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School took place in November 2010 when | shifted

residence to Cauvery House, a boys' hostel, as a house
parent. This meant additional responsibilities and less free time,
but it also provided new omithological opportunities unavailable
in my previous residence. Located in a corner of the campus
adjacent to the scrub woodlands at the base of low-lying hills
Cauvery House brought myriad birds to my doorstep.

Q major development during my stay at the Rishi Valley

A bevy of birds

| had always cherished a desire to live in a house where one’s
day began with the song of the Oriental Magpie-Robin Copsychus
saularis. When | first moved to Rishi Valley | was hoping my wish
would be fulfilled. I was in for some disappointment as none
of the few individuals on campus frequented the area where |
stayed. Even as the population of magpie-robins built-up over
several years and a few individuals moved in closer, none regaled
with their moring songs. Near Cauvery House however, a
resident pair occasionally burst into song. But they were not with
the repertoire and sweetness as those in Kerala where | have
heard birds call early in the mornings, an hour or more before
the sun rose. In contrast magpie-robins here seemed late-risers,
calling after the first light of dawn.

Ashy Drongo Dicrurus leucophaeus, the rarer Spangled
Drongo D. hottentottus, and the Black-naped Oriole Oriolus
chinensis are among other birds that visit us in winter. The Blue-
throated Flycatcher Cyornis rubeculoides took me by surprise one
morning as it called outside my bedroom window. | had spotted
it for the first time at Guindy National Park, Chennai in the early
1980s after great effort and here it was, perched right outside
my window. Each winter, more than a pair visits the woodlands
next to Cauvery House. Yet another difficult-to-see bird that turns
up occasionally is the Puff-throated Babbler Pellorneum ruficeps.
Scrubland birds that turn up include the Tawny-bellied Babbler
Dumetia hyperythra, Grey-breasted Prinia Prinia hodgsonii and
rarely the Jungle Prinia 2. sylvatica.

One night, within a few days of moving to Cauvery House,
| heard four different owl species—the Indian Eagle-Owl Bubo
(bubo) bengalensis, Mottled Wood-Owl Strix ocellata, Indian
Scops Owl Otus bakkamoena and Spotted Owlet Athene brama.
The other nocturnal / crepuscular birds commonly heard and
occasionally seen include the nightjars—the Jerdon's Caprimulgus
atripennis and Indian C. asiaticus.

I usually wake to the calls of the Indian Pitta Pitta brachyura,
often known as the “six o’clock bird” in Tamil Nadu. The pitta is a
winter visitor on the school campus and occurs between October
and May. | happened to listen to the calls of three individuals
one December morning and discerned variations in their call-
notes. They called continuously from three different directions,
perhaps responding to each other. Its call is a two-note sharp

whistle usually written down as “whee-tiu" or “pree-treer”. The
first bird to call that morning gave hardly any gap between the
two syllables. The next paused a while between the two notes
and the third paused as well, but elongated the second syllable;
making one wonder if these variations are individual-specific.
The Asian paradise-flycatcher Terpsiphone paradisi is another
frequent winter visitor on campus. A small mixed-hunting party
of insectivorous birds visits the jungle behind Cauvery House and
these flycatchers are inevitably a part of this flock. We seem to
get more rufous males than those in white plumage, though the
latter are not uncommon. It is known for individuals to exhibit
intermediate plumage and | have seen slight variations in the
rufous males here. Recently, around sunset, | had a careful look
at two rufous males that came in for their ablutions at a nearby
pond. The first bird had its under parts, especially the breast and
upper belly, washed in grey with prominent white flanks and vent
while the second had pure white under parts and white primaries
tipped brown and appeared to be in transition to a white morph.

