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On 14 August 2015, at 0715 hrs I was watching a male 
Lesser Florican Sypheotides indicus displaying in a field 
of moong Vigna radiate along a track close to Shokaliya 

village in Sarwar Tehsil, Ajmer District. From the adjacent field of 
pearl millet Pennisetum glaucum I heard a call, and instinctively 
focused my binoculars on the flying brown bird, which looked 
larger than the displaying larks in the area. Having seen the species 
earlier at Harike (Punjab), and Sultanpur (Haryana), identifying 
it as a Bristled Grassbird Chaetornis striata was straightforward. 

During the next hour, or so, I saw the bird several times, and had 
no doubt about my identification. On three to four occasions it 
arrived very close to me and perched on a stunted khejri Prosopis 
cineraria tree, allowing close observations, and the opportunity to 
compile the following field notes. 

Overall dorsal plumage: Buffy-fawn, prominently streaked 
with black on mantle, and scapulars, almost shrike-like stout black 
bill, no obvious supercilium, flat crown, and streaks on nape. 
Uppertail, very ragged, brown, with conspicuous pale shafts, and 
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cross-barring. Rictal bristles visible from some angles. 
Overall ventral plumage: White, except for buffish tinge across 

breast, lower flanks, and undertail coverts. Chin and throat pure 
white. Undertail appeared dark grey with broad whitish feather 
tips. Legs were fleshy pink; and eye, dark.

On 30 August 2015, when I visited Kalyanipura, and 
Bhatiyani villages in Nasirabad Tehsil, Ajmer District, at least half 
a dozen birds were calling in pearl millet fields. I found three 
birds in Kalyanipura, and two birds in Bhatiyani. Out of the five 
birds observed at these sites, only one female was observed 
at Bhatiyani. On a fleeting glimpse it resembled a male of the 
species, but lacked its dark bill.

I visited the Nasirabad area again on 11 September 2016, 
and found three birds in a mixed field of pearl millet, and 
sorghum Sorghum bicolor near Jarwasa village. A pair was seen 
flying above the crop, and another bird was seen rising out of the 
field, and then diving back into it. Shivkar (2016) reported one 
on 24 August 2016, and subsequently in four different locations 
in the same area. Incidentally, while reviewing eBird (www.ebird.
com) records from Rajasthan I found another two records from 
Shokaliya. Knue (2016) saw two birds on 28 July, and Sridharan 
(2016) saw two birds on 28 August 2016.

I have been birdwatching in the Nasirabad, and Sarwar 
Tehsils during monsoon, and winter months since 1997, but 
have never seen Bristled Grassbird during my many earlier visits. 
Serendipitously finding the species in a pearl millet field during 
the monsoon, last year, was a pleasant surprise, for there are no 
suitable grasslands in the area.

Ecology in Nasirabad and Sarwar tehsils
The Bristled Grassbird is endemic to the Indian Subcontinent, 
where it is patchily, and locally distributed in India, Nepal, 
and Pakistan. It breeds in north-eastern Punjab (north-eastern 
Pakistan), patchily eastwards across the Gangetic Plain to central 
Bangladesh, and north-eastern India (central Assam); non-
breeding populations occur in eastern parts of central India 
(central Madhya Pradesh, eastwards to central Orissa, and 
southwards up to northern Andhra Pradesh) (Madge 2016) 
and sporadically further southwards to Kerala (Sashikumar 
et al. 2011; Rahmani 2012), and Tamil Nadu (Rajarajan 
2016). It is known to inhabit tall grassland (often dominated 
by Imperata, and Saccharum species), and reed Phragmites, 
particularly in riverine, and swampy areas, even when intermixed 
with low thorny scrub or standing crops of rice. This grassland 
specialist has a small, rapidly declining population owing to the 
loss and degradation of its grassland habitat, primarily through 
drainage, and conversion to agriculture (BirdLife International 
2016). According to Baker (1997) it inhabits extensive, coarse 
grassland plains interspersed with thorny bushes and shrubs, 
usually, though not always, around swampy areas. In Nepal, it 
occurs in relatively open, short grasslands, mostly on dry soils, 
but also in moist areas with tall reeds and scattered bushes 
(Baral et al. 2014). Ali & Ripley (1997) describe it as a warbler of 
wet grasslands, and Heath & Thorns (1989) found it in riverine 
grassland in Nepal. In Harike (Punjab) I found it breeding in moist 
areas that contained coarse grass and tall reeds. 

Contrary to the habitat described for it in literature, the species 
was found in fields of pearl millet, and sorghum varying in height 
from 175 to 195 cm. There were a few scattered trees of kikar 
Acacia nilotica, roonj A. leucophloea, khejri, and vilayati babool 
Prosopis juliflora growing in and around crop fields. There are no 

natural grasslands in this semi-arid area and most of the area is 
under rain-fed cultivation.

