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outermost tail feather is clearly visible from below, along most 
of its length, and there is definitely no white in it. Instead of this, 
one has the impression, that there is a border between the dark 
proximal part and a slightly lighter basal part. This would conform 
to the information given by Hansen & Synnatzschke (2015), that 
the white can be replaced by dull buff.

To conclude about the tail, it seems likely, that the bird did not 
have white in the tail but dull buff instead, even though it cannot 
be completely excluded, that the white was always concealed.

The white spot on the upper base of the primaries is often 
concealed by the primary coverts (van Duivendijk 2011), thus is 
not an important field mark. It might be even absent in females 
(Clement & Rose 2015).

The primary projection of the Sri Lankan bird was long (more 
than ¾ of the visible tertial length), but definitely less than that 
of a typical Whinchat. This might be due to feather wear, because 
the margins of the scapulars, and mantle feathers might be 
heavily abraded by February, or even in active moult, showing 
more of the tertials than in fresh plumage. This has an influence 
on the tertial-primary ratio.

Since the Whinchat has a pre-breeding moult from January 
to March (Clement & Rose 2015), the slight changes in the 
appearance of the bird in February 2015 might be due to a moult 
instead of wear. Obviously, the cinnamon tinge in the breast 
feathers was more obvious on 21 February than on 08 February 
[148, 147, 151].

The bird’s age cannot be identified with certainty, but the 
absence of whitish spots on the primary bases of the upper wing 
could be an indicator of a first winter bird. This age class is also 
more prone to vagrancy. 

Discussion
The breeding range of the Whinchat is spread over a vast 
distance in the northern hemisphere, from western Europe to 
central Asia, until about 94°E (Clement & Rose 2015). In Asia its 
range is mainly north of the steppe zone, i.e., north of c. 50°N, 
though there is an isolated range in the Caucasian region. All 
birds spend the winter in sub-Saharan Africa, covering a few, to 
several thousand kilometers during their migration each autumn 
and spring.

Since the Whinchat is a very rare, or scarce, migrant on the 
Arabian Peninsula (Clement & Rose 2015), it is likely that the 
eastern populations leave their breeding grounds in a more 
westerly direction, turning southwards, towards Africa, later on 
their migration. This is speculative, because most countries of 
south-western Asia are not well-watched by birders, particularly 

for passage migrants. On the other hand, the Whinchat is an 
easy bird to spot as it favours open habitats, preferring to sit on 
top of low vegetation: hence its rarity in south-western Asia, as 
a migrant, might be real. However, as a long distance migrant 
the Whinchat has clearly the potential to occur far away from the 
main migration routes. It is likely, that the observed bird arrived in 
Sri Lanka in the autumn of 2014, moved as far south as possible, 
selected an open habitat, and stayed there over the winter. 

Rasmussen & Anderton (2012) listed the species as 
‘hypothetical’ for South Asia. Until 2012, 454 bird species have 
been recorded in Sri Lanka (Warakagoda et al. 2012). Our 
observation adds the Whinchat to the Sri Lanka list.
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An incidence of cannibalism in the Greater Spotted 
Eagle Clanga clanga

The Greater Spotted Eagle Clanga clanga is considered 
‘Vulnerable’ under the IUCN Red List of Threatened Species 
(BirdLife International 2017). It is, mainly, a migrant to the Indian 
Subcontinent (Naoroji 2006; BirdLife International 2015). It is a 
winter visitor to Gujarat (Ganpule 2016) and is regularly observed 
in small numbers in the Little Rann of Kachchh. 

It is known to be a generalist feeder and has been recorded 
taking frogs, dead fish, reptiles, small birds, young storks, herons, 
and various waterfowl. It has also been observed scavenging on 
a terrapin that had been maimed or partly eaten by Egyptian 
Vulture Neophron percnopterus, Red-headed Vulture Sarcogyps 
calvus, and Pallas’s Fish-eagle Haliaeetus leucoryphus (Naoroji 
2007). 

