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to north-eastern India till about eastern Nepal, practically nothing
is known about the Whistling Hawk Cuckoo's forester parents
except for the victim list in Baker (1942).

Baker (1942) obtained most of his eggs from the clutches
of Small Niltava [23 eggs] and Lesser Shortwing [14].
Additional victim species include Blue-throated Flycatcher [7],
Plumbeous Water Redstart Phoenicurus fuliginosus [7], Streaked
Spiderhunter [2], Little Spiderhunter [2], Brownish-flanked Bush
Warbler [2], Spotted Forktail [2], Snowy-browed Flycatcher F.
hyperythra [1], Verditer Flycatcher Eumyias thalassinus [1],
Grey-headed Canary-flycatcher Culicicapa ceylonensis [1],
White-browed Fantail [1], Cachar Wedge-billed Babbler [1],
Grey-bellied Tesia [1], Spotted Forktail [1], Buff-chested Babbler
[1], Grey-headed Parrotbill Psittiparus gularis 1], Buff-breasted
Babbler P. tickelli [1], Rufous-vented Yuhina occipitalis [1], and
Yellow-throated Fulvetta Schoeniparus cinereus [1]. Whether all
these eggs belong to this species, or to the preceding two, is
unknown (see Becking 1981).

Lesser Cuckoo Cuculus poliocephalus

This species breeds along the Himalayas and in north-eastern
India and migrates across the Indian Subcontinent, possibly
crossing the Arabian Sea/Indian Ocean, to its non-breeding
grounds in Africa. As per Becking (1981), they are specialized
in their host requirement, limiting themselves to bush warblers
that breed close to the ground; however, the two field reports we
collected were both for Phylloscopus warblers (Table 9). Though
Brooks is believed to have taken an egg from the nest of a Hume's
Warbler P humei in Kashmir (Hume 1890; Baker 1906b), recent
studies in Kashmir (Price & Jamdar 1992; Marchetti 1992) found
this warbler to be a 'rejecter species’ that will not incubate cuckoo
eggs; at times rejecting their own eggs when artificial eggs were
placed in its nest (Marchetti 1992). Price & Jamdar (1992)
studied seven other leaf warblers in Kashmir and found just
one instance of parasitism (Table 9). This is contrary to many of
Baker's correspondents who found eggs of this species from the
nests of Western Crowned Warbler (Baker 1906b). This same
work describes the origins of most of the eggs vis-a-vis the host
species that was catalogued in Baker (1942). Apparently, this
cuckoo lays multiple variants of its egg—most frequently a ‘red’
and a ‘white’ variant. The ‘red’ types are apparently found in nests
of bush warblers, and the white in leaf warblers (Rattray 1923;
Baker 1942).

Baker obtained the largest number of eggs [24 eggs] from
clutches of the Brownish-flanked Bush Warbler, and also had
eggs from clutches of Blyth's Leaf Warbler [8], Western Crowned
Warbler [4], Yellow-vented Warbler P cantator [4], Grey-
hooded Warbler P. xanthoschistos [2], Large-billed Leaf Warbler
P magnirostris [1], Grey-cheeked Warbler P. poliogenys [1],
Yellow-bellied Warbler [3], Dark-necked Tailorbird [3], Common
Tailorbird [1], Grey-bellied Tesia [4], Chestnut-headed Tesia Cettia
castaneocoronata [1], Pale-footed Bush Warbler Urosphena
pallidipes [1], Scaly-breasted Wren Babbler Pnoepyga albiventer
[3], Pygmy Wren Babbler P. pusilla [2], Himalayan Shortwing B.
cruralis [1, probably the same mentioned in Osmaston (1904)
as from Darjeeling], Nepal Fulvetta [1], Indian White-eye [1], and
Streaked Spiderhunter [1]. There is no other available literature
that validated these claims though some of the Phylloscopus
warblers in this list may be true hosts.

Indian Cuckoo Cuculus micropterus
The Indian Cuckoo is widespread in the Indian Subcontinent,
though patchy in distribution, it is known to parasitize mainly
drongos, while it has been suggested that other documented host
species are dubious (Becking 1981). However, we found host-
parasite evidence from only three species (Table 10), including
an oriole, for which Becking (1981) had expressed reservations.
Jones (1941) provided several presumptive evidences for
Indian Cuckoo parasitizing Black Drongos, though none of them
were definitive. However, we found nine instances (Table 10;
Fig. 5), apart from a more detailed study by Nahid et al. (2016a)
in Bangladesh. Ashok Kumar et al. (2001) reported Common
Babblers feeding a juvenile of this species, but this was most likely
a misidentification of Yellow-billed Babblers feeding a Common
Hawk Cuckoo. Though Baker (1942) listed two types of eggs,
only one amongst the five Drongo-type eggs in his collection
was a cuckoo egg (Becking 1981); the proven egg believed to
have be taken from the clutch of an Indian Paradise-flycatcher,
presumably taken by Skinner, where the bird was seen sitting on
the nest (Baker 1934). Most of the blue eggs of Indian Cuckoo
can be attributed to Colonel Rattray from Murree where he took
them from the nests of Streaked Laughingthrush, Indian Blue
Robin Larvivora brunnea, Siberian Stonechat Saxicola maurus,
and White-bellied Redstart Luscinia phaenicuroides (Baker
1934), but the last species was not listed in Baker (1942).
Baker's (1942) collection had blue eggs from Streaked

Table 9. Lesser Cuckoo host species

No  Species Type
1. Tickell's Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus affinis 0

2. Grey-hooded Warbler Phylloscopus xanthoschistos M

Valappil (2016); 88a

Reference
Price & Jamdar (1992)

88a. Grey-hooded Warbler feeding Lesser Cