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As part of a research team from the Wildlife Institute of 
India I was on board an offshore oil exploration vessel 
“Discoverer Seven Seas” (DSS) from 7 to 10 May 2007, to 

look for the presence of olive ridley sea turtle Lepidochelys olivacea 
around the drilling site. At that time, the vessel was located about 
60 km from Puri, off the coast of Orissa in the Bay of Bengal, and 
was drilling at a depth of 1,000 m. 

DSS is an ultra-deepwater drilling rig, and with a length of 
163 m, and 24 m breadth, one of the largest of its kind. It housed 
140 personnel. The vessel chartered to the Oil and Natural Gas 
Corporation (ONGC) was operating in the area from 25 April 2007, 
and drilling operations were carried out round the clock. Along 
with DSS two smaller support vessels were also present at the site. 
Looking at the wide-open seascape from the helicopter window 
en route to the ship, I was eagerly expecting to see oceanic birds. 
However, I could see none there. To my complete surprise I ended 
up sighting a few birds that I had hardly expected to see on the 
ship. Here I report these observations.

Arriving on the ship late in the morning of 7 May 2007, we 
were given a rather long and lengthy session on safety regulations, 
after which I dashed to the deck, atop the bridge to have a quick 
view of the seascape. Due to the presence of heavy machinery 
on the ship, movement of the research team was limited only to 
the deck at the bow end, and atop the bridge. Considering the 
nature of work, the ship was equipped with four large thrusters 
that kept the ship almost still even when waves came pounding 
at it. Weather was generally good, with clear sky, and a calm 
sea. There was not a bird in sight during the day, while large 
schools of yellowfin tuna Thunnus albacares, rainbow runner 
Elagatis bipinnulata, and the large and beautiful mahi-mahi or 
dolphin fish Coryphaena hippurus, and few others were observed 
quietly circling around the ship. Later that night there was a 
passing thunderstorm with heavy lightening, but by day-break 
the weather had cleared. 

Day two went with no signs of surfacing turtles nor any bird 
life, and except for the large schools of fish circling around the 
ship the seascape generally wore a desolate look.

The first signs of birdlife …
On 9 May, at around 0900 hrs, I noticed a small olive brown bird 
fly past, and disappear, while on my way to the deck. With bated 
breath I searched around and soon located it moving along the 
railings by the side of the deck. Looking through my binoculars 
it was clear that it was a leaf warbler. A little later I found two 
more leaf warblers and then another, all busy moving up and 
down along the railings. There appeared to be at least two species, 
based on size and coloration. Some were larger, and were olive-
brown above, pale and dirty white below, showed a single wing 
bar, a bright supercilium, and blackish legs, while the others were 
smaller, greener with creamy throat and breast, a bright yellow 
supercilium, and a single long wing bar; a few of these birds held 
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their tails partly fanned out. The warblers, apart from moving on 
the railings, and picking up insects, were also observed hovering 
and catching insects. One bird was observed hawking insects, 
and drinking water from the air-conditioner’s exhaust collection 
tray. They appeared to be Large-billed Phylloscopus magnirostris, 
and Greenish P. trochiloides Leaf-Warblers. The birds appeared 
tame and often came within touching distance, and also appeared 
totally unaffected by the loud creaking and rattling noises of the 
machinery in operation. They were frantically feeding on some 
insects that were attracted possibly by the large lights on the ship. 
One of the leaf-warblers was seen flying west, out from the ship, 
and flying very close to the water’s surface. 

Following the sighting of the leaf-warblers, a pair of 
Blyth’s Reed-Warbler Acrocephalus dumetorum, and a lone pipit 
[Motacillidae] was also spotted moving on the deck, and feeding. 
The pipit was identified as a Paddyfield Pipit Anthus rufulus based 
on the heavy streaking from crown to back, with streaks on the 
breast; its throat, belly, and vent were pinkish-white; it showed 
one small pale wing bar, and a clear supercilium. Later, at around 
1400 hrs, at the sudden noise of heavy drill equipment being 
moved, I noticed a medium sized dark brown bird with its legs 
trailing behind fly out from the ship. Flying close to the water it 
made a quick, short semicircular flight, returning to land on the 
ship, and disappearing among the machinery. Scanning the area I 
noticed the bird repeat this maneuver after a while. It was a White-
breasted Waterhen Amaurornis phoenicurus, a complete surprise to 
me! After couple of hours, three White-breasted Waterhens were 
seen flying out from the ship, and then landing back after a short 
flight. ‘Why would a waterhen be there out in the middle of the 
sea?’ kept ringing in my mind. Just at that time a couple of swifts 
[Apodidae] that could not be clearly identified were spotted flying 
over the vessel; they soon disappeared. Excited by the growing 
number of birds on the ship, my senses were becoming sharper 
given the likelihood of spotting more birds, while on the other 
hand I continued to look out for surfacing turtles. 