Of spurfowl

By positioning myself quietly by the windows, | found | could
observe Painted Spurfowl Galloperdix lunulata [49] that otherwise
are quite wary and difficult to observe in the wild. | could watch
the pair, or an individual, forage on the ground, scratching the soil
with their feet and moving about with a sense of freedom. Being
extremely alert, they would move away, never in a rush or with
a sense of alarm however, if they caught even a small glimpse
of a small movement or me through the window. On occasions
when | stayed still, they would go about feeding, coming as close
as a just a few feet from me! What a privilege it was to view
the male bird’s colourful plumage consisting of chestnut-red
and yellowish-buff unaided by the binoculars, and notice their
distinct white spots. A patient wait later, | eventually managed to
get them photographed. During school vacations, when no one
was about, the birds would boldly move in closer to the buildings.
| have seen them forage atop the roof of the hostel. Though
mostly silent, they communicate among themselves through soft
"kroo" calls, audible only at close range.
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On two occasions, | got to watch display behaviour. The first
took place on an adjacent hillside on the morning of 27 March
2011. Two males faced each other uttering low clucks; wings
slightly drooping and cocked-up tail feathers. They would fly at
or over one another from time to time. After two such bouts,
apparently not meaning to get into a serious fight they ignored
each other and went about as if simply foraging and minding
their own business! | sat observing the behaviour for about 15—
20 min after which the birds drifted away in different directions.

The second instance on 30 July 2011 took place right
outside Cauvery House around 0830 hrs. Four birds, including
three males were facing each other with drooping wings, moving
around slowly while uttering clucking sounds. The encounter
being unexpected, | was out in the open and a few feet away
from the displaying birds. Remaining oblivious to my presence,
they continued with their activity and after a while, there was
some chasing. | could not stay on since | had to attend to some
urgent work.

Early in February 2011, Gnanaskandan of Chennai
photographed a Red Spurfowl Galloperdix spadicea [50] on
campus. This was surprising because in my 13 years here, | had
not suspected the presence of a second spurfow! species in Rishi
Valley. One can easily turn complacent and take things for granted
over time and it takes fresh eyes, ears and an open mind to see
things differently! Despite several instances when | had nearly
seen and identified the spurfowl in well-wooded parts of the
campus with dense undergrowth and also heard their calls which
| am reasonably familiar with; the lack of a good sighting and their
tendency to dive for cover when someone came around, left me
unwilling to accept the presence of the species.

Confronted with photographic evidence, | revisited at least
six sites on campus where | suspected the occurrence of the
species and confirmed their presence at all spots. At some, they
were more used to the presence of people, and with a little
patience, one could sight them. | also began hearing their calls
more frequently in the wooded area behind Cauvery House and
one morning | had a good view from my window. After this, |
saw them fairly regularly and also received reports from other
colleagues on sightings near their residences. One morning
both the species of spurfowl were seen foraging outside my
window without animosity towards one another! A few days later
| managed to get a few decent pictures of them.

The Red Spurfowl were bigger of the two and more vocal,
especially early in the mornings. Their tiny crests, more uniform
plumage and somewhat confiding nature clearly distinguished
them from their cousins. Of the two species, Red Spurfowl were
more often seen on the well-wooded campus compared to the
rocky hillsides favoured by their Painted cousins. They however,
paid for their close association with human habitation at times a
little dearly. Once, | saw a few feathers belonging to the species
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strewn next to a residence in the campus, a victim of predation
by the domestic cat! Despite this, the species seem to be doing
well and | have seen small family parties occasionally.

Snake predation of birds

Snakes are regularly sighted on the school campus and in
certain seasons when cavity nesting birds are active, we have
occasionally spotted rat snakes Ptyas mucosa climbing tall trees,
and exploring these cavities much to the consternation and
discomfort of the owners of the nests. Often this resulted in a
noisy affair where nesting birds ganged up and mobbed the
predator, flying close to it and pecking it. This invariably drew the
attention of a passerby and caused the snake to withdraw from
the tree. On other occasions, | have detected the presence of a
snake from alarm calls of several passerines such as sunbirds
Nectarinia spp. Many join in mobbing it and flying dangerously
close till it moves away from the vicinity. However only twice
did | observe birds being preyed upon by snakes and on both
occasions the victims were adult birds.

On the afternoon of 21 March 2011, my attention was
drawn to an Ashy Drongo hanging in a neem tree Azadirachta
indica. On closer scrutiny, the bird was found to be dead; its
head grasped by a common vine snake Ahaetulla nasuta [51].
Well over 1 m. in length, the snake seemed considerably larger
than most specimens | have come across. Several House crows
Corvus splendens were harassing the snake but it held on to its
prey during the thirty minutes | spent at the site, watching and
photographing the proceedings along with several colleagues
and students. The bird turned out to be too much for the snake
to handle despite the latter's larger size. Even after | left the spot,
the drama continued. Later, from others | learnt that the snake
had to give up on its prey.

