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urtuk is one of the four Balti villages in Jammu & Kashmir,
India, within the Line of Control (LoC). This village was
administered by Pakistan until the 1971 war, after which
it is in India’s jurisdiction. Strategically important, the village was
opened for tourism only after 2009 as Pakistan-occupied Kashmir,
comprising Gilgit-Baltistan, extends further north from this village,
and Turtuk is one of the gateways to the Siachen Glacier.
During our three-month expedition to Ladakh in 2018, we
had a six-day recess between the departure and arrival of different
touring groups. We planned to visit Nubra Valley to check out
the White-browed Tit-Warbler Leptopoecile sophiae, but added
Turtuk to our itinerary at the last minute. Having seen the titwarbler at Hundar, Nubra Valley on 05 July 2018, we continued
by jeep towards Turtuk.
Around 0730 hrs, c. 35 km from Turtuk, we slowed down
near a barren valley (34.76°N, 71.11°E), as it appeared to be
a good habitat for cold desert birds; the Shyok River flowed in
it. As we turned, a flock of 20–25 small birds flew across our
vehicle, from left to right. Initially we thought they were Common
Rosefinches Carpodacus erythrinus. KS, however, who was
at the right angle, said they looked different. RS took several
photographs of different birds sitting on the rocks [93-97]. A few
immature birds / juveniles were part of the flock; with red on their
faces, not prominent, but we did not get any pictures of them.
The flock took off soon, flying very low over the ground, and we
could not follow them. They uttered a ‘tieu’, a call not unlike that
of a Common Rosefinch, but softer. We could not record it in our
mobile phones, as the birds were at a distance. Subsequently,
large groups of tourists on bikes came down the road, and the
birds were constantly disturbed; we stopped looking for the birds
after two hours.
Though we realised that we had spotted something ‘new’,
there was no way to confirm this due to bad network connectivity.
When we reached Leh after five days, KS checked the images
on the Internet and found the Sinai Rosefinch C. synoicus to
be the nearest match for our birds. Photographs of the male,
and later the female, were circulated on many Facebook groups;
opinions converged on the Pale Rosefinch C. stoliczkae, which
was traditionally treated as a subspecies of the Sinai Rosefinch.
We were also aware that the male Pale Rosefinch has a similar
facial colour pattern to that of the males of the more plausible
Red-fronted Rosefinch C. puniceus, and therefore we reached
out to Peter Clement, who confirmed the identification as Pale
Rosefinch.

None of the regionally occurring rosefinches are as pale and
unmarked, in any plumage, as the bird we photographed. In our
photographs, the pinkish-red face—forehead, ear-coverts, chin,
and upper throat—neatly, and distinctly separated from the greybrown crown and nape, together with the whitish underparts,
a fairly small conical bill, and relatively long and notched tail
are sufficiently diagnostic of a male Pale Rosefinch. This male
showed quite a bit of wear to the wings and tips of the tail, all of
which is compatible with a bird in mid-summer; but it retains the
deep pinkish-red face. The paler feathers of the upper forehead
and sides of the crown are presumably the result of the paler
or silvery-white tips of fresh plumage, now also abraded. The
female was drabber, un-streaked, with dingy white underparts,
and a plain brown face, unlike females of any other rosefinch
species. Both sexes had black legs and darkish horn-coloured bill.
The Red-fronted Rosefinch is a much larger and more heavily
built bird, with a paler, and larger, bill base. Other differences of
the male Pale Rosefinch from the Red-fronted include the face
pattern; it does not have a dark or brown area around or through
the eye and upper ear-coverts, no streaking on the crown,
mantle, back, or wings, and no streaks on the underparts. The
female Red-fronted is distinctly streaked and quite unlike a Pale
Rosefinch.
The Pale Rosefinch was, until recently, considered conspecific
with the Sinai Rosefinch of the Sinai region. It is now redesignated as a full species comprising three subspecies—none
of which can be totally eliminated based upon their range (del
Hoyo & Collar 2018). The only race reported from South Asia
is C. s. salimalii, which had been collected in north-central
and central Afghanistan (Meinertzhagen 1938; Rasmussen &
Anderton 2012). C. s. stoliczkae (Hume 1874) occurs in western
China till about south-western Xinjiang, while C. s. beicki occurs in
central China upto eastern Qinghai (this last being geographically
furthest). Our photographs of the male show a distinctly grey
crown and upperparts, a feature considered diagnostic of
salimalii, while the other two Chinese races are sandier on the
crown, upperparts, and wing coverts. Clement commented that
there is limited material available for comparison; he has pictures
of beicki, and others may be uploaded on the Internet (www.
orientalbirdimages.org), but there are no authoritative pictures
of other races on the Internet (Peter Clement, in litt., e-mail
dated 08 September 2018). Meinertzhagen (1938), comparing
salimalii with stoliczkae said, “…the male and female of this form
[=salimalii] are not nearly so sandy above, and the rose below