On 25 October 2016, during a raptor survey in the Little Rann 
of Kachchh, Gujarat (23.13ºN, 71.44ºE), I observed a juvenile 



Greater Spotted Eagle feeding on the carcass of another bird 
[152, 153]. While I was watching it, a Western Marsh Harrier 
Circus aeruginosus arrived on the scene and disturbed the eagle, 
which flew away. When I examined the carcass, it turned out 
to be that of an adult Greater Spotted Eagle. The carcass was 
of a similar-sized eagle, with dark brown wing coverts, including 
dark underwing coverts darker than the primary feathers, creamy-
white spots on body, bushy trousers, yellow feet and cere, round 
nostrils, strong bill, and a gape reaching the centre of the eye. The 
carcass was not fresh, and might have been a day old. Though not 
unexpected, this incidence of cannibalism is worth documenting. 
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Yellow-throated Martens Martes flavigula raid a Great 
Hornbill Buceros bicornis nest
In June 2015, I was volunteering with Nature Conservation 
Foundation (henceforth, NCF) in their Hornbill Nest Monitoring 
Project, NE India, at Pakke Tiger Reserve (27.09ºN, 92.82ºE), 
Arunachal Pradesh. My task was to observe the hornbill nests 
that were pre-marked by the NCF team, and take detailed notes 
on the feeding habits, and behaviour of the nesting birds. The 
particular nest around which this narrative revolves was special 
because the pair of Great Hornbills Buceros bicornis has been 
extremely loyal to this tree, and have been nesting on it since 

a long time (Aparajita Datta, 
pers. comm., verbally).

On 26 June 2015 at 
0800 hrs, on our usual 
monitoring round, Turuk Bruh, 
Pranjal Barman, and I noticed 
that the nest opening was 
wider than usual, which was 
pretty surprising because the 
female hornbill had come 
out a few days ago, and the 
chick inside wasn’t developed 
enough to emerge yet. So we 
waited, and to our surprise, we saw that the hornbill pair was 
perched near the nest, and was constantly trying to ‘mob’ the 
nest. Soon enough, out popped two bear-like heads of a pair of 
Yellow-throated martens Martes flavigula [154] that had preyed 
on the hornbill chick!

Yellow-throated martens are Mustelids. They usually hunt in 
pairs or in groups of three–four, and have a wide diversity of 
diet ranging from small birds, insects, eggs, or anything that they 
feel can be overpowered! The martens had apparently targeted 
the hornbill nest, since a hornbill chick is not only an easy prey, 
but also quite a mouthful. However, their joy was short-lived, for 
they soon had to come out of the nest cavity. This was going to 
be a dangerous venture, for two protective parents, antagonized 
by the loss of their chick, furiously attacked the martens as they 
tried to get out of the hole, forcing them to recoil back into the 
safe confines of the nest cavity [155]. Whenever one of them 
would peek out, to see if the coast was clear, it was greeted by 
a hornbill parent flying towards it. The hornbill pair kept mobbing 
them continuously. However, in the end, they abruptly stopped 
attacking the predators and, one by one, both the hornbills flew 
away. The entire faceoff lasted a good half hour. The coast was 
clear now, and the martens quickly came out of the nest. Climbing 
down from the tree, they stopped midway for brief durations 
[156], before scurrying down to the forest floor and disappeared.

155.  The male Great Hornbill calls in aggression.

We were all pretty upset 
about this sudden turn of 
events, lamenting the wasted 
efforts of the hornbill pair to 
raise the chick, but nature 
is never ruled by emotions. 
However brutal it may sound, 
the very law of nature is to 
‘eat or be eaten’ and that is 
how life goes on.
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153. Carcass of a Greater Spotted Eagle.

152. The cannibalistic juvenile Greater Spotted Eagle.
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156.  Safely out of the cavity, the martens took 
pit stops on the branches before scurrying to the 
forest floor. 

154. A yellow-throated marten would peek 
out of the hole whenever the Great Hornbills 
weren’t mobbing them.

Sutirtha Lahiri

112 Indian BIRDS Vol. 13 No. 4 (Publ. 30 August 2017)