While “small birds” are reported in the diet of the common
vine snake (Whitaker 1978) the Ashy Drongo qualifies as a
medium-sized bird and is certainly large for a vine snake to
handle. The presence of the crows could have added to the
discomfiture of the snake, which could have dropped its prey
to avoid the harassment it was being subjected to continuously.

On an earlier instance, on 26 February 2005, two colleagues
brought in an unusual “gift". It was a dead common sand boa
Gongylophis conicus, a snake | have seen on a few occasions
killed by passing vehicles or people along the road outside our
campus. But this snake, almost 50 cm in length, was killed by
an unusual occurrence. The snake held in its mouth a little
dead bird—a Blyth's Reed-Warbler Acrocephalus dumetorum—
that it intended to eat. It appeared as if the snake had choked
on the bird, whose head was completely inside its mouth. The
snake was a young specimen and must have been somewhat
inexperienced in handling large prey.
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51. Ashy Drongo and the vine snake.
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Delights and surprises at a birdbath

The transition between seasons is quite abrupt at Rishi Valley.
One day you're wearing a sweater to ward off the cold, the next
you are sweltering. The rains usually end by November, rarely
continuing in December. By early February, temperatures rise
and trees shed their leaves, there is feeling of dryness. All life
forms feel the pinch and seek water. The few water bodies in
normal years are dried-up and being few and far between, are
hardly sufficient to meet the demand. Bonnet Macaques Macaca
radiata open taps in residential areas or drink from buckets or
other containers.

| decided to place a small, shallow terracotta tray, raised a
little on bricks, outside my window under a jamun Syzygium
cumini tree. The Hibiscus spp., hedge running alongside would,
| felt, lend some sense of security and privacy for the birds using
it. My earlier attempts to entice birds with water in the city had
always ended in failure and had at the most attracted just crows.
Suffice to say, | did not expect much action at the birdbath.

Much to my delight the birdbath became an instant success.
Within a few hours, Red-whiskered Bulbuls Pycnonotus jocosus,
Common Tailorbirds Orthotomus sutorius, and White-headed
Babblers Turdoides affinis visited it. A garden lizard Calotes
versicolor too joined in after the peak traffic was through! Over
the next few days the news about the presence of the birdbath
spread far and the list of visitors swelled steadily over the next
few days, necessitating the need for augmenting supply. | soon
added another birdbath a few feet away from the first and refilled
them late mornings or afternoons.

Though | regret not having made a proper study, | made
a few casual observations over time while enjoying the close
proximity to birds and their behaviour. A few species were quite
hesitant and eyed the birdbaths with suspicion. Barring some,
most turned patrons after a while. The Asian Paradise-flycatcher,
Rufous Treepie Dendrocitta vagabunda, and the Great Tit Parus
major, belonged to this category. Others eyed it carefully, never
used it (at least not when | was around); these included the
Greater Coucal Centropus sinensis, Purple-rumped Sunbird
Nectarinia zeylonica, Painted Spurfowl, Lesser Golden-backed
Woodpecker Dinopium benghalense, Asian Brown Flycatcher
Muscicapa dauurica, and Blue-faced Malkoha Rhopodytes
viridirostris.

There was certainly a peck order at the bath. Magpie-Robins
would chase away Red-whiskered Bulbuls who in turn dominated
their Red-vented P. cafer cousins. Common Mynas visiting the
baths would get due respect. | have seen Red-whiskered Bulbuls
move away without protest. | have noticed a flock of White-
headed Babblers successfully putting to flight much larger Asian
Koel Eudynamys scolopacea and Rufous Tree-pie. Blyth's Reed-
warblers Acrocephalus dumetorum chased rivals as they came to
drink or bathe in the birdbath. Ashy drongos were once observed
chasing a pair of White-browed Bulbuls P. luteolus.

