
Tristram’s Bunting Schoeniclus tristrami is a distinctive 
bunting with a striped black head. It breeds in north-eastern 
Asia, and winters in southern China and the northern part 

of South-east Asia, while it is considered a vagrant to northern 
Myanmar (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). Tristram’s Bunting 
has been recorded only once in India. In 2011, a single bird 
was sighted and photographed at Namdapha Tiger Reserve, 
Arunachal Pradesh (Naniwadekar et al. 2013). Here we report a 
second occurrence in India; this time the bird stayed for a longer 
period, and was reported by several birdwatchers. 

04 March 2016 was the fifth day of our Mishmi Hills birding 
expedition. We were searching for Hill (Black-throated) Prinias 
Prinia atrogularis behind the huts at Tiwarigaon (28.21°N, 
95.83°E; c. 1500 m asl). Ravi Mekola, our guide, was following 
the calls of the prinia at 1410 hrs. While Ravi and HT returned 
to the main road after an unsuccessful attempt, AM noticed 
two little birds that were perched at eye-level, but were partially 
hidden in the dry branches of a three to four metre tall shrub. 
One of these birds was a Little Bunting S. pusillus while the other 
had a prominent black head with a broad white crown-stripe, 
and a white supercilium. The bird did not show a peaked crown. 
With a point-and-shoot camera, eight photos of the birds were 
taken by AM for later identification [20, 21]. Ravi and HT could 
not identify the bird from the photos. Adesh Shivkar, and Mandar 
Khadilkar, who coincidentally happened to be around, checked 

the photos and instantly pointed out this was possibly an unusual 
‘catch’. As we all rushed back to the last-known location, AM and 
HT got a glimpse of the bird on the shrub for a few seconds 
before it flew into dense bushes. The Little Bunting continued to 
perch on the original branch for a couple of minutes more before 
joining the other bird.

The next few days at Mayodia Coffee House were spent 
without being able to identify the mystery bunting. Grimmett 
et al. (2011) did not list such a bunting. The closest match, based 
on the distinct head pattern, was either a Eurasian Reed Bunting 
S. schoeniclus in breeding plumage, or a Rock Bunting Emberiza 
cia. However, the male Eurasian Reed Bunting was eliminated 
as it has a prominent black head, and a black throat, which were 
missing in this bird. A sub-adult male Eurasian Reed Bunting does 
not have a prominent supercilium, while the female lacks any 
black on the crown, which this bird had. The Rock Bunting has 
a grey head and breast, and a strong pattern of a black crown-
stripe, and a black surround to ear coverts, which were missing in 
this bunting. We had to wait for four more days until we reached 
the connectivity comforts of Maguri Bheel, Tinsukia to clinch 
identification. Two birders, Mathias Ritschard and Gaurav Kataria, 
whom we met at Kohuwa Eco Camp at Tinsukia, confirmed that 
we had recorded the second Tristram’s Bunting for India. The 
only confusion in identification was with the extralimital Yellow-
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20. Adult non-breeding male Tristram’s Bunting showing heavily striped head, and greyish-
brown, with black, streaking on mantle.

21. Tristram’s Bunting showing broad white median stripe, and rufous-chestnut colouring on 
the lower back, rump, and tail.
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browed Bunting S. chrysophrys, but noting that the yellow 
supercilium, the white throat, and the heavily streaked breasts 
and flanks of the Yellow-browed Bunting were absent in this bird, 
its identification was established as Tristram’s Bunting. 

It is interesting to note that the Tristram’s Bunting was 
accompanied by a single Little Bunting. Subsequently, Rofikul 
Islam photographed a Tristram’s Bunting at the same site on 
16 March 2016 (images posted on Oriental Bird Images online 
database); it was foraging with a mixed flock of Little Buntings, 
and Rufous-breasted Accentors Prunella strophiata. At the same 
location, Ravi Mekola saw a male Tristram’s Bunting on 28 March. 
Though several birders, and photographers, visited the spot since 
then, no more sightings have been reported. Hence, the bird 
seems to have stayed for nearly a month after our first sighting, 
and was probably a part of the Little Bunting flock that stayed 
back on its northward migration. 
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On 26 February 2016, at 0830 hrs, we were birding along 
the main road, from Munnar to Thekkady in Kerala, along 
with seven other birders who formed part of a Birdtour 

Asia tour group. At a spot (10.04°N, 77.12°E) past Lockhart 
Gap, JAE heard a ‘tik’ call overhead and instinctively called 
out, ‘Little Bunting’, being familiar with the species’ distinctive 
call from its wintering grounds in South-east- and eastern Asia, 
not realising the significance of the record! Fortunately, the 
bird, which was flying at least 30 m overhead, turned around 
and flew down to land just 20 m from some of us, allowing 
us to confirm his hunch, as the bird displayed a combination 
of chestnut ear-coverts that were bordered black with a pale 
spot, chestnut lores, black lateral crown stripes, and grey nape, 
thus ruling out all possible confusion species and confirming it 

as a Little Bunting Schoeniclus pusillus. Realising this might be 
significant, JAE quickly took a couple of record shots [22], before 
the bird flew off downhill. At 0840 hrs, while birding 100 m 
downslope the ‘tik’ was heard once more, and the Little Bunting 
was relocated feeding by the side of the track, allowing views for 
a further two minutes [23].

A subsequent literature survey revealed that there were no 
prior records from Kerala (Praveen 2015), nor from peninsular 
India. There is one specimen record of a male, obtained by 
an anonymous collector in Darbhanga, Bihar on 11 February 
1909 (Inglis 1909). Ara (1976) reported it as a winter visitor, 
without mentioning about its regularity, from Kechki, Jharkhand. 
Shivrajkumar Khacher and Lavkumar Khacher identified a pair 
of buntings in Jasdan near Rajkot, Gujarat, as this species, 
without providing further details (Khacher 1996). It has been 
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22. Little Bunting clearly showing chestnut ear-coverts.

23. Little Bunting showing chestnut lores, black lateral crown stripes, and grey nape.
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