
with one exception where only three were 
laid (Tables 1, 3).

The eggs were laid each morning, 
at a roughly 24-hour interval. Courtship 
feeding, and mating were observed near 
the nest, on each day up to the laying of 
the last egg. The male would offer a fish 
to the female [118], after which the birds 
copulated [119]. After mating both birds 
flew away. 

Limited incubation was carried out 
while the eggs were being laid, but they 
were unattended at night. Full time 
incubation started only after the last egg 
was laid. Both sexes incubated the eggs. 
However, my observations indicate that 
female does most of the incubation in all 
the clutches we studied. Infact, at night, 
the hen alone incubated the eggs. During 
the interchange of duties, the reliever 
would come near the nest, sit on a regular 
patch, and call. In response, the relieved 
bird would emerge from the nest and fly 
off, upon which, the reliever entered the 
nest and began incubation. During the 
incubation period, undigested food, in the 
form of pellets, apart from bird droppings, 
mosquitoes, houseflies, millipedes, and 
snails were all observed inside the nest.

Hatching and fledging
All the eggs hatched between 20–23 days 
with a median of 21 days. The attending 

parent removed the eggshells from the nest. The hatchlings 
were nidicolous [120]. Eyelids appeared large and black. The 
egg tooth was visible on the tip of the upper mandible. In all 
nests, the female stayed in the nest, with the chicks, for four–
six days after they hatched. The fledging period was between 
20–27 days with a median of 23 days (Table 2).

Photos:		Vishal	Jadhav
Photo:	Sachin	B.	Palkar

Table 2. Dimensions	of	the	nests

Nest	tag
Diameter	of	nest	
entrance	(cm)

Length	of	tunnel	
(cm)

Width	of	the	
chamber	(cm)

DDW 5.5 30 15	

DMW 6.0	 18	 13	

KAL 5.3 25 13

DND 5.8 30 15

Average	size 5.6 25.75 14

118.	Female	holding	the	fish	after	courtship	feeding	at	Nest	DND.

119.	The	pair	copulating.

117.	Eggs	of	Blue-eared	Kingfisher	(Clutch	ID	2).
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Food
Both adults fed the chicks only with small fishes. From several 
photographs of the birds with the fishes in their bill, some could be 
identified to genus level: Garra (stone sucker), Schistura	(loach), 
Aplocheilus (panchax), and	Rasbora	(rasbora) (Rajeev Raghavan, 
in litt., e-mail dated 22 April 2016). Feeding was more frequent 
in the morning than in the evenings. The parents were never 
seen removing undigested food, in the form of pellets, nor 
their droppings from the nest. Due to extreme humidity, and 
waste material, large numbers of white-coloured maggots were 
observed in the nest chamber [121]. The entire floor of the 
chamber looked wet, and dirty, even though the chamber was 
higher than the nest hole and the excess fluid waste was easily 
flowed out of the nest.

Second brood
Three of the four nests monitored had a second brood. Five 
clutches, out of the thirteen studied, were second broods. Egg 
laying of the second brood started on the seventh day (range = 
6–8 days) after the fledglings of the previous brood left the nest 
(Table 3). Before initiating a second clutch, the pair cleaned out 
the nest over three days. The overall time taken for the second 
brood, from egg laying, incubation, brooding, and feeding was 
similar to that of the first brood.

In 2015, only one pair (of the three present) raised a second 
brood. Rainfall in 2015 was significantly lower, less than half of 
fell in 2013, with most of the nesting areas being dry. This could 
be the reason for the lack of a second brood. 

Breeding success
 Of 75 eggs (from four nests), 66 hatched (88%), of which 
60 resulted in successful fledgings (~91%); nine were infertile, 
six chicks were presumed lost to predation (although this was 
not observed), and the overall breeding success was 80%. For 
second brooded nests, hatching success was 83%, and all young 
fledged successfully, giving a slightly better breeding success 
(83%) than the average. 

Nest reuse
The same pair, presumably, reused the nest also in the next 
season. After arrival, the pair cleaned their nest for about a week. 
They removed dry bony material from the nest. One active nest 
(DDW) was found in October 2012 in which there were chicks. 
The same nest was reused in 2013, and 2014. In 2015 the nest’s 
chamber had caved in and the nest was abandoned. 

Post-breeding
All the birds left the immediate vicinity of the nesting area after 
breeding. However, they were resident in the general locality 
as birds were occasionally observed along the river during non-
breeding period.

Discussion
The Blue-eared Kingfisher’s breeding season in southern India 
was believed to be in January (Ali & Ripley 2001; Woodall 2016), 
probably based on a collection of eggs obtained by John Stewart 
from Travancore and presented to E. C. Stuart Baker (Baker 1934). 
The present study contradicts this, but is more aligned to the 
breeding season of other subspecies, including the north Indian 
coltarti, which falls between April and August (Baker 1934). It 
is recommended that the provenance, and identity, of Stewart’s 
eggs be established before treating January, a dry-season month, 
as one in which it also breeds (see Ali 1969: 12 for doubts about 
Stewart’s egg collections).

Nest reuse in different years is not known yet for this species. 
Though we could not establish this with ringed individuals, the 
amount of nest fidelity, shown in multiple cases, points to the 

Table 3.	Milestone	dates	(DD.MM)	for	egg	laying,	hatching,	and	fledgling	for	the	13	clutches

Clutch	ID Egg	laying	dates	(per	egg) Egg	hatching	dates	(per	egg) Fledgling	date

1 2 3 4 5 6 1 2 3 4 5 6

1 19.06 20.06 21.06 22.06 23.06 24.06 13.07 13.07 14.07 14.07 14.07 14.07 05.08

2 11.08 12.08 13.08 14.08 15.08 16.08 04.09 05.09 05.09 05.09 05.09 05.09 25.09

3 21.06 22.06 23.06 24.06 25.06 26.06 15.07 16.07 16.07 Infertile Infertile Infertile 07.08

4 14.08 15.08 16.08 17.08 18.08 19.08 06.09 06.09 06.09 06.09 07.09 07.09 30.09

5 27.07 28.07 29.07 - - - 20.08 20.08 20.08 NA NA NA 15.09

6 18.06 19.06 20.06 21.06 22.06 23.06 14.07 14.07 14.07 14.07 14.07 14.07 07.08

7 14.08 15.08 16.08 17.08 18.08 19.08 08.09 08.09 08.09 08.09 08.09 08.09 27.09

8 13.06 14.06 15.06 16.06 17.06 18.06 07.07 07.07 08.07 08.07 08.07 08.07 30.07

9 05.08 06.08 07.08 08.08 09.08 10.08 29.08 29.08 29.08 30.08 30.08 30.08 19.09

10 26.06 27.06 28.06 29.06 30.06 01.07 21.07 21.07 21.07 22.07 22.07 22.07 Predated

11 19.06 20.06 21.06 22.06 23.06 24.06 14.07 14.07 14.07 14.07 14.07 14.07 02.08

12 12.08 13.08 14.08 15.08 16.08 17.08 Infertile Infertile Infertile Infertile Infertile Infertile NA

13 03.07 04.07 05.07 06.07 07.07 08.07 28.07 28.07 28.07 28.07 28.07 28.07 18.08
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120.	Hatchlings	of	Blue-eared	Kingfisher	on	the	first	day	(Clutch	ID	11)
121.	Inside	the	chamber	of	showing	white	coloured	maggots	(Clutch	ID	5).
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fact that the same pair might be visiting these nests across years. 
Here, we also established that the species may occupy nests 
used by conspecifics– particularly those that are similar in size, 
like the Oriental Dwarf Kingfisher.

On the nest structure, the mean length of the tunnel, 25.75 
cm (18–30), is significantly shorter than that of the Oriental 
Dwarf Kingfisher, which is 56–64 cm (Palkar 2009a). Woodall 
(2016) also indicates a longer nest tunnel (30-100cm) for this 
species. The known diameter of the entrance, and chamber size 
of these two speices overlap in the study area (Palkar 2009a). 

That the incubation period is 21 days (20–23), and fledging 
period 23 days (20–27) are first time records for this species 
across its entire range. Clutch size of 3–7 eggs recorded by 
Woodall (2016) seems to match my observations, though my 
study additionally suggest that it is more likely to be six. Though 
nest management duties are shared by both sexes (Woodall 
2016), here, females demonstrated a greater role in incubation. 

Blue-eared Kingfisher is known to feed on fish, crustaceans, 
insects, and larvae, including dragonflies (Woodall 2016). 
However, as this is the breeding season, it was exclusively 
feeding on fish, in contrast to Oriental Dwarf Kingfisher, which 
took a variety of prey including lizards, gecko, etc., to feed its 
chicks (Palkar 2009a).

Double brood has been known for this species from India 
and this study reconfirms it. The lack of a double brood appears 
to be more of an exception than the rule—unlike ‘in some pairs’, 
as suggested by Woodall (2016). Rainfall is probably a critical 
factor in triggering a second brood. One pair forsook a brood, 
in trying conditions, rather than attempting a smaller brood, or 
risking lower breeding success.

Breeding success (=80%) is remarkably high for a tunnel-
nesting species vis-à-vis that of other kingfisher species, including 
the similar-sized, and forest-dwelling Oriental Dwarf Kingfisher 
(Palkar et al. 2009a; Palkar et al. 2009b; Palkar & Joshi 20). If 
the Blue-eared Kingfisher were to raise two broods (~40% nests 
were from second brood here), with 80% breeding success, 
and a six-eggs clutch size, it would produce six to seven healthy 
off-spring in one season, thereby increasing its population by 
more than 200%. Perhaps there are other predation risks, post 
breeding, or higher mortality, or such favoured nesting sites are 
very patchy. Otherwise its present rarity status is inexplicable.

Conclusion
Through this study, I establish the breeding season, clutch size, 
nest dimensions, and second brood behaviour of Blue-eared 

Kingfishers in the Western Ghats. Documentation of incubation 
period, fledging period, and plumage of the nestlings are 
presented for the first time. Breeding success is remarkably high 
in this study. Other such studies should be repeated elsewhere 
to substantiate these results.
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Errata
In Indian BIRDS 7 (5), Aiyadurai (2011) reported a dead specimen of Oriental Stork Ciconia boyciana from Arunachal Pradesh. 
Rajah Jayapal verified the photographs showing the remains of its wings and legs, and emended the identification to that of a 
crane (Grus species); the exact species is unclear.

In Indian BIRDS 11 (3), Chudasama (2016) reported a first winter Rufous-tailed Rock Thrush Monticola saxatilis from Gujarat. 
Krys K. verified the photograph and emended the identification to that of a female of the species.
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Abstract
Breeding	of	the	Spotted	Dove	Streptopelia chinensis was	studied	in	the	wild	in	Bangalore	University	during	September	2009	to	March	2010.	Observations	on	the	nest,	eggs,	
nestlings,	and	parental	care	were	made	on	four	breeding	pairs	at	different	periods.	Nidification	parameters—number	of	eggs,	egg-laying	frequency,	incubation	period,	and	
hatching	dates—were	similar	to	what	was	reported	in	captivity.	Parent	birds	left	the	nest	on	the	seventh	day,	after	which	the	chicks	had	to	fend	for	themselves.	