There are no historical records of the species from Rajasthan 
(Ali & Ripley 1997; Kazmierczak 2000; Grimmett et al. 2011; 
Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). However, Butler (1877) found it 
breeding c. 300 km south-west of Ajmer, in Deesa (Banaskantha 
District, Gujarat) in grass bheers (sic) overgrown with low, thorny 
Zizyphus jujuba bushes. In the absence of any studies, the 
appearance of Bristled Grassbird, a skulking species, in central 
Rajasthan is difficult to explain. Perhaps more surprisingly the 
occurrence of the species has taken place while agriculture in the 
area has undergone profound changes during the last decade or 
so, wherein natural lands, and vegetation have been converted to 
arable lands, with cultivation. Moreover, sightings of the species 
during the monsoon, in 2015, and 2016, in the agricultural fields 
of Nasirabad, and Sarwar, contrast with the trend in the rest of the 
Indian Subcontinent. They suggest that the relationship between 
agricultural development, and the drastic decrease of the Bristled 
Grassbird may not be as straightforward as presumed, and begs 
further study.

References
Ali, S., & Ripley, S. D., 1997. Handbook of the birds of India and Pakistan together with 

those of Bangladesh, Nepal, Bhutan and Sri Lanka. Warblers to redstarts. 2nd 
(Hardback) ed. Delhi: (Sponsored by Bombay Natural History Society.) Oxford 
University Press. Vol. 8 of 10 vols. Pp. i–xiv, 1–281, 8 ll.

Baker, K., 1997. Warblers of Europe, Asia and North Africa. 1st ed. London. Christopher 
Helm, A & C Black. Pp. 1–400.

Baral, H. S., Wattel, J., Brewin, P. A., & Ormerod, S. J., 2014. Status and distribution 
of the globally threatened Bristled Grassbird Chaetornis striata (Jerdon, 1841) 
(Fam. Sylviidae) in Nepal. The Initiation 5: 1–15. doi:http://dx.doi.org/10.3126/
init.v5i0.10244. Website URL: http://www.nepjol.info/index.php/INIT/article/
view/10244. [Accessed on 12 September 2016.] 

BirdLife International 2016. Species factsheet: Chaetornis striata. Downloaded 
from http://www.birdlife.org on 12/09/2016. 

Butler, E. A., 1877. The avifauna of Mount Aboo and North Guzerat. Addenda. Parts I–
III. Stray Feathers 5 (3&4): 207–236.

Grimmett, R., Inskipp, C., & Inskipp, T., 2011. Birds of the Indian Subcontinent. 2nd ed. 
London: Oxford University Press & Christopher Helm. Pp. 1–528.

Heath, P. J., & Thorns, D. M., 1989. Bristled Grass Warbler Chaetornis striatus new to 
and breeding in Nepal, and its separation from Large Grass Warbler Graminicola 
bengalensis. Forktail 4 (July): 118–121.

Kazmierczak, K., 2000. A field guide to the birds of India, Sri Lanka, Pakistan, Nepal, 
Bhutan, Bangladesh and the Maldives. 1st ed. New Delhi: Om Book Service. Pp. 
1–352.

Knue, A., 2016. Website URL: http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S30880478. 
[Accessed on 04 April 2017.]

Madge, S., 2016. Bristled Grassbird (Chaetornis striata). In: del Hoyo, J., Elliott, A., 
Sargatal, J., Christie, D. A., & de Juana, E., (eds.). Handbook of the Birds of the 
World Alive. Lynx Edicions, Barcelona. (retrieved from http://www.hbw.com/
node/58722 on 11 November 2016).

Rahmani, A. R., 2012. Threatened birds of India: their conservation requirements. 
Mumbai: Indian Bird Conservation Network; Bombay Natural History Society; 
Royal Society for the Protection of Birds; BirdLife International; Oxford University 
Press. Pp. i–xvi, 1–864.

Rajarajan V., 2016. Snapshot sightings: Bristled Grassbird from Chennai, Tamil Nadu. 
Indian BIRDS 11 (4): 112A.

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.

Sashikumar, C., Praveen J., Palot, M. J., & Nameer, P. O., 2011. Birds of Kerala: status 
and distribution. 1st ed. Kottayam, Kerala: DC Books. Pp. 1–835.

Shivkar, A., 2016. Snapshot sightings: Bristled Grassbird at Sonkhaliya, Rajasthan. 
Indian BIRDS 12 (4&5): 148A.

Sridharan, S., 2016. Website URL: http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S31289791. 
[Accessed on 04 April 2017.]

54 Indian BIRDS Vol. 13 no. 2 (Publ. 15 May 2017)

http://dx.doi.org/10.3126/init.v5i0.10244
http://dx.doi.org/10.3126/init.v5i0.10244
http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S30880478
http://www.hbw.com/node/58722�on%2011%20November%202016
http://www.hbw.com/node/58722�on%2011%20November%202016
http://ebird.org/ebird/view/checklist/S31289791