The Blue-throated Flycatcher appeared at the birdbath usually
at dusk. The birds would perch on the rim and sip a few drops
of water before enjoying a bath vigorously splashing water with
their wings. Once, an Ashy Drongo perched on the jamun tree
above the bath imitated the calls of the Shikra Accipiter badius to
perfection. Yet this did not have any impact on the Blyth's Reed-
warbler foraging nearby.

A male Asian Koel that came to drink at the bath on the
evening of 6 April 2012 appeared lethargic and seemed to be
in a stupor! It was around for quite some time, mostly sitting still

on the rim of the bath, occasionally sipping a few drops of water.
The bird did not fly off when | opened the window to photograph
it or when someone walked past a mere three meters away!
On closer examination, after the bird left, | noticed three to four
fruits of an exotic tree species that | have not yet identified in
the water that had been regurgitated by the bird. | noticed the
same behaviour for two more days and coincidentally found the
fruits again in and around the bath, littered on the ground or in
the water. | wonder if this fruit had some intoxicating effect on
the bird.

Usually individuals bathed in sequence, but on 15 April,
there were three White-browed Bulbuls in the birdbath together.
On the morning of 22 April, there were ten bird species and a
mammal at the birdbaths, coming in one after the other within a
short span of time.

While | had no one to keep the trays filled with water when
| had to travel out of the Valley, on my return the winged visitors
would turn out in less than a couple of hours upon refilling the
baths. There were mornings when | would hear birds calling, as
if waiting for me to fill up the empty containers. They would get
going the minute my back was turned! On days following rains,
the traffic was much lesser at the birdbaths. As monsoon set in,
they were virtually deserted.

A couple of species took me by surprise with their appearance
at the baths. The first turned up on 27 February 2012. | was
standing at the window mere meters away from the bird. It spent
a while engaging itself in an elaborate ablution. The brownish,
myna-sized bird appeared nondescript especially since it had no
distinct colours or patterns. I noticed it fly into the densest part of
the nearby hibiscus bush to preen for a while and then straight
into the wooded area, disappearing from view. It took another
visit from the bird for me to identify it, despite its noticeable
difference from the usual birds seen on campus and proximity
of sighting. Perhaps the bird was visiting all along, but it was
on 3 March when it spent two—three minutes at the bath that
| was able to observe its yellow beak and legs, malar stripes
and mottled marks on its breast and clinch its identity—a female
Tickell's Thrush Turdus unicolor, the first confirmed sighting on
campus! The same evening | took a walk to the patch of forest
where the bird disappeared on the earlier occasion, hoping to
see the bird. My luck held and | located a female and another
greyish individual against the light, leaving it undetermined if the
latter was the male. Previously, on 6 February 2011, | had seen
a bird at the edge of a pond, surrounded by dense vegetation,
where grey water was stored for treatment and suspected it to be
the thrush. There are a handful records of this species from the
southern India—near Mysore (Thejaswi et al. 2000); Bilgirirangan
Hills (Srinivasan & Prashanth 2005), Bengaluru city (Prashanth
2005), Anantagiri, Lammasinghi in north-eastern Andhra Pradesh
(Ali & Ripley 1987), and Araku Valley (Kumar et al. 2010).

| had seen the thrush on two earlier occasions along the
forested road between Ramgargh and Bhowali in Uttarakhand in
October 2007, and at the Rajghat School Campus (near Varanasi)
in February 2010.

The second surprise visitor was the Yellow-throated Bulbul
P. xantholaemus! [52] This too must have been a regular visitor
for a long time. However, | saw it for the first time on 15 March
2012 when three birds turned up at the baths. Before long, they
took off disturbed by a passerby. | could not believe my luck
at having enticed the most elusive bird in the campus to my
doorstep! Subsequently, the bulbuls were seen at the birdbaths
on eight other occasions in April and May. At most times, the
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birds turned up around 0900 hrs. Once when they visited, there
was a pair of White-browed Bulbuls at the other birdbath and
the two species did not interact, bathing sequentially. Seen next
to the Yellow-throated, the White-browed Bulbul looked quite
robust. | managed a few pictures of this elusive visitor with great
difficulty, patience and some luck. I now look forward to the next
dry season, hoping to carry out more systematic observations on
the visitors to the birdbaths.