Introduction
The Spotted Dove Streptopelia chinensis is one of the more 
common, and familiar species around human habitation in India 
(Ali & Ripley 1983). It is seen in open forests, secondary growth, 
wooded and cultivated country, parks and gardens, verandas 
of houses, inhabited bungalows, and agricultural fields (Ali & 
Ripley 1983). This resident dove is widely distributed across the 
Indian Subcontinent, Bangladesh, Sri Lanka, and Myanmar (Ali 
& Ripley 1983). It is a common, abundant, and resident bird in 
the urban landscapes of the Bengaluru region in Karnataka, India 
(Verghese & Chakravarthy 1978; Rajashekar 2011; Rajashekara 
& Venkatesha 2015). It breeds throughout the year (Ali & Ripley 
1983; Ali 1996; Rasmussen & Anderton 2005; Grimmett & 
Inskipp 2005). Although S. chinensis is a common bird, finer 
details of its nidification in natural habitats are unknown (Ali & 
Ripley 1983). Saxena et al. (2008) covered some aspects of its 
breeding and nidification in artificial habitats. Here, we report on 
the breeding patterns of the Spotted Dove in natural habitats in 
our campus, which shall hopefully fill this lacuna. 

Methodology
The first nest was found in a Croton (cultivated varieties) garden 
(3.5 m x 8.5 m) inside the building of the Department of Zoology, 
Bangalore University, Bengaluru, India (12.97°N, 77.58°E; 827.5 
m asl). Observations on the nesting, eggs, nestlings, incubation 
frequency, and parental care were made on a breeding pair 
(probably the same pair, nesting in different months, in the same 
vicinity). All the observations were made during day time, from 
a hide placed 15–20 m away from the nest. This was to avoid 
trampling the vegetation, as followed by Verghese & Chakravarthy 
(1978), and Wang et al. (2015). Moreover, the canopy closure of 

the nesting bush was assessed using digital canopy photography, 
and the percent canopy closure was calculated by transforming 
digital images using Adobe Photoshop software (Engelbrecht & 
Herz 2001). The weight of the eggs, and developing young ones, 
were recorded for the first breeding pair. Precautions were taken 
not to disturb the adult birds, eggs, chicks, and nesting site, except 
for the first nest where the weight of the eggs, and nestlings, were 
monitored. Nest predation was determined by the disappearance 
of the clutch or nestlings (Neto 2006). Otherwise, we recorded 
the nest as successful (Wang et al. 2015). 

Results & discussion
An overview of the observations on the breeding status of four 
different broods of Spotted Doves, possibly the same pair, 
observed at different periods, and nesting in the same spot are 
given in Table 1. On each occasion, the nest was constructed on 
three to four ramified branches (3.5–19.1 cm in diameter) of a 
Croton plant, at a height of 1.52 m from ground level. The nest 
was 1 m from a walking path. The simple and fragile saucer 
nest was built with a loose platform of thread-like sticks and a 
few dried Croton leaves, similar to that reported by Verghese 
& Chakravarthy (1978), Ali & Ripley (1983), and Hansell 
(2000). The nest measured 13 cm in diameter and was slightly 
depressed (1.5 cm) in the center. It was well aerated and 
partially open to the sky. Its location and habitat were similar 
to the observations of Verghese & Chakravarthy (1978), Kumar 
(1981), Ali & Ripley (1983), Ali (1996), and Subramanya et al. 
(1992). 

During the first observations, the nesting plant had 82.21% 
of canopy cover (Table 1). Two eggs were laid, in the afternoon, 
on successive days, as also reported by Hindwood (1960), and 

Table 1.	Overview	of	breeding	attempts	by	Spotted	Dove Streptopelia chinensis

I	attempt II	attempt III	attempt IV	attempt

Sighting	date	 23	September	2009 12	November	2009 23	January	2010 1	March	2010

Status	upon	sighting	 Nest	with	two	eggs Nest	with	two	eggs Renovation	of	the	old	nest	two	days	
before	egg	laying

Nest	with	two	eggs

Canopy	closure	(percent) 82.21 82.21 77.82 77.82

Breeding	success Nestlings	completed	their	
development

Nestlings	completed	their	
development

Young	ones	predated	by	unknown	
predator;	Failed

Eggs	predated	by	unknown	preda-
tor;	Failed
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Kumar (1981). These were oval, white, and slight glossy. They 
were of the same size—2.5 cm long, and 6.2 cm in diameter. 
However, the first egg weighed 4.5, and the second, 5.5 g, as 
reported by Kumar (1981). The size of the eggs was similar to 
measurements in earlier reports (Kumar 1981; Ali & Ripley 1983; 
Saxena et al. 2008). The adults incubated the eggs for four to five 
days. The birds began at about 0900 hrs and were intermittently 
incubated up to 1800 hrs. The doves took three to four 45–90 
min breaks from incubation daily. One parent stayed back in 
the nest from the evening at around 1830 hrs to the following 
morning at 0900 hrs. The mean incubation length of two eggs 
was 452.50 (±127.57) min per day. Incubation period was 
similar to that reported in captive breeding (Saxena et al., 2008). 
For every attempt at breeding, the pairs laid two eggs; columbids 
are known to lay a clutch of two eggs (Kumar 1981; Ali & Ripley 
1983; Ali 1996), or rarely three (Ali & Ripley 1983). The eggs 
hatched synchronously in the order they were laid, as reported 
by Kumar (1981), and Saxena et al. (2008). One egg hatched 
on the fourth day, and another on the fifth, similar to the eggs 
laid on successive days, also reported by Kumar (1981). Since 
we did not mark the eggs, we cannot be absolutely sure that it 
was the older egg that hatched first every time. Post hatching, the 
eggshells were discarded by the parents. The nest was generally 
kept neat, and the shell pieces were discarded far away from the 
nest, as reported by Kumar (1981). After the nestlings hatched, 
the brooding and recesses patterns of the parents were similar 
to those followed during incubation. The nidicolous nestlings 
were naked, blind, helpless and completely dependent on their 
parents. Fresh nestlings showed no movements during the 
first four days, and on subsequent days they turned slightly, in 
different directions, once in a while. The parents started feeding 
the one-day old nestlings regurgitated pigeon milk. The nestlings 
showed an increase in their crop sizes on the sixth day, and the 

crop milk stored therein sustained them for a week. The weight, 
and growth pattern, of the nestlings during their development is 
given in Table 2. The fledglings flew out of the nest in c. 16 days 
after hatching, as reported by Hindwood (1960), and Higgins & 
Davies (1996).

The parents did not visit the young ones after they turned 
seven days old, forcing the latter to depend on the nutrition 
present in their crop, for about a week, before they flew. In the 
presence of their parents, the fecal matter of the nestlings are 
removed by them to maintain cleanliness in the nest. In the 
absence of their parents, the fecal matter of the nestlings piled 
up around the nest. However, Saxena et al. (2008) reported that 
young ones left the nest three weeks after hatching when under 
captive breeding. 

During the third, and fourth, nestings, breeding in the canopy 
cover of the Croton plant- in which the nest was built- reduced 
from 82.21 to 77.82 percent because of leaf shedding in summer. 
At this time, an unknown predator attacked the nestlings, in one 
case, and the eggs in another, destroying them, resulting in 
breeding failure (Table 1). Fifty percent of nesting success for 
the Spotted Dove was also reported in earlier works (Verghese & 
Chakravarthy 1978). 

Conclusion
Our study indicates that several nidification parameters like the 
number of eggs, egg-laying frequency, incubation period, and 
hatching dates are similar to what is reported in captivity (Saxena 
et al., 2008). Parent birds abandon the nest on the seventh day, 
leaving the chicks to fend for themselves. Nest predation and loss 
of brood may be related to canopy cover but to ascertain this 
requires further study.

Table 2. Development	of	nestlings	of	Spotted	Dove Streptopelia chinensis (I	time)	from	17	November	(Day	0)	till	3	December	2009	(Day	16)

Days
after

hatching

Nestlings

Developmental/	Breeding	stages
Young	one
I	(gm)

Young	one
II	(gm)

0 7.5 6.5 Reddish	body	and	blind;	body	sparsely	covered	with	grey	hairs.	Eyes	closed.	The	Parent	incubating	the	nestlings.	

1 9.5 8.5 Small	black	bills	and	eyelids	were	poorly	developed.

2 19.5 10.5 Body	grey	hairs	were	darkened,	beak	was	prominent	and	eyelids	were	slightly	developed.

3 27.5 15.5 Eyelids	opened.	

4 29.5 17.5 Eyes	clearly	opened,	black	feathers	turned	to	brownish	black.

5 37.5 24.5 Parents	fed	the	young	ones.

6 47.5 31.5 Nestlings	showed	little	movement.	Legs	appeared	pale	crimson	red.	

7 51.5 35.5 The	parent	left	the	nestlings.	Crop	size	increased	in	nestlings.	They	responded	to	human	movements.	Bill	appeared	steel	grey.

8 53.5 37.5 Parents	never	visited	the	nest.	Feathers	turned	to	dark	brown.	

9 Unmeasured Unmeasured Body	color	turns	brown	to	grey	and	nestlings	showed	slight	head	movements	despite	parents	being	absent.

10 65.5 53.5 Nestlings	started	raising	their	heads.	Neck	and	wing	feathers	were	developed.	

11 Unmeasured Unmeasured Tail	feathers	were	poorly	developed.

12 67.5 55.5 Flight,	tail	and	wing	feathers	were	well	developed.	Crops	size	decreased.

13 69.5 57.5 Nestlings	were	made	attempt	to	fly.

14 Unmeasured Unmeasured Nestlings	were	active	and	continued	their	attempt	to	fly.	Tail	feathers	measures	4	cms	in	length.

15 Unmeasured Unmeasured Young	birds	moved	away	from	the	nest	to	nearby	branches	of	the	plants.

16 Unmeasured Unmeasured Young	birds	found	15–30	m	from	the	nest	site.
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The February 2016 issue of Indian BIRDS launched me 
on an instant memory trip. The very attractive painting of 
the Ibisbill Ibidorhyncha struthersii, by Kokay Szabolcs, 

reminded me of my first introduction to this avifaunal curiosity, 
way back in 1954. The Indian Military Academy, Dehra Dun, had 
a well-stocked library with an exclusive section devoted to books 
authored by Indian Army Officers, and among the new arrivals 
was the Breeding birds of Kashmir by Lieut Col. R. S. P. Bates 
and E. H. N. Lowther (1952). Surprisingly, I found the text as 
engrossing as that of any other genre of leisure reading. And 
where the script on the Ibisbill was concerned, I was particularly 
glad to come by this field observation by Major R. W. G. Hingston: 
“The reason why this bird has a bill with so peculiar a curve is 
disclosed by observing its behaviour. It runs about on the water-
worn boulders…thrusting its long bill under the round stones in 
the hopes of finding insects beneath them…it is curved in such 
a way that it fits neatly around the boulders when the bird is 
probing for food”. 