109

110

Indian BIRDS Vol. 14 No. 4 (Publ. 23 October 2018)

96. The male and female Pale Rosefinch showing dimorphic plumage.

94. Another view of the male Pale Rosefinch photographed in Turtuk.

97. A drab, un-streaked female of the Pale Rosefinch.

95. A male and a female Pale Rosefinch photographed in Turtuk, Jammu & Kashmir, India.

in the male is more extended and deeper in tint.” Vaurie (1949)
did not have specimens of stoliczkae with him but described
salimalii as having the rose tint extending as far as the vent. In
our pictures of the male, it is clearly greyer, and not sandy brown,
but the rose colour is not extending till lower abdomen or vent.
There are specimens of stoliczkae from Chiklik (Hume 1874),
and Khalastan (Sharpe 1888) in Xinjiang, China, collected just
300 km northwards of Turtuk. The current known distribution of
salimalii is much further north-westwards (> 1000 km) in central
Afghanistan, from the Bamiyan Valley (Meinertzhagen 1938),
Khami Deh, and Sufak. Later sites are from the collections of
Koelz (Vaurie 1949).
Praveen et al. (2018a) do not list the Pale Rosefinch for India,
nor do Praveen et al. (2018b) do so for the Indian Subcontinent.
Hence, this record is an addition to these checklists. Further, the
nominate race, C. s. stoliczkae, would also be new for South
Asia (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012) if these birds are confirmed
as such. However, there is a lack of modern description of the
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93. A male Pale Rosefinch photographed for the first time within Indian territory, in Turtuk,
Jammu & Kashmir.
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nominate form to compare it properly with beicki or salimalii, and
until our pictures are compared with museum specimens, and
analysed, Clement’s advice was to recognise them at the specific
level (Peter Clement, in litt., e-mail dated 11 September 2018).
Turtuk is one of the few sites within the limits of public access,
lying at the edge of Gilgit-Baltistan. in Pakistan-occupied Kashmir.
What surprises lie beyond its borders in the unexplored terrains
of these northern areas is anybody’s guess.
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feathers, white underparts, crown with brown streaks, brownish
breast sides, and a grey-brown patch behind the eye. The darkcentered feathers indicate a first winter bird, which, probably,
explain why it was over-summering in Sri Lanka.
Deepal Warakagoda, Chairman of Rarities and Records
Committee of CBC, visited the site at 1000 hrs on 07 June
2018, with two other members, and saw the bird from the same
mudflat.

98. Spoon-billed Sandpiper at Vankalai Sanctuary in Mannar, Sri Lanka.
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he Spoon-billed Sandpiper Calidris pygmaea is a wader
that is listed as Critically Endangered under the IUCN Red
List of Threatened Species (BirdLife International 2017);
it has a total world population of just 240–456 birds (BirdLife
International 2018). It breeds in the Chukotsky Peninsula, and in
the southern and northern regions of the Kamchatka Peninsula—
and mainly winters in Bangladesh, Myanmar, and Thailand. It
has also been recorded from India, Vietnam, southern China,
Singapore, and the Philippines (Van Gils et al. 2018). In South
Asia, its main wintering ground is the Bangladesh Sundarbans
(Bird et al. 2010; Chowdhury 2015), while it has been recently
reported from the Sundarbans in West Bengal, India (Chakraborty
et al. In press).
Here I report a photographic record of the species from Vankalai
Sanctuary in Mannar, Sri Lanka, a Ramsar site [98]. I saw the bird
on a mudflat (8.90°N, 79.93°E) that was 25 m off the B403 road,
just outside Vankali town (c. 600 m) towards Mannar. On 06 June
2018, I was scanning the few remaining water bodies around
the area, during the dry summer (the region receives rain from
the North-East Monsoon, in winter), for waders and pratincoles.
At 1700 hrs, while scanning a 250–300-strong wader flock, I
spotted a Spoon-billed Sandpiper. It was amongst the mixed flock
of Kentish Plovers Charadrius alexandrinus, Lesser Sand Plovers C.
mongolus, and a few Curlew Sandpipers C. ferruginea and Little
Stints C. minuta. I was able to observe its spatulate bill as it was
feeding alongside a Little Stint and seemed more active than other
birds [99]. It had brownish upperparts with some dark-centered

99. Spoon-billed Sandpiper feeding alongside a Little Stint.