List of the species that turned up at the birdbaths:

Asian Koel Eudynamys scolopacea Oriental Magpie-Robin C. saularis

Red-whiskered Bulbul Pycnonotus jocosus Blyth's Reed Warbler A. dumetorum

White-browed Bulbul £, luteolus Tailorbird Orthotomus sutorius

Red-vented Bulbul P, cafer White-headed Babbler Turdoides affinis

Yellow-throated Bulbul P xantholaemus ~ Common Myna Acridotheres tristis

Grey Tit Parus major Blue-throated Flycatcher C. rubeculoides

Asian Paradise-flycatcher T. paradisi Tickell's Thrush Turdus unicolor

Jungle Crow Corvus macrorhynchos Ashy Drongo Dicrurus leucophaeus

House Crow C. splendens Garden Lizard Calotes versicolor
Bonnet Macaque Macaca radiata
Three-striped Palm Squirrel £ palmarum

Additions and updates

Ultramarine Flycatcher Ficedula superciliaris: On a trek up
Horsley Hills from the school campus with friends from Madras
Naturalists Society on 5 November 2010, an overcast and cloudy
day, | came across a male and a female of the Ultramarine
Flycatcher. | heard and watched the birds flitting around the
canopy in a densely wooded patch along the trekking path at an
altitude of over 1000 m. A little later, | heard a couple more birds
further up, closer to the tourist complex. | could not get close
looks to determine the subspecies, the calls, which | am quite
familiar with, and the few field marks | noticed was sufficient to
identify the bird as the ultramarine flycatcher [53].

Roughly a week later, on 13 November, | heard and briefly
saw the Ultramarine Flycatcher again on a peltophorum tree in
the school campus. Despite several attempts, | could not locate
the bird until 4 February 2011, when a single bird was heard and
noticed flitting about in the canopy of a ficus tree. In the last week
of March 2011, it was seen and photographed by Arun Menon
at Horsley Hills (Menon 2011). From his photograph, it was clear
the bird belonged to the subspecies superciliaris.

After this sighting, the bird was again seen and photographed
in the campus on 4 February 2012 by Murugan Mohan of
Chennai, not far away from where | had seen it last. On 15
February, | again heard it just outside the campus in a more open
habitat.

52. Yellow-throated Bulbul P. xantholaemus at the birdbath.
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53. Ultramarine Flycatcher Ficedula superciliaris.

This flycatcher is scarce but has been seen in parts of
Goa, Karnataka, and Andhra Pradesh, where it winters from its
breeding range in the Himalaya (Grimmett et al. 2011). There is
also a report of its occurrence in Kerala (Sashikumar et al. 2011).
| had seen it on 1 January 2007 at Nandi Hills near Bengaluru
where it is known to be a regular winter visitor. Horsley Hills and
Rishi Valley are less than 100 kms or so to the east of Nandi Hills
as the crow flies.

Eurasian Hobby Falco subbuteo: An Eurasian Hobby pair
turned up on campus on 8 November 2012. | heard them call
from the top of a large rock, locally known as Cave Rock, on a hill
next to Cauvery House that afternoon. | confirmed the presence
of two adult birds with a spotting scope. They appeared quite
active, making sorties and flying back to their perch on the rocky
ledge. Their calls were a fairly loud, repetitive “ki-ki-ki!" | watched
them for a little over ten minutes after which they flew and
disappeared behind the hillside. Early next morning, | saw them
again at the same spot calling and circling overhead for a while till
they were lost from view. In the last few years, around the same
period | have sighted small falcons several times in the valley and
our campus, but could not confirm their identity as the birds were
usually seen briefly in flight. | presume the birds were in passage
migrating southward.