Hingston had been the Medical Officer with the ill-fated 
Second British Mount Everest Expedition, 1924 (during which 
Mallory, and Irvine, had perished), and he had sighted the bird 
not far from the Base Camp, in a stream going by the Rongbuk 
Monastery. However, what Bates & Lowther did not mention in 
their book, was Hingston’s claim, that he was the first to have 
ever seen the Ibisbill parents with two chicks in tow, in the wild! 
Before the Mount Everest Expedition, Hingston was posted to 

Dharamsala (in the Kangra Valley) where he compiled the first 
comprehensive check list of the birds of the region (Hingston 
1921), which Hugh Whistler (1926a, b) used later. Hingston had 
earlier also published, A naturalist in the Himalaya (1920), and 
later perhaps his seminal work, A naturalist in Hindustan (1923).

I had also made a mental note of what Bates & Lowther had 
called the Ibisbill Island in the Kashmir Valley but my efforts to 
spot one there in 1960, were futile. However, I had my lifetime’s 
first encounter with it on the Indus River, while fishing for snow 
trout, opposite the Hemis Monastery in mid-1968. And yet again 
a few months later, in a tributary of the Shyok River that emanates 
from Chang La near Darbukh, not far from Chashul.

But where had Szabolks sighted the bird which he painted? 
Surprisingly the proud owner of that painting when contacted, 
professed ignorance [Editor’s note: On enquiry, Szabolks said 
it was painted from a sighting near Leh]. Surprising yet again, 
though Otto Pfister, in his seminal book Birds and mammals of 
Ladakh (2004), has a good image of the bird, he too gives no 
clues to the photo-click site.

Now, coming to the Uttar Pradesh Bird Festival 2015 and 
its iconic location, aptly named “Sarus Village”, I had on many 
occasions looked out for Sarus Crane Antigone antigone in 
the same general area, between 1994 and 2004, but under 
altogether different circumstances. My wife and I had set up 
home amongst the Adivasis, on the Chota Nagpur Plateau, but 
made three trips to Punjab each year (in the age of slow trains, 

Sarus spotting through a train window
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Table 1.	27	November	2000

Time Location Sarus Miscellaneous	notes

0915 Aligarh Very	large	congregation	of	Black-winged		
Stilts	and	Cattle	Egrets

0954 Hathras 4

1020 Jalesar	Road 2

1024 4	blue	bulls,	and	lots	of	egrets

1045 Tundla Railway	station	crowded	with	Bank	Mynas—
exclusively.

1208 Balrai 2

1215 Jaswantnagar 1

1245 Etawa 1 3	Black-headed	Ibis;	6	Black-winged	Stilts

1300 Bharthra 2 Lots	of	Cattle,	and	Intermediate	Egrets;	3	
Woolly-necked	Storks

1310 Ghasara 3 Lots	of	Black-headed	Ibis

1318 2	Woolly-necked	Storks;	5	Painted	Storks;	
many	Great	Egrets;	3	Woolly-necked	Storks;	
several	Black-headed	Ibis

1325 Phaphand 2

1344 Kanchasi 1

1415 3 one	sub-adult

A	total	of	twenty-one	Sarus	spotted.

no telephone connectivity, the nearest STD booth 60 km away, 
etc.) to visit our ageing mothers; the only convenient train then 
was the Muri Express. It was a journey of a day and two nights, 
and to liven up the ordeal, I took to spotting birds through the 
window of the train compartment by jotting random observations, 
regrettably, on scraps of paper; all that remains traceable today, is 
reproduced in the succeeding paragraphs.

Remembrances of rural landscapes between 
Firozabad–Etawa–Kanpur 
The burnished brown-gold of ripe wheat fields stretched like 
a placid ocean, dotted with human figures, some in white 
garments, others in the robust colours of green, red, blue and 
yellow. Flights of parakeets streaking across the sky like streams of 
darts, and on the ground, Rock Pigeons Columba livia, Eurasian 
Collared Doves Streptopelia decaocto, and House Crows Corvus 
splendens. And Common Mynas Acridotheres tristis, crows, more 
crows…one Peafowl Pavo cristatus, seven Intermediate Egrets 
Ardea intermedia on the crest of a tree canopy that resembled 
a lime green parasol, patterned with bold white dots. Pigeons 
and doves feeding off the wheat grain scattered on the ground 
in the harvesting process. Parakeets plucking grain from the ears 
on wheat stalks. Because the stalks are thin and cannot take the 
weight of parakeets snapping at the grain pods, so the stalks 
bend and the birds appear hovering like feeding hummingbirds. 
Village dogs sniffing for, and ferreting field rats, and other rodents. 
Peaceful, like it must have been on the first dawn of creation! 

Drongos, many clusters of Intermediate Egrets, some feasting 
off the grain which inevitably scatters during the harvesting process, 
others following in the wake of a ploughing tractor. Puddles of 
water, big and small, some remarkably clean, others layered with 
green slime. One Painted Stork Mycteria leucocephala, several 
Black-winged Stilts Himantopus himantopus. Acres of harvested 
wheat—neat piles arranged in neat rows all so identical and 
symmetrical, matching the perfection of mechanical harvesting 
machines. A girl in scarlet red garments herding goats having 
varied chequered coats, mostly chestnut-and-black, many 
dappled liver-and-white, and others black-and-white. 

Two young girls, and two boys, sitting in a circle, around a 
fire in an open field under an open sky; girls patting and shaping 
chappatis, and boys tending them over charcoals, all heads bent 
down in concentration. Two wizened old men, winnowing wheat 
grain from the crushed wheatears piled in a basket: each holding 
his basket aloft with both arms extended fully above his head, 
gently tipping the aggregate in a steady stream to the ground 
and the grain steadily piling in a heap at his toes. And the husk-
flakes carried by the breezes, forming another pile a few feet 
downwind. Nothing seems to have changed in the rural lives of 
Indians over so many centuries. 

One Black Kite Milvus migrans glides over a village, scanning 
for food. A whole lot of Intermediate Egrets feed in a shallow ditch, 
draining the village effulgent. Many Black-winged Stilts search 
food in another effulgent pond on the outskirts of Ferozabad 
Railway Station, their pink legs striking in sharp contrast against 
the dark grey slime of the pond. Two camels tethered to each 
other, tails bound to heads by a rope, carrying firewood pickings 
in large bundles on either side of their humps, led homewards by 
their keeper. Another Black Kite in a tight spiral. 

One Indian Roller Coracias benghalensis in flight, displaying 
the Cambridge and Oxford colours in broad bands across its 
wings. A solitary Woolly-necked Stork Ciconia episcopus. One 

young lad bathes his buffalos in a pond while another sings as he 
rides astride his buffalo; five boys playing truant from school. One 
Egyptian Vulture Neophron percnopterus; his alternative name, 
Pharaoh’s Chicken, sounds much more dignified. First flush of 
the flame of the forest, about a dozen trees in a close huddle. 
Hundreds of Intermediate Egrets feeding in a sheet of water, as 
also some distant and bigger birds, not identified. A Red-wattled 
Lapwing Vanellus indicus runs up to the water, as though relieved 
from brooding by a partner. 

At long last, the much anticipated sighting of Sarus, two birds 
close to the Shikhoabad Railway Station! Women carry bushels of 
harvested wheat homewards while a solitary egret flies leisurely 
alongside. One meditative Asian Openbill Anastomus oscitans. 
After ages, witnessed a strong gust of breeze creating a dust-devil, 
swirling in a tight circle, like a dervish at the peak of his frenzied 
dance-prayer (Tables 1–2).

It is quite likely that I would have missed some Sarus in the 
time taken to note what I saw; the train would have covered half 
a kilometre. So another 20 Sarus to the above count would be a 
fair guess. And perhaps an equal number of Sarus on the other 
side of the track, as well? 

The 06–15 m wide strip of land, parallel to, and on both 
sides of the railway tracks, is periodically excavated for mud to 
plug erosion beneath the tracks. As a result, over time it has 
created a series of disjointed, shallow ponds rich in aquatic life. 
At places, where the water collection is substantial, there is a lush 
growth of bull-rushes and other reeds. And agriculture stretches 
almost to the rim of these water collections, altogether an ideal 
for a variety of bird life.

Due to the speed of the train, and the dust coating on the 
glass pane of the window, the identity of miscellaneous birds 
was problematic; up to a distance of about 50 m the game of 
counting was fun! The following tables record what I could jot 
down (Tables 3–5).
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Table 4.	12	July	2001

Time Location Sarus Miscellaneous

0715 Aligarh 2	Indian	Peafowl	females,	5	Blue	Rock	Pigeons,		
10	Cattle	Egrets,	
3	Egyptian	Vultures	

0745 Jalasar	Rd Drongos,	House	Crows,	4	Egyptian	Vultures,		
1	Common	Kestrel,	4	Red-wattled	Lapwings,	
Parakeets,	1	Indian	Roller

0855 Firozabad 1	Great	Egret,	Lots	of	Common	Mynas;	House	
Crows,	Eurasian	Collared	Doves,	Laughing	Doves,	
Intermediate	Egrets,	Cattle	Egrets,	7	Egyptian	
Vultures	

0915 Shikhoabad Congregations	of	Cattle	Egrets	in	irrigated	cropped	
fields.

0938 2

1040 Bharathana 2 1	Black-necked	Stork

1055 2

1058 4

1120 4	Indian	Peafowl,	1	Purple	Heron

1127 17	Indian	Peafowl	females

1135 1	Woolly-necked	Stork

1152 2 4	Black-headed	Ibis,	2	Egyptian	Vultures,	1	
Lesser	Adjutant	,	1	Asian	Openbill,	1	Great	Egret,	1	
Painted	Stork

A	total	of	twelve	Sarus	spotted.

Table 5.	20	August	2001

Time Location Sarus Miscellaneous

1430 Kanpur 1	Black-necked	Stork,	1	Eurasian		
Spoonbill,	15	Egyptian	Vultures	feeding	
over	a	carcass,	2	Common	Kestrels

1610 2 3	Blue	bull	(Wheat	crop	&	all	else	
harvested,	few	Water	puddles;	sealing	
summer,	food	scarce).

1640 7	Indian	Black	Ibis

1640 Jhinjhak 2	Blue	bull

1700 2 3	Woolly-necked	Stork,	3	Painted	Stork

1710 Kanchausia 2	Black-necked	Stork,	1	Black-headed	
Ibis,	8	Intermediate	Egret

1715 Phaphund 20	Cattle	Egret

1750 Bharthana–Etawa 6	Woolly-necked	Stork,	11	Painted	Stork,	
40	Black-headed	Ibis

A	total	of	only	four	Sarus	spotted.