Later that evening I was back on deck atop the bridge. The 
large industrial lights on the ship had been switched on, and 
there was a busy buzz of insects around them. The pipit was still 
there, and while focusing on it I suddenly noticed a movement 
at the bow end, close to the enormously large-sized chains that 
held the anchors of the ship. Focusing at the spot, I saw, to my 
disbelief, a Slaty-breasted Rail Rallus striatus sitting besides the 
chain, preening. Yet another surprise to me; birds that I thought 
were poor fliers were out there on the ship. Looking at the rail, 
preening intensively, and ruffling its feathers every now and then, 
it appeared as if it had stopped on the ship after a long flight from 
somewhere, across the sea. After nearly an hour of preening and 
ruffling the rail started to move on the deck and then went out 
of view a little later. The pipit was on a non-stop feeding frenzy 
and was observed later that night at 2230 hrs moving around the 
deck picking up insects. 
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More visitors …
On day four, being the last day on the ship, I was up early and 
was scanning the vast open seascape hoping to see pelagic birds. 
The many leaf-warblers seen the previous day appeared to have 
gone except for a lone Greenish Leaf-Warbler that was still on 
deck. There was neither any sign of the rail nor the waterhens; 
maybe they were still there among the heavy machinery at the 
rear end of the ship. The pipit was still there. There now appeared 
to be another pipit, though slightly larger, and paler, but could 
not identify it. At around 0800 hrs a very familiar-looking bird 
flew out from the side of the ship. It was the Indian Pond Heron 
Ardeola grayii, yet another bird to the list of surprises. However, 
that was not all, a little later I heard screeching calls coming from 
atop a tall pole near the deck. A Brown Shrike Lanius cristatus! 
There were two others around, and one of them looked like L. c. 
lucionensis. Following this, and in the midst of the bird sightings, 
I managed to spot a single olive ridley sea turtle surface at 0840 
hrs, and about 200 m from the ship. The turtle appeared coming 
from the west, from the direction of the Orissa coastline, and 
was likely on its post breeding migration. While the turtle was 
going south I wondered where the birds seen on the ship were 
heading, whether they were going south or were they on their 
way north. The leaf-warblers, reed-warbler, Brown Shrike were 
definitely heading north for they are winter visitors to the Indian 
Subcontinent. While, the direction the Pond Heron, White-breasted 
Waterhen, Slaty-breasted Rail, Paddyfield Pipit were heading 

New easterly locations of Impeyan Monal 
Lophophorus impejanus from Arunachal Pradesh

Anwaruddin Choudhury
Choudhury, A., 2009. New easterly locations of Impeyan Monal Lophophorus impejanus from Arunachal Pradesh. Indian Birds 5 (6): 

183–184.
Anwaruddin Choudhury, 7 Islampur Road, Guwahati 781007, Assam, India. Email: badru1@sify.com
Manuscript received on 16 July 2009.

in is a mystery, for they are widespread residents of the Indian 
Subcontinent. 

Later that afternoon, while waiting for the chopper to arrive 
for my return to the mainland, I spotted a yellow-coloured bird at 
around 1540 hrs, flying up from the ship and perching on top of 
a tall pole. As if the list of surprises was not enough, here was yet 
another addition—a male Black-naped Oriole Oriolus chinensis, a 
resident of the Andaman and Nicobar Islands, and a winter visitor 
to the mainland. 

From the number of birds recorded on the ship it appeared that 
the ship was an important refueling point for them. I still wonder 
why terrestrial birds would fly 100 km into the Bay of Bengal, 
away from the mainland, or nearly 900 km from the northern 
part of the Andaman & Nicobar Islands, the closest landmass in 
the eastward direction. In March 2007, during offshore surveys 
for olive ridley turtles, closer to the Orissa coast, I came across a 
Common Hoopoe Upupa epops nearly 5 km out at sea. The bird 
was flying low and heading landward. Why would a slow flier 
such as the Hoopoe fly out to sea at all? And from where exactly 
this bird had set out may never be known. 

Soon the chopper arrived and I was on my way back. Looking 
through the window at the open waters of the Bay of Bengal, I 
wondered at the indomitable spirit of the birds that cross such 
vast open seascapes en route to their breeding and wintering 
grounds every year.   

Impeyan Monal Lophophorus impejanus is a fairly common 
galliform distributed in the Himalaya, from Kashmir to 
Arunachal Pradesh (Ali & Ripley 1987; Sathyakumar & Kaul 

2007). In Arunachal Pradesh, it is known from two disjunct 
locations, western areas in Tawang and West Kameng districts, 
and in the east, in the Dibang valley, and Lower Dibang valley 
districts (Choudhury 2006). The ‘gap’ area in Arunachal 
Pradesh may not be so but for the paucity of field works in 
remote mountains of upper areas of Siang and Subansiri 
basins (Choudhury 2008). The maps in Grimmett et al. (1998), 
Kazmierczak (2000), Choudhury (2006), and Sathyakumar & 
Kaul (2007) also largely showed the same general area for the 
species. Here I report of new easterly locations, some very close 
to the India–Myanmar border. 

While on a field trip to Anjaw district in eastern Arunachal 
Pradesh in December 2008, I observed evidences of Impeyan, 
and Sclater’s L. sclateri Monal at a number of places. These were 
mostly in the form of feathers, tail, and crest—all very distinctly 
characteristic of the species. Since both are sympatric in the area, 
these features help segregate them. The local villagers, especially 

the hunters, are familiar with these species, and have assigned 
different names to them. 

Both the monal spp., were recorded near Chaglagam (28°18’N 
96°33’E), Walong (28°08’N 97°01’E), and Kibithu (28°18’N 97°01’E). 
At Walong, Dong, Kharoti, and Kibithu, hunters reported that they 
shot both species from both sides of the Lohit River. In all these 
places the birds were shot from the higher elevation areas nearby. 
Shooting, and trapping with snares, mostly take place in winter 
when the monal descend to lower altitudes, owing to snowfall in 
higher elevations. These records have extended the known eastern 
range of Impeyan Monal in India from 96°15’E to 97°20’E up to 
the India–Myanmar border (Fig. 1). In case of Sclater’s Monal, the 
range has already been extended recently (Choudhury 2006). 

There is a historic record of Impeyan Monal from northern 
Myanmar (King et al. 1975). A major conservation issue in 
Walong–Kibithu area seemed to be the Myanmarese poachers who 
regularly snared, and shot monal alongwith other species in Dichu 
reserved forest. These foreign poachers need to be apprehended, 
perhaps with the help of the paramilitary forces, and the army—as 
the area involved is located near the international boundary. 
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