A look at the online bibliography of South Asia compiled
by Aasheesh Pittie [www.southasiaornith.in] showed that there
only scattered reports of this species in the southern India.
It has been included in Dewar's Madras list (Dewar 1905).
| had reported it from Pondicherry University Campus on 10
November 1988 (Santharam 1990). More recently, | observed
it at the foothills of the Alagarkoil Hills, close to Madurai on 1
November 2007 in the company of Dr T Badrinarayanan. This
species has been added with a question mark to the birdlist
of Kalakkkad-Mundanthurai Tiger Reserve (Johnsingh 2001). It
was reported from Bangalore on 17 June 1989 (Jayanth et al.
1992), and from Hyderabad in July 1994 (Anonymous 1994;
Pittie & Matthew 1994). There are also reports from Sri Lanka
(Grundsten 2011), and at Maldives (Anderson 2007; 2009),
where it appears to be following the migrating swarms of
dragonflies. As a postscript, | would like to add that | saw an
Eurasian Hobby flying at dusk over Cauvery House on 28 March
2013, presumably on return migration.

White-cheeked Barbet Megalaima viridis: | have earlier
(Santharam 2010) reported sight records of the White-cheeked
Barbet in Rishi Valley. Since then, the bird has become quite
common on campus and also in a few nearby areas with tree
cover. | suspect the presence of three to four pairs and at times
have heard several birds calling loudly from different directions.
| have also seen them at least once harassing the smaller
Coppersmith Barbet Megalaima haemacephala and engaged
in enlarging a tree cavity that probably belonged to the latter
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species. The barbets are most probably breeding at Rishi Valley
now and seem they are here to stay.

More on the Marshall's lora Aegithina nigrolutea: Since my
first few sightings of Marshall's lora at Rishi Valley in January
2009 (Santharam 2010), | have been observing the birds at the
same locality fairly regularly. On 7 August 2011, | even noticed
the female carrying twigs in her beak, accompanied by the male
(which did not carry any twigs) flying to an Albizzia sp., tree.

More recently, on 21 November 2012, Suresh Jones and |
came across three Marshall's loras calling and actively flying from
tree to tree at the Marippadu Reserve Forest, near Vayalpad to
the east of Madanapalle (Chittoor district, Andhra Pradesh). A
few more individuals called from nearby trees. We followed the
birds and had good views for a few minutes. The habitat here
consisted of natural scrub vegetation interspersed with short-
statured trees. A little away, in an Eucalyptus plantation belonging
to the State Forest Department we came across Common loras
A. tiphia.

The Marshall's sighting prompted me to deduce that the
species may have been widely present in the natural forests in
this arid region before exotic tree plantations gave Common loras
a foothold in the territories of the Marshall's. This could easily
be the case with various other native fauna, like Yellow-throated
Bulbul and five-striped palm squirrel Funambulus pennantii,
which can be seen in isolated pockets undisturbed by plantations
of non-native tree species (Santharam 2008). A wider survey is
required before this theory can be validated.

Yellow-throated Bulbul: After initial sightings of this rare bulbul,
there have been regular reports from at least three locations
on campus and two sites outside. Usually two and rarely more
individuals were seen or heard. From Cauvery House | would hear
the birds from the scrub-covered hillside and sometimes even on
trees closer by. As mentioned earlier, the birds even visited my
birdbaths in the dry months. The birds were seen all through the
year and it seems safe to assume the birds are breeding here.
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(distributed up to 1,000 m in peninsular hills), widespread,

local, and uncommon in mostly open non-desert habitats
in India, often associated with man (Grimmett et al. 1978;
Rasmussen & Anderton 2005). The global status and distribution
of its 46 recognised races is still uncertain and a review of the
entire group is long overdue (del Hoyo et al. 1999).

Hume (1875) first described the barn owl found on South
Andaman Island as Strix De-Roepstorffi (Jathar & Rahmani 2007).
Later, Baker (1927) treated it as a subspecies T. a. deroepstorffi
of the mainland bird. Following that, some authorities recognised

The Common Barn Owl Tyto alba is known to be resident

two subspecies, T. a. stertens found on the sub-continental
mainland, and T. a. deroepstorffi on the Andaman Islands (Ali &
Ripley 1969; Grimmett et al. 1998; Kazmierczak 2000).

On the basis of Konig et al. (1999), Rasmussen & Anderton
(2005) re-elevated the island race of the barn owl to full species
level, Andaman Barn-owl Tyto deroepstorffi. This is based on
distinct morphological differences between the mainland and
island birds.

The Andaman Barn-owl is believed to be scarce, and reported
only from South Andaman Island, and from the nearby islands of
Viper, Ross, and North-, and South Cinque. It has been recorded