But where have the Sarus vanished?
There have been no rains this winter (2001). All depressions 
along the railway tracks, which hold water normally for most of 
the year, are bone dry. So are the agricultural fields. The standing 
bumper wheat crop is nurtured on canal and bore-well irrigation. 
So, maybe the Sarus have shifted to areas closer to the rivers 
Ganges, and Chambal.

At the peak of mid-day heat, a young lad rides astride his 
buffalo, his sunburnt, dust-powdered, naked torso only a shade 
dimmer than of the beast’s. They head for the pond and upon 
entering it, keep going till the animal gains buoyancy; its head, 
from nostrils upwards, and the region around the arch of its 

spine and hocks is all that remains above the water surface. 
In the manner of a loving mahout with his elephant, the boy 
slides forwards and backwards, splashing water, and giving a 
good caring rubbing all over the upper body of his buffalo. This 
beautiful picture moves out of the frame of my train window, all 
too soon.

However, this silent introspection ended with a rude judder 
as in the far distance, between Etawa and Kanpur, I noticed a 
Sarus, with chick(s), being chased by several groups of people. I 
was puzzled, as Sarus had cohabited peaceably with India’s rural 
folks down the ages. 

Banding of Sarus Crane
The clue to that treasonous chase of the Sarus was revealed in 
a pompous piece in the Newsletter for Birdwatchers, by Rajeev 
Chauhan (2001), reading which I was quite horrified. So I sent a 
rejoinder (Singh 2001), in which I reasoned that, 

 “Though acceptable it is in the pursuit of scientific 
enquiry, nevertheless the act of shooting and or trapping of 
birds and mammals to meet the needs of science is at best 

Table 2.	22	February	2001

Time Location Sarus Time Location Sarus

0945 Firozabad 2 1112 2

1000 4 1130 Phaphand 1

1017 2 1133 6

1025 2 1217 2

1032 2 1230 2

1035 2 1235 2

1037 Etawa 7 1330 Kanpur 2

1044 3 1345 4

1048 Bhathana 4 1347 4

1054 2 1400 3

1102 2

A	grand	total	of	60	(Oh	yes,	sixty!)	Sarus	spotted	in	a	mere	span	of	four	hours	and	
forty-five	minutes.

Table 3.	28	April	2001

Time Location Sarus Miscellaneous

1437 Jhinjhik 1 1	Woolly-necked	Stork

1455 Phaphund 2

1500 1

1505 2

1545 Etawa 30	Cattle	Egrets

1559 2 1	Grey	Heron

1604 3

1624 2

1625 1

1627 4

1633 Shukhoabad 5

A	total	of	twenty	three	Sarus	spotted.
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an agonizing necessity…Will someone please tell me as to 
how the data so gathered in the instant case will further 
strengthen our brief for the conservation of the wetlands, 
the habitat of the Sarus? Don’t we already have adequate 
database to build our case?…”
 “All this aside, where was the need for the rapturous 
description of the art of closing with the family of Sarus, 
giving chase, separating the parents from their progeny, 
keeping up the chase, tiring the infant bird to the point of 
total exhaustion and ultimately two human hands grasping 
and lifting (”capturing”?) the hapless chick?…”
 “No, Mr Field Scientist, I do not object to your pursuit 
of science but in the act let us not intrude into the zone of 
inner sensitivities of birds, animals and fellow human beings. 
Yes, I admit that there will always be banner photographs of 
soldiers atop the Tiger Hill exulting in victory let us never allow 
transmission in any form, the brutal imagery of the thrusting 
of the bayonet into living flesh. We have to understand that 
difference and not transgress the invisible line…”
 “Would Rajiv Chauhan and his colleagues please do 
everything that is possible to wipe out the ‘fingerprints’ of 
the act of ‘capturing’ the Sarus chicks lest they are patented 
by the villagers, turned trappers, poachers, and ultimately 
another source on the bird trader’s inventory. It is not my 
intention to start a controversy or a slanging debate…but 
I appeal for an immediate damage-control strategy and 
action on ground. I know for a fact that Sarus…pine for 
the wilderness all the while and seldom survive long in 
captivity.”

Through a postcard, Mr Aasheesh Pittie was most supportive 
of my plea for the Sarus, and thus began a long association with 
a kindred soul.

But my fears that the banding of Sarus may have unwittingly 
introduced the unscrupulous among the village folks to the idea 
of Sarus as another prized object for the bird trade came true, 
and was reported in detail by India Today, with photographs of 
Sarus young, on sale in Lucknow, Bareilly and Kanpur markets. 
I was at the time on the Board of Trustees of WWF India, but 
regrettably, I failed to arouse that august body into urgent action. 

As a last resort, I requested Dr A. J. P. Abdul Kalam, the 
gentleman-President of India, for intervention, and received a 
positive response [122]. So what a pleasant surprise to read 
Ms Puja Sharma’s very interesting account of the festival, and in 
particular of their sighting of “23 Sarus in a single field”. May they 
prosper and enter the twenty-second century!
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The Long-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus scolopaceus is a 
recent addition to the avifauna of Indian Subcontinent (Holt 
1999), and is considered a vagrant to the area (Rasmusssen 

& Anderton 2012). Here, I report an instance where it was 
photographed in central Kerala, southern India. 

While watching waders on 02 January 2016, at Vadakkekad 
(10.66°N, 76.00°E), Thrissur District, Kerala, I spotted a large long-
billed wader that looked more like a snipe (Gallinago species), 
but shared some features with the godwits (Limosa species). 
Being unable to identify the bird then, I took a few photographs 
[123, 124], which I was able to send to Praveen J. He circulated 
the photographer further and obtained confirmation that the bird 
was indeed a Long-billed Dowitcher. 

In the forenoon the next day, along with several birders, I 
searched for this species but could not locate it. However, I was 
able to find it in the evening, but unfortunately the birds took off 
before I could take more pictures.

From the two photographs, the following features are visible.
1. Thick, straight snipe-like bill, thicker than that of a godwit, a 

Redshank Tringa ochropus, or a Greenshank T. nebularia.
2. Shorter legs, compared to godwits. 
3. Two-toned beak with a pale base; unlike the all-dark bill of 

an Asian Dowitcher Limnodromus semipalmatus.

This leaves us with the Long-billed Dowitcher, and the extralimital 
Short-billed Dowitcher L. griseus. Additional features that were 
present on this bird, and that favour a Long-billed Dowitcher, are 
as follows.

1. Bill twice as long as head (versus 1.5 times in a Short-billed 
Dowitcher).

2. Grey-washed breast with lightly barred flanks (versus light 
speckles on throat/breast of a Short-billed Dowitcher).

3. Short primary projection, showing a longer tail (versus a 
longer primary projection, showing much less tail).

4. Angle made by lores, with the bill, is more acute, than that 
of a Short-billed Dowitcher. 

5. Supercilium is straight till the eye; Short-billed Dowitcher 
shows a slightly curved, bulging supercilium. 

6. The dark brown centres to scapulars and converts indicate 
that the bird has retained some of its juvenile plumage. A 
Short-billed Dowitcher would normally show wavy internal 
markings on its scapulars, which are absent in this bird. 

On 23 January 2016, I was able to spot this bird again at 
Uppungal Kole (10.69°N, 76.00°E), which is about 05 km north 
of the previous site; I managed to photograph it, both, at rest, and 
in flight. Most of the above-discussed features are also visible in 
these photographs [125, 126].

Long-billed Dowitcher Limnodromus scolopaceus:  
An addition to the avifauna of peninsular India
P.	P.	Sreenivasan

Sreenivasan,	P.	P.,	2016.	Long-billed	Dowitcher	Limnodromus scolopaceus:	An	addition	to	the	avifauna	of	peninsular	India.	Indian BIRDS	11	(4):	97–98.
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Manuscript received on 04 January 2016.
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123, 124.	Long-billed	Dowitcher	amongst	other	waders. 125.	A	close-up	of	the	Long-billed	Dowitcher.



The legs of Long-billed Dowitcher are expected to be 
greenish-yellow, or lemon-yellow, but in these pictures, the 
legs are a shade of orange. This could be because of the mud 
stains, making the bare parts’ colours unreliable. The longer tarsi 
is considered another reliable feature for Long-billed, however 
for a lone bird, it is tough to estimate this accurately. The width 
of the tail barring is considered indicative for these two species, 
however in this bird, from whatever is visible of the two dark bars, 
it cannot be said with definiteness that they are wider than the 
three pale bars. Hence, that feature is not used here to argue 
for this species but that does not tilt the argument in favour of 
Short-billed either. 

Based on this combination of features (Lee & Birch 2005, 
2006), this bird could be conclusively identified as a Long-billed 
Dowitcher.

The species has been observed six times in India (Sharma 
et al. 2013); twice in Gujarat, and the others from northern 
India. This appears to be the first time it has been reported from 
peninsular India. Except for a May record from Harike Lake, in 
Punjab, every other record has been during January and February. 
This is probably the earliest date on which this species has been 
observed in India. 

Acknowledgement
I	wish	to	thank	Praveen	J	for	the	identification	and	field	features.

References
Holt,	P.,	1999.	Long-billed	Dowither	Limnodromus scolopaceus	at	Bharatpur,	

Rajasthan,	India:	a	new	species	for	the	Indian	subcontinent.	Forktail 15	(August):	
95–96.

Lee,	C.,	&	Birch,	A.,	2005.	New	advances	in	the	field	identification	of	dowitchers.	
Website	URL:	http://www.surfbirds.com/ID%20Articles/dowitchers1005/
dowitchers.html.	[Accessed	on	05	January	2015.]

Lee,	C.,	&	Birch,	A.,	2006.	Advances	in	the	field	identification	of	North	American	
Dowitchers.	Birding	38:	34–42.

Rasmussen,	P.	C.,	&	Anderton,	J.	C.,	2012.	Birds of South Asia: the Ripley guide. 2nd	
ed.	Washington,	D.C.	and	Barcelona:	Smithsonian	Institution	and	Lynx	Edicions.	2	
vols.	Pp.	1–378;	1–683.

Sharma,	M.,	Sangha,	H.	S.,	Sridhar,	S.,	&	Abhinav,	C.,	2013.	Long-billed	Dowitcher	
Limnodromus scolopaceus	at	Sultanpur	National	Park,	Haryana,	India.	Indian 

Purple-backed (Daurian) Starling Agropsar sturninus is 
widespread in the Oriental Region, occurring from Russia, 
through China up to most of the countries of South-east 

Asia, and the Sundas (BirdLife International, 2016). It breeds 
in North-eastern Mongolia, the Trans-Baikal region, the Amur 
Valley in China and in North Korea. Its major wintering quarters 
are southern China, Thailand, Malaysia, Singapore, Cambodia, 
Laos, Vietnam, Sumatra, Java, and Myanmar. Though it has 
been considered a vagrant to the Indian Subcontinent till 
recently (Rasmussen& Anderton, 2012), it is now known to be 
a more regular winter visitor to the Andaman Islands (Sharma & 
Sangha, 2012). Here we report the first instance of its vagrancy 
in Kerala.

While on a visit to the Vellayani wetlands (8.45°N, 76.97°E) 
near Thiruvananthapuram city, a male Purple-backed Starling 
was seen at 08:30 hrs, on 14 November 2015, along with other 
birds like juvenile Rosy Starlings Pastor roseus, Common Myna 

Acridotheres tristis, and Black Drongo Dicrurus macrocercus. 
It had glossy purple upper parts, a small vertical nape patch, 
and a broken, conspicuous white wing bar. Further down its 
purple mantle, the broad whitish rump was visible very clearly. 
The pale grey head, and under parts, gave the bird a whitish 
look that initially attracted our attention while it perched on an 
electric line, in the company of other birds; and when disturbed 
by a moving motorbike the birds flew off and perched on a 
small tree. The bird moved about in the tree, in typical starling 
style, and after a while flew back to the electric line. Then the 
bird flew down to the bushes below, where it started feeding 
on Lantana fruits along with Rosy Starlings. We observed the 
bird for more than 20 minutes, and took several photographs 
[127]. It was still around after two hours when we returned. We 
identified it using field guides (Kazmierczak, 2009; Grimmett 
et al., 2011).

Sighting of Purple-backed Starling  
Agropsar sturninus in Vellayani, Kerala
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126.	Long-billed	Dowitcher	in	flight.
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Table. Records	of	Purple-backed	Starling	from	the	mainland	of	the	Indian	Subcontinent

Location Date Number	of	Birds Reference

Turicho	Valley,	Chitral,	Pakistan 16	July	1902 17 Fulton	(1904)

Mudumalai	Wildlife	Sanctuary,	Tamilnadu 5	March	1995 2–3 Robson	(1996)

Koshi	Tapu	Wildlife	Reserve,	Nepal 10	May	2002 2 Basnet	&	Chaudhary	(2003)

Koshi	Tapu	Wildlife	Reserve,Nepal 11	May	2002 6 Basnet	&	Chaudhary	(2003)

Valparai,	Tamil	Nadu 29	December	2008 1 Cox	(2009)

Harbaria,	Sundarbans,	Bangladesh 26	October	2009 1 Thompson	et al. (2014)

Modhupur	National	Park,	Bangladesh 31	October	2010 NA Thompson	et al.	(2014)

Bolcornem,	Sanguem,	Goa 21	December	2012 1 De	Souza	(2012)

National	Botanical	Garden,	Mirpur,Dhaka,	Bangladesh 24	April	2015 35 Mahmud	(2015)
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Though it is considered a winter migrant to the Andaman 
Islands (Sharma & Sangha, 2012), it is still a vagrant to the 
mainland of the Indian mainland, with a few records from the 
country, apart from Pakistan, Bangladesh, and Nepal,in the past 
100-odd years (Table). It has also been listed for Sri Lanka 
(Kotagama et al., 2006).

It is interesting to see this rare vagrant so far down south in 
the Indian peninsula. This is the fourth instance of this species 
occurring in southern India; and the first from Kerala (Praveen, 
2015). The occurrence of this bird at Vellayani may be attributed 
to the cyclonic storm that lashed the Bay of Bengal during the 
time.
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The Spot-billed Pelican Pelecanus philippensis is sporadically 
distributed in peninsular India, and is reported to breed in 
southern, and north-eastern India (Grimmett et al. 2011). 

From Madhya Pradesh, in central India, it was known only from 
Shivpuri District (Chandra & Singh 2004). 

On10 March 2012, an immature Spot-billed Pelican [128] 
was sighted at Jagdalpur town, Chhattishgarh (19.099ºN, 
82.013ºE). The bird first landed in Dalpat Sagar, moving then 
to a nearby tree, and then again to the Dalpat Sagar. The bird 
was not seen in the area after this, till an individual was sighted 
here on 09 July 2013; it remained there till 27 August 2013. The 
bird was roosting on a small island at the center of Dalpat Sagar, 
alternatively perching on mobile towers, and trees. It finally left 
the area on 27 August 2013. Spot-billed Pelicans are known to 
be widespread during their non-breeding season, for which it is 
assumed that Jagdalpur is on the migratory route of the species.

Dalpat Sagar, spread over an area of 142.45 ha, is a dammed 
lake, and an artificial water body in Jagdalpur town. More than 
50 species of wetland-dependent birds have been observed 
roosting, and breeding in the lake. Some of the submerged, 
and emergent hydrophytes in the lake are Hydrilla verticillata, 
Potamogeton sp., Nelumbo nucifera, Lotus stellata, Typha 
angustifolia, and Oryza rufipogon. Ipomoea carnea var. fistulosa, 
and Indigifera pulchella are the most abundant plant species 
along the littoral, and a little above the littoral zone. There are 
two Islands in the middle of the water body, approachable only 
by boat. Large portions of these land areas get submerged during 
rainy season but get exposed during summer. The land mass 

supports of trees like Ficus bengalensis, F. religiosa, F. glomerata, 
Mangifera indica and Lannea grandis. 

Chandra & Singh (2004) recorded 517 species, and 
subspecies of birds belonging to 69 families, of which 197 taxa 
were from Chhattisgarh and 488 from Madhya Pradesh. The 
present observation of Spot-billed Pelican in Jagdalpur city is the 
first record of the species from Chhattisgarh State. As this is a 
large species, it is prominent, and there is virtually no chance 
of it going unnoticed. It is probable that this species has started 
migrating to or through the Bastar area. Bastar District, situated in 
the southern part of Chhattisgarh, is dominated by several tribal 
communities that hunt birds, and it was feared that this individual 
would get poached. However, due to the active surveillance of 
the Forest Department, and the local media, it was left unharmed, 
and undisturbed. Further study on the occurrence of this species 
in other parts of Chhattisgarh is necessary to understand its local 
movements.
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This note describes the sighting of an adult Eyebrowed Thrush 
Turdus obscurus in Bengaluru (India). 
The bird was first sighted on the morning of 19 February 

2016 at 0730 hrs, near the rocky area around water at the Jubilee 
Garden in the Indian Institute of Science campus (13.02°N, 
77.56°E; hereinafter, IISc). While we were observing Tickell’s Leaf 
Warbler Phylloscopus affinis, Purple-rumped Sunbird Leptocoma 

zeylonica, and Forest Wagtail Dendronanthus indicus, an 
unfamiliar bird suddenly appeared in the bushes. It took a 
while to pinpoint the bird, as it was well camouflaged against 
the dry bushes. It remained very still, with minimal movement. 
It was probably waiting for its turn to swoop down and sip some 
water, but the gregarious babblers, followed by bulbuls, kept 
hovering around the water area. Before the bird disappeared, 

128.	Spot-billed	Pelican.	Photo:	S.	K.	Dutta
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a few photographs [129] were taken, from which it can clearly 
be identified as an Eyebrowed Thrush. Pale tips to greater wing 
coverts indicate it to be a first winter bird.

129.	Eyebrowed	Thrush	Turdus obscurus	in	Bengaluru,	India.

At 0840 hrs, it was spotted again near the big pond in 
Jubilee Garden. Perhaps this time, it was successful in getting 
some water to drink. A video was recorded, while it was perching 
on a branch over the water pond (https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=Z8RO7wC7nKo&feature=em-share_video_user). The 
bird disappeared after about three minutes.

The next day, it was spotted again at 0830 hrs at a slightly 
different location near the Jubilee Garden. This time, it was 
wandering in the bushes, presumably searching for food. A 
female Tickell’s Thrush T. unicolor first appeared on the scene 
near the bushes, eating berries of Ziziphus oenoplia that had 
fallen on the ground. As soon as it disappeared, the Eyebrowed 

Thrush entered the scene. It started feeding on the Ziziphus 
berries and spent about five minutes in the area (https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=qw5b1OXtlT4&feature=youtu.be).

Then after a gap of about 12 days, the Eyebrowed Thrush 
was spotted again, very briefly, on 03 March at 1600 hrs. The bird 
was in flight. The fifth sighting was on 06 March at 1800 hrs, in 
the same area where it was first spotted. 

The distribution map of the species in Grimmett et al. (2011) 
shows that it winters in the Eastern Himalayas, and north-eastern 
India, with several isolated sightings from the Indian Peninsula. 
Thus, due to the absence of previous records of the species 
in Bengaluru (Krishna et al., 1994; Wikipedia 2016), this IISc 
sighting is considered the first-ever sighting from the city. The 
nearest records in southern India are from Chennai (Santharam 
1985), and Belgaum (Baker 1924). The bird is probably a vagrant 
during spring migration, and must have spent a few days at IISc.
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On 26 December 2015 I visited Vijaydurga Fort (16.55oN, 
73.33oE), in Sindhudurg District, Maharashtra. The fort is 
situated at the tip of a sandbar that separates the Arabian 

Sea from a 40 km creek formed by the Vaghotan River. This 
landmass, jutting into the sea, provides an ideal vantage point 
for sea watching. A single bird floating quietly in the sea, about 
120–150 m away from the shore, attracted my attention. From 
a distance, it looked like a grebe (Podicipedidae). The bird 
remained on the surface of the water for more than ten minutes. 
Initially the bird was quite far away for photography, but slowly it 
floated closer, and I was able to take photographs when it was 

about 50–70 m from me [130, 131]. The bird never flew while I 
was there, and was still floating when I left. 

After checking my field guide (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012), 
it was clear that the water bird was not a grebe. Overall, the bird 
seemed to have a dark grey-brown upper side, white on its throat, 
greyish-white on sides of throat, and sullied white under parts. It 
had a sharply pointed bill that it held slightly raised, white in front 
of the eye, sloping forehead, and a short tail that eliminated the 
equally rare Black-throated Diver Gavia arctica, but confirmed this 
to be a Red-throated Diver G. stellata in non-breeding plumage. 
Since field guides indicated this bird to be a vagrant along the 
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western coast of India, I posted the photographs on social media; 
several people confirmed my identification. 

Prasad (2005) did not include this species in the list of birds 
of western Maharashtra. There are only two reports from South 
Asia till date (Praveen et al. 2014). One was a dead bird obtained 
on 17 November 1901 from Ormara in Balochistan, Pakistan, 
while the other was a more recent record from Koshi Barrage, 
Nepal between 15 and 25 February 2002. There have been no 
reports from India till date (Praveen et al. 2014).

Hence, this photographic evidence is a country first for India, 
and a third record for the Indian Subcontinent, and South Asia. 
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130, 131.	Red-throated	Diver	off	Sindhudurg	District,	Arabian	Sea.

The Swinhoe’s Minivet (Brown-rumped Minivet) Pericrocotus 
cantonensis is a black, grey, and white minivet with 
a distinctive white forecrown. It has been previously 

considered a race of the Rosy Minivet P. roseus, with which it 
hybridises in parts of southern China, having created a limited, 
but stable, population of hybrids often treated as P. roseus 
stanfordi. Swinhoe’s-, Rosy, and Ashy P. divaricatus minivets form 
a superspecies (Taylor 2016). Swinhoe’s Minivets breed in China 
and winter further down in South-east Asia. Its presence in the 
Indian Subcontinent is still unclear as recent works (Grimmett 
et al. 2011; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012) treat it as hypothetical, 
though it has been reported as ‘definite’ from Bangladesh. A few 
photographs, from different parts of India, exist on Oriental Bird 
Images (www.orientalbirdimages.org), and eBird (www.ebird.
org), However a more comprehensive review vis-à-vis the similar 
Ashy Minivet is required. Here we put on record our photographs 
of a male Swinhoe’s Minivet from Odisha. 

On 27 February 2016, at 0700 hrs, Achyut Patro, Chitta Ranjan 
Mohapatra and SR noticed a greyish-brown minivet in the area 

just before Salia Dam (19.79°N, 85.07°E) on the fringes of the 
Berbera-Dhunali Reserve Forest (Puri Forest Division, Khordha 
District, Odisha, India). This area comprises undulating foothills 
with dry deciduous, interspersed with evergreen, vegetation, and 
mostly dry undergrowth, which is not as dense as in the core 
forest which is about 15 km away from the point of sighting. 
The bird was observed to be solitary, silently flitting in the upper 
canopies of tall trees. We did not hear its call. There were no 
other minivets around and the only other bird seen close by was 
a Black-winged Cuckooshrike Coracina melaschistos, though 
other woodland birds could be heard. We were able to click a few 
photographs [132-134] before it moved away. It was not sighted 
again in that area after that day inspite of several attempts by SR 
on subsequent days.

These images were shared in different forums and most 
experts opined that the bird in question was a Swinhoe’s Minivet, 
however, this can be confused with an Ashy Minivet; the latter 
has not yet been definitely recorded from Odisha, though there 
are several claims to its presence there (Inskipp 2015). The 
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main features seen in these photographs, favouring a Swinhoe’s 
Minivet, are listed below; these are based on Rasmussen & 
Anderton (2012), and an online blog by Bakewell (2012). 

•	 Extent of white and grey on head indicate it is an adult male. 
•	 Whitish shafts on tail feathers that contrast with a dark tail 

[133] is diagnostic (contra darker shafts that do not contrast 
with tail feathers in Ashy). 

•	 Dark grey hind crown (versus black) is a feature for a male 
Swinhoe’s [133]. 

•	 More dingy brown wash (versus pure white) to under parts 
[132].

•	 White patch extends well behind the eye (versus stopping 
at the eye) [134].

•	 Pale brownish rump (versus grey) [133].

The images have been submitted to Oriental Bird Images, 
but these have not appeared yet under either of the species. 
PMU sent the images to Nigel Redman, who opined, based on 
head pattern, that the bird could be confirmed as a Swinhoe’s 
Minivet. A similar ‘stanfordi’ race of Rosy Minivet is expected to 
have more pinkish on the head, and under parts, unlike this bird 
(Nigel Redman, in email dated 10 March 2016). 

Due to its close similarities with the Ashy-, and Rosy minivets, 
it is quite likely that the Swinhoe’s may have been overlooked 
in the Indian Subcontinent. Though the Rosy Minivet is a regular 
winter visitor to Odisha, there are very few (<10) prior claims 
of Ashy-, or Swinhoe’s minivets from the state (Inskipp 2015). 
The Ashy Minivet is still listed as ‘doubtful’ for the state, while 
there appears to be one definite record of the Swinhoe’s, based 
on photographs uploaded to online forums (Inskipp 2015). The 
latter refers to a bird reported as an Ashy Minivet (three photos), 
from Kuldiha Wildlife Sanctuary, Odisha, by Rakesh Khedwal 
and Ajoy Kumar Dawn on 01 (or 02) November 2011, which 
was subsequently identified as a Swinhoe’s by Inskipp (2015). 
Besides these, other reports could not be assigned to either of 
the species with certainty. 

It is likely that upon deeper analysis, more such photographs 
of Ashy Minivets, lying in online forums, may subsequently turn 
out to be of Swinhoe’s. 
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134.	Swinhoe’s	Minivet P. cantonensis.	White	patch	extends	well	beyond	eye.	
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The White-cheeked Barbet Psilopogon viridis is endemic to 
India. It is distributed from south of the Surat Dangs of Gujarat 
along the Western Ghats range, and associated ranges, and 

in the southern Eastern Ghats of Tamil Nadu (Ali & Ripley 1987; 
Dasgupta et al. 2002; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012; Jathar & 
Rahmani 2007) extending through south-eastern Karnataka till 
Rishi valley in southern Andhra Pradesh (eBird 2016) (Fig. 1). It 
is mostly found below 1500 m, but occasionally at 2300 m (Ali 
and Ripley 1987). This species has not been recorded elsewhere 
apart from above mentioned geographical extent.

The presence of White-cheeked Barbet in the Satpura Hills 
has been long debated. Here we attempt to establish its status in 
the western part of this range. During 2001–2004, GJ observed 
White-cheeked Barbet, and Brown-headed Barbet P. zeylanica, 
several times in Toranmal Reserve Forest, which lies in the 
western part of the Satpura Hills. However, he did not keep a 
record of the species as both were relatively common in the 
plains and the hills. 

Earlier records of White-cheeked Barbet are inconclusive. 
James Davidson (1882) reported that, “I think, I have once or 
twice noticed this bird in the Satpuras, but unluckily have never 
got any specimen”. Similarly, in 1999, Farah Ishtiaq and Pamela 
Rasmussen put a “?” regarding the presence of the species in 
their unpublished checklist that was shared with me (Farah 
Ishtiaq, in litt. November 2002). A trip list prepared after a tour to 
Toranmal Reserve Forest in 2002–2003 by Ben King in 2002–
2003 mentions this species (Ben King, pers. comm. April 2016) 
mentions occurrence of the species in the region. However, 
authentic evidence of its occurrence could not be established. 
The nearest such record is from Purna Wildlife Sanctuary (120 
km south of Toranmal Reserve Forest), which lies in the Western 
Ghats (Trivedi & Soni 2006).

While visiting Toranmal Reserve Forest on 24–25 October 
2015 VB was able to photograph the White-cheeked Barbet. 
On 24 October 2015, he visited Machindra Caves (21.86°N, 
74.45°E; 1100 m asl) between 1700 and 1800 hrs, when he 
observed five birds, and heard a couple more in the valley nearby. 
On 25 October 2015, he observed, and photographed, about 
16 individuals in the Kalapani area (21.85°N, 74.47°E; 950 m 
asl) in Toranmal Ghat [135-137]. The birds were either perched 
on trees or chasing each other. They were also seen chasing 
off other birds, such as Green Bee-eater Merops orientalis, Red-
vented Bulbul Pycnonotus cafer, and Black Drongo Dicrurus 
macrocercus. These photographs confirm the presence of the 
White-cheeked Barbet in Toranmal Reserve Forest, of Satpura 
Mountains. It seems that the White-cheeked Barbet has occupied 
moist-deciduous, and semi-evergreen forests above 800 m in 
Toranmal Reserve Forest, whereas, the Brown-headed Barbet is 
confined to dry-deciduous forests in the plains. However, further 
study of their habitat preferences is required.

The morphological and vocal resemblances between these 
two species make it difficult to identify them in the field, without 
careful observation. Hence it appears to have been overlooked 
in the Satpura Mountains. This record not only confirms the 

Fig.	1.	Location	of	sighting	of	the	White-cheeked	Barbet	Psilopogon viridis	in	Toranmal	Reserve	
Forest,	and	its	distribution	as	per	eBird.
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135.	The	White-cheeked	Barbet	Psilopogon viridis		
in	Toranmal	Reserve	Forest.

136.	Several	White-cheeked	Barbets	were	seen	in	Toranmal	Reserve	Forest.	

137.	The	White-cheeked	Barbet	interacted	with	Green	Bee-eaters	Merops orientalis,	among	
other	birds.

presence of the White-cheeked Barbet in the Satpuras, but also 
establishes that it is not confined to the Western Ghats, and parts 
of the Eastern Ghats. There is a need to explore the central, and 
eastern, parts of the Satpuras to establish its distribution. 
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The Broad-tailed Grassbird Schoenicola platyurus is an 
Old World warbler from the family Locustellidae (Bush 
warblers). It is classified as Vulnerable by the IUCN 

(Birdlife International, 2016) and is endemic to India (BirdLife 
International 2016). It is a resident species in the Western Ghats 
of India and is suspected to have local movement (Rasmussen 
& Anderton 2012). It is restricted to grassy highlands, principally 
in the Western Ghats (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). This note 
describes observations of this species at a new site in western 
Maharashtra, with evidence of possible breeding.

In June 2014, MG sent, for identification, the photograph of 
a warbler to CR, and SB, which he had taken near (18.37°N, 
73.75°E) Sinhagad Fort, Pune District (Maharashtra, India). They 
identified it as a Broad-tailed Grassbird by its shape, and barred, 
rounded tail. We visited the location on the same day, where 
we spotted confiding birds, making it possible to take good 
photographs [138-139]. This is a tourist spot and is regularly 
visited by a large number of people, so it seems that the birds 
were not disturbed by the presence of people.

138.	Broad-tailed	Grassbird	Schoenicola platyurus.	

139.	Broad-tailed	Grassbird	Schoenicola platyurus.	

Sinhagad is a fort in the Western Ghats (1300 m asl), wherein 
the habitat consists of grassy sloping hillsides with intermittent 
bamboo and wild banana (Musa sp.). The birds frequently 
perched on bamboo, or wild banana, especially while calling. 
While we watched, one of the pair kept calling, and displaying, at 
short intervals, flying short distances, from one perch to another, 
while calling, for. We assumed that this was the male. This could 
likely be the breeding display. The bird actively displayed from 
0830 till about 1000 hrs, and started again after 1500 hrs, 
continuing till about 1730 hrs. The birds took cover when a pair of 
Peregrine Falcons Falco peregrinus flew overhead. An individual 
was heard calling approximately a kilometer away from this pair 
while we were leaving the site, so perhaps there were more birds 
in the area. In July 2014 we observed the birds plucking fresh 
grasses, and sedges, from the ground and carrying these to the 
base of a nearby shrub, and were probably building a nest. We 
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did not search for the nest, fearing it would disturb the birds. In 
the following months, we visited the site once every week. We 
saw the birds on all these visits, but they were silent; perhaps 
they were nesting. This was confirmed when we saw the adults 
carrying larvae, and insects to the nest site, a sure indication of 
chicks having hatched [140]. Our visits became less frequent 
from August 2014 onwards, mainly due to inclement weather. 
We were able to observe broken eggshells at the nest site in 
September, which we assumed were of the grassbird. However, 
we do not have images of the same, not did we see any juveniles, 
and hence we are uncertain about whether the birds nested 
successfully. The birds were last seen on 10 September 2014.

140.	Broad-tailed	Grassbird	carrying	insect	to	nest.	

The species has been known to occur in the Western 
Ghats, mainly in Kerala, Karnataka, and Tamil Nadu (BirdLife 
International 2016) though there are isolated records from 
Point Calimere (Hussain 1977), and the Vishakapatanam Ghats 

(Price 1979), both the latter being queried by Rasmussen & 
Anderton (2012). The previous records from Maharashtra are 
from Bopdeo Ghat, Lonavla, and Rajgurunagar in Pune District; 
Ramshej Ghat in Nashik District, Amba Ghat in Kolhapur District, 
and Dhule District (Prasad 2004, 2005). All these sites, apart 
from the ones in Nashik, lie south of the present site. Raha and 
others, from Nashik, reported that the birds sang from regular 
perches and were quite bold; they have also regularly reported 
displaying birds, but haven’t reported nesting in Nashik (Rahmani 
et al. 2014). We believe that the Sinhagad location is a new, and 
possibly, a breeding location for this species, and that it requires 
urgent protection measures in light of its IUCN status. Given our 
finding, it is quite possible the species breeds in similar habitat in 
the Western Ghats of Maharashtra. Since the grassbird is vocal, 
and active, in the monsoon, it would be useful to visit similar 
habitats, especially in the northern Western Ghats, to find out if 
these birds are present. More studies are required to ascertain 
the population estimate of this species at Sinhagad.
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Letters to the Editor

An intriguing bird sighting from the Kanchenjunga 
Conservation Area, east Nepal 
In April 2008 I participated in a survey of the Kanchenjunga 
Conservation Area (27.34°N, 87.54°E) in eastern Nepal (Fig. 1); 
an area that borders the Sikkim region of India, and is not too 
far from the extensive forests of Bhutan. Kanchenjunga is the 
third highest peak in the world (8586 m). Its lower approaches 
are deep, steeply sided, and often, wooded valleys separated by 
high ridges.

Recent ornithological data from the region is lacking. Our 
expedition was to assess forest habitats in this remote region, 
record bird species, and identify key areas for birds and potential 
conservation threats. A full report of the trek is available separately 
(Inskipp & Inskipp 2008).

The expedition involved a 21-day trek from Basantpur, 
following the Tamur and Ghunsa Khola rivers northward, to the 
high altitude village of Ghunsa. From there we crossed over the 
Silele Pass to Tseram, and followed the Simbula Khola southward 

to Toragden. We then crossed over into the Amji Khola, following 
this southward to the Kabeli Khola, and on down to the town of 
Taplejung.

On 21 April 2008 we descended from Tseram (3870 m), 
following the Simbula Kola southward to Torangden (3000 m), 
arriving at Torangden, our campsite (a single teahouse at roughly 
27.55°N, 87.95°E), at 1530hrs. After some refreshments the 
team drifted off in different directions to explore the surrounding 
forest habitat. 

Throughout the day we had passed through some of the 
best, and oldest, forest that we had encountered. Himalayan 
fir Abies spectabilis dominated at higher altitudes and gave 
way to hemlock Tsuga dumosa admixed with broadleaved 
forests at lower altitudes, with an understory of rhododendron 
Rhododendron species, and stands of bamboo Bambusa 
species in parts. The forest comprised many ancient trees with 
a high percentage of dead wood—both fallen, and standing. The 
valley had virtually no human residences.
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From the campsite / teahouse at Torangden, I wandered back 
north up the trail only 200 m or so. The valley fell away steeply 
to the south-east, and a small stream, no more than a trickle of 
water, crossed the trail before falling 100 m or so into the river 
below. I noticed a pair of Yuhinas preening in a small stand of 
bamboo, having obviously just bathed in the stream. I continued 
for a few hundred yards: Being late afternoon the forest was 
quiet, I returned to the bathing area.

From there, I looked down a small gully. It passed between 
two dense stands of bamboo. Perched just at the edge of the 
bamboo, behind, and partially obscured by two moss-covered 
boulders, was the bird in question. I instantly knew this bird was 
not only new to me but I could not place it in any category or 
indeed recall ever seeing it in any field guide. It appeared to have 
stopped whatever it was doing and just perched quietly watching 
me. To steady myself, and to obtain the best views, I sat down, 
and we watched each other for probably no more than a couple 
of minutes. The bird was no more than eight metres away from 
me, observation conditions were excellent, and the parts of the 
bird that were visible were seen extremely well. The bird didn’t 
look as though it were agitated; it appeared calm but cautious, 
almost frozen (much as a woodcock Scolopax rusticola would 
be when it thought it had not been detected). It moved slowly 
and cautiously, probably trying to avoid detection. Finally the bird 
slowly lowered its head, and skulked away into the cover of the 
dense stand of bamboo. It was not seen again.

The bird was side-on, facing right, and slightly away from 
me. Its back, upper wings, head, and upper breast were in clear 
view. The lower belly, legs, distal part of the wings, and tail were 
hidden by boulders. It was larger than a Common Blackbird 
Turdus merula but smaller than a Common Moorhen Gallinula 
chloropus. It sat quite upright, and had a relatively large head 

reminiscent of a pitta (Pitta species). It appeared, initially, to be 
completely black like a blackbird. The eye was very dark and quite 
large (reminiscent of that of Woodcock), as one would expect for 
a crepuscular bird, or one that inhabits dark dense undergrowth. 
The indistinct eye-ring was dull grey. The most strikingly odd part 
of the bird was its bill, which was two-thirds the overall length 
of the head. It was absolutely straight, with no hint of any down 
curve, and was dark grey in colour. The bill was very narrow with 
an enlarged tip, most reminiscent of that of a Manx Shearwater 
Puffinus puffinus, without the tubular nostrils.

The bird, finally, slowly turned its head towards me. At this 
point it showed a few dark brown (dark umber) feathers in its 
cheeks, and some more extensive similar brown markings on 
the throat. The extent of these was restricted to the central throat 
area forming four panels separated by black. These areas of 
brown were highly iridescent, appearing at certain angles, and 
disappearing at others, giving a bronzed coppery metallic glow 
when the bird was head-on but completely disappearing when 
sideways. These panels ranged from warm bronze to deep 
dark umber, iridescent as in any hummingbird. Sketches were 
made shortly after the sighting, depicting the same bird in both 
postures, head-on, and sideways [141].

141.	Illustration	of	the	mystery	bird	taken	from	field	sketches	made	shortly	after	the	sighting	
showing	bird	side	on	and	the	same	bird	head	on,	with	a	rough	sketch	of	the	walking	posture.

The bird finally became a bit more alert, leaned forward, 
lowered its head, and slowly skulked off with a long striding 
motion. Its posture and gait was similar to that of a Water Rail 
Rallus aquaticus. It was lost from view no sooner it entered the 
dense bamboo stand. The bird appeared entirely black except for 
the bronzed panels on the throat.

The overall impression was of a bird that was quite bulky and 
compact, with an upright stance, large head and eye like a pitta. 
It was short-tailed, completely black, except for a few dark brown 
/coppery iridescent feathers around the face, and forming more 
extensive highly iridescent panels on the throat. 

It gave the impression of being a ground-living bird, which 
walked and ran rather than hopped. It seemed to associate closely 
with dense cover offered by the stand of bamboo. It may be 
crepuscular, and was most similar to the crake and rail families in 
character, although different in appearance, being large-headed.

Initially, Tim and Carol Inskipp (who were also a part of 
this expedition) suggested the Long-billed Thrush Zoothera 

Fig.	1.	Map	of	the	Kanchenjunga	Conservation	Area,	East	Nepal,	and	surroundings.	Red	arrow	
marks	the	location	of	the	mystery	bird	(c.	27.55°N,	87.95°E).	xxxx	marks	our	survey	route.
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monticola as a possibility, probably the closest it can get to any 
known species, but was fully discounted on a number of points—
its overall jet black colouration, and highly iridescent panels about 
the throat.

Once the bird had disappeared I tried to relocate it, which 
proved impossible on the sheer steep incline leading into a stand 
of bamboo mixed with young conifers. Finally, I returned to the 
campsite to summon the rest of the team to look for the bird. As 
we approached the area, one of the team members saw a black-
coloured bird run very fast across the forest floor, and disappear 
into the same stand of bamboo. It may well have been the bird 
seen earlier. We surrounded the upper side of the bamboo stand 
and watched and waited to no avail. Attempts to flush out the 
bird also failed. The only other bird to be located on this return 
visit was a White-tailed Robin Myiomela leucura. 

Our itinerary was tight and we had to leave early the next 
morning. This note is principally to draw attention to the presence 
of this unknown, potentially new, species so that other groups 
heading to Kanchenjunga, or the neighbouring regions of Sikkim, 
or Bhutan, can look for it.

The bird survey was organised by Bird Conservation Nepal as 
a contribution to the Critical Ecosystem Partnership Fund initiative 
in Nepal. Survey team members were: Paul Collin (RSPB), Tim 
Inskipp, Carol Inskipp, Mitra Pandey (who works for CEPF in 
eastern Nepal), Angus Robin (also the team doctor), Jyotendra 
Thakuri (from Bird Conservation Nepal), and Richard Winspear 
(RSPB).
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At a nest of Crested Treeswifts Hemiprocne coronata
On 16 January 2015, during the Pongal Bird Count in Tamil 
Nadu state, members of the Wildlife Association of Rajapalayam 
(WAR) visited Srivilliputhur (Grizzled Squirrel) Wildlife Sanctuary 
(9.57°N, 77.55°E) for birding. Though Crested Treeswifts 
Hemiprocne coronata were regularly seen here during all our 
prior outings, we saw, for the first time, a pair perched on a 
bare branch, close to each other, at a height of about three to 
four meters right above the pathway [142]. We did not realise 

they were sitting on a nest till it was pointed out to me, from 
the photographs, by Vinobha Anand, who also accompanied us 
during this visit. 

When we re-visited the sanctuary on 31 January 2015, there 
was a single nestling [143] in the nest. We took great care not to 
disturb the breeding birds and hid ourselves in bushes.

143.	A	single	nestling	in	the	nest.

The pair was also seen sitting on the nest; we saw the male 
parent bird [144] adjusting its legs over a single nestling to 
safeguard it.

144.	Male	brooding.

On a subsequent visit on 08 March 2015, the nestling was 
seen on the small cup shaped nest [145]. We were able to 
observe both the adult birds brooding the young one. While the 
male brooded, the female was away, perhaps searching of food, 
and when the female came to feed the chick, the male flew off.

145.	Closeup	of	nestling	of	Crested	Tree	Swift.

On 13 March 2015, both birds were away from the nest 
when we reached the spot. The young one was seen moving 
restlessly within the nest, maybe waiting for its parents to bring 
food. We watched the pair feeding the youngster [146-149]more 
than five to six times in the span of 25 min. When an adult came 142.	Crested	Tree	Swift	pair	at	nest.
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with food, mostly flying insects, it fed the chick first, then brooded 
it for a few minutes before flying off. 

While we watching this domestic scene, a Common Kestrel 
Falco tinnunculus flew in and hovered above the nest; all of a 
sudden around 15–20 Treeswifts, which were probably perched, 
unnoticed, in nearby trees, came out, started circling over the 
area where the chick was present, and gave out alarm calls. This 
prompted the kestrel to leave. When this happened, the excited 
youngster had raised its little crest, which was still growing. During 
this entire episode, the chick stayed on the nest, and showed no 
inclination to leave it.

146.	Female	feeding	the	chick.

147.	Male	feeding	the	chick.

149.	Male	Crested	Tree	Swift.

On a subsequent visit on 25 March 2015, we observed 
the chick flying with the male. Unfortunately, we did not have a 
camera then, and so could not document its plumage. It was well 
camouflaged within the tree branches, but had not developed 
into adult plumage. It was similar to the male, with a bit of an 
orange patch on its face, while most of its feathers, particularly its 
wings, seemed to be still growing. Our last visit to the spot was 
on 27 March 2015, when I found the nest abandoned. I hope the 
chick has fledged successfully. 

We discovered a nest on the same branch on 21 February 
2016 [150], placed a few centimetres away from last year’s nest. 
We could not, however, follow the breeding cycle this time. 

150.	Nest	in	2016	(R),	placed	a	few	cm	away	from	that	of	2015	(L).

Baker (1934) stated that a Crested Treeswift’s nest is usually 
placed seven to eight meters above the ground, whereas this 
one was much lower. Whistler (1930) however mentioned that 
the lower limit of a Treeswift’s Hemiprocne  sp. nest could even 
be three to four meters. Ingalhalikar & Dharap (1979) reported 
a nest from Maharashtra at a similar height (c. 3 m). Lowther 
(1936), amongst six nests, saw one at a similar height (c. 3.5 m) 
in Manbhum, West Bengal. The number of eggs (one), structure 
and size of the nest, and behaviour of the birds at the nest 
generally matched with Baker’s summaries. The earliest nest with 
eggs was taken on 12 February by W. A. A. Philips in Ceylon (=Sri 
Lanka) (Baker 1934); our birds seem to have hatched a nestling 
by 31 January, and hence it is the earlier of the two. However, Ali & 
Ripley (1983) state that their breeding season is from December 
to July, with regional variations, and peak activity in the Indian 
Subcontinent is from January to April. The periods of incubation, 
and fledgling are hitherto unrecorded, but the latter is believed to 
be more than four weeks. Ingalhalikar & Dharap (1979) indicated 
that though the young bird left the nest after three–four weeks, it 

148.	Male	on	nest	with	chick.
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used to return even after that, and completely abandoned it only 
after five–six weeks.  I can make no comment on the length of 
the incubation period, as eggs were not observed, but the chick 
was definitely in the nest for 42 days. 
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E-mail:	shrnvnktsh94@gmail.com	

Chestnut Thrush Turdus rubrocanus from  
Buxa Tiger Reserve
On 02 February 2014 a Chestnut Thrush Turdus rubrocanus was 
recorded in Buxa Tiger Reserve, Alipuduar, West Bengal [151]. It 
was seen at 1420 hrs at Pampu-basti, Raja Bhat Khawa (26.61°N, 
89.53°E; c. 215 m asl), on the main road connecting Alipurduar 
to Buxaduar. The lone bird was on ground, and on the roadside 

hedges, leisurely hopping and searching for food. Subsequently it 
moved from the hedges to higher perches in trees. We spotted it 
close to a busy road that coursed through a landscape of paddy 
fields, arecanut plantations, and human settlements. Though the 
bird is a resident from the north-western Himalayas till Nepal, 
and Sikkim, and also in north-eastern India in winter (Ali & Ripley 
1998; Grimmett et al. 2011; Rasmussen & Anderton 2012), it 
has not been recorded till date from Buxa. There are no records 
in published literature from northern Bengal, though it could very 
well occur there as the area lies well within its known range.

The authors would like to thank the officials and field staff 
of Buxa Tiger Reserve. Special thanks to Mr. Sachin P. Ranade, 
BNHS and Soumya Sunder Chakraborty at Vulture Conservation 
Breeding Centre at Raja bhat khawa. 
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A lutino Plum-headed Parakeet Psittacula 
cynocephala sighted in Corbett Tiger Reserve
I was on a Diwali birding trip with my family to Jim Corbett 
National Park, Uttarakhand, India on 18 November 2015, and we 
were staying at Dhikala (29.54°N, 79.05°E) for two days. During a 
post-noon elephant safari, from Dhikala, on 19 November 2015, 
at about 1600 hrs, a flock of Plum-headed Parakeets Psittacula 
cynocephala flew onto a tree. 

151.	Chestnut	Thrush	Turdus rubrocanus.	 152.	A	lutino	bird	in	a	flock	of	Plum-headed	Parakeet	Psittacula cynocephala.

Photo:	Rishit	ShroffPh
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In that flock, one particular individual stood out from the rest 
in being completely yellow in plumage. I managed to photograph 
it, along with the flock [152, 153]. The bird seemed to be an 
adult, as it appeared fully grown, and was of the same size, and 
proportions, as the other parakeets in this flock. 

On checking the photos later, the bird appears to be a lutino 
Plum-headed Parakeet—a case of rare recessive gene surfacing. 
I understand that lutino Plum-headed Parakeets were popular 
in the pet trade in India; but stringent laws have forced most 
aviculturists into abandoning native species. The fact that it was 
seen deep inside the forests of Corbett Tiger Reserve also points 
to a likely wild mutant, and hence a rare occurrence indeed. 

– Rishit Shroff 
75,	Swastik	Society

Near	City	Centre,	off	C.	G.	Road
Navrangpura	380009,	

Ahmedabad
Gujarat,	India.

Some interesting bird observations from Kota,  
south-eastern Rajasthan, India
Kota (25.17ºN, 75.87ºE) is situated in south-eastern Rajasthan, 
India. In this note I report some interesting range extensions, or 
first sightings, of bird species for this dry region—as these are 
birds usually found in moister areas. The Chambal River, and the 
series of large dams on it, with their canals, has changed the 
face of this plateau. The backwaters of the dams, and seepage 
marshes have given rise to habitats of moist deciduous forests, 
wet scrub, and reeds. This change in habitat has, most probably, 
resulted in the arrival of ‘new’ bird species to the region.

The Asian Brown Flycatcher Muscicapa dauurica was first 
reported from southern Rajasthan in 2004 (Sangha & Devarshi 
2004). Then in 2009, this species was reported breeding in 
Sitamata Sanctuary in southern Rajasthan (Sangha et al. 2009). 
I have been repeatedly seeing, and photographing, this species 
in and around Kota, since the winter of 2008 [154]. On 05 May 
2011, I photographed an individual at Kadab-ki-Khal, near Kota, 
in a forested area surrounding the backwaters of Jawahar Sagar 
Dam. Following that sighting, I recorded about 15 birds in the 
area. The birds seem to have stayed back that summer, and I 

wonder whether the species breeds in these parts? During 2012 
I could not return to that place, as it is regularly submerged; it also 
harbours crocodiles.

Since the winter of 2009, I have regularly recorded, and 
photographed a flock of five to ten Tricoloured Munias Loncura 
malaca [155] amongst the reeds, and thorny scrub near the ash-
pond of Kota Super Thermal Power Station. Flocks are regularly 
sighted from August to May 2011. There seem to be more than 
100 birds in the area, including juveniles. This is perhaps the first 
instance of its regular occurrence in Rajasthan.

Photos:	Sunil	Singhal

153.	A	close-up	of	the	lutino	bird. 154.	Asian	Brown	Flycatcher	Muscicapa dauurica.

155.	Tricoloured	Munia	Loncura malaca.
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Northern Goshawk from Jhalana, Rajashtan

Anand	Gupta
On 18 March 2016, a Northern 
Goshawk Accipiter gentilis was 
photographed in Jhalana forest 
(26.85ºE, 75.62ºN), Jaipur, 
Rajasthan. Though the species 
has been reported as a straggler 
from different parts of peninsular 
India (Naoroji 2006), this is a rare 
photographic documentation for 
Rajasthan. 

Shipra	Path,	Mansarovar,	Jaipur	302020,	Rajasthan,	
India.	E-mail:	anand8anand@gmail.com

Eurasian Bittern from Mangalajodi, Odisha 

Mamta	Megha

On 11th March 2016, Basant Behura, Madhu Behera (a local 
guide), our boatman Hajary, and I saw an Eurasian Bittern 
Botaurus stellaris at Mangalajodi wetlands (9.92°N, 85.42°E), 
Odisha. The bird was close to the reed beds but subsequently 
flew away, after being heckled by Purple Swamphens Porphyrio 
porphyrio. It was also seen on the previous day by Madhu. This 
species is listed under various checklists from Odisha (Inskipp 
2015) but the only specific documentation, of a sighting, was 
from Tatkapur (Lahkar 2010). A photograph taken by Indranil 
Sengupta on 28 January 2012 from Mangalajodi is displayed at 
the office of a local NGO. 

LIG	-31,	Brit	Colony,	Unit-8,	Nayapalli,	Bhubaneswar	751012,	Odisha,	India.	
E-mail:	smriti1995@gmail.com

Himalayan Vulture from Cacora, Goa

Omkar	Dharwardkar	&	Mandar	Bhagat

A single juvenile Himalayan Vulture Gyps himalayensis was 
observed and photographed on 07 February 2016 in Cacora 
[=Kakoda] village (15.23°N, 74.12°E), South Goa District, Goa. 
Incidentally, Surve (2016) reported it from a site about 40 

km south, across the border 
from Uttar Kannada District, 
Karnataka on 10 January 
2016, which could possibly 
be the same bird. Apart from 
this, there have been only five 
reports from southern India 
(Praveen et. al. 2014)—this 
being the first from Goa.

 
Omkar	Dharwardkar,	Flat	No.	F-2,	First	
Floor,	Kurtarkar	Commercial	Arcade,	
Kaziwada,	Ponda,	Goa	403401,	India.	E-mail:	
omkardhr_27@yahoo.in

Mandar	Bhagat,	‘Madhumangal’,	New	
Vaddem,Vasco-Da-Gama,	Goa	403802,	India.		
Email:	mandaringoa@gmail.com

Bristled Grassbird from 
Chennai, Tamil Nadu 

Rajarajan	V.

Two Bristled Grassbirds 
Chaetornis striata were 
seen on 07 February 2016 
in a patch of grassland 
surrounding Mittanamalli 
wetland (13.17°N, 
80.05°E) in Avadi, 
Chennai, Tamil Nadu. 
They were photographed 
on 19 February, and 
observed once again on  
25 February. The only 
prior report from the state 
are nineteenth century specimens from the Nilgiris, attributed to 
T. C. Jerdon (Jerdon 1841). 

B	9/5,	Alangulam	Housing	Unit,	Pudukkottai,	Tamil	Nadu,	India.		
E-mail:	alpharajarajan@gmail.com
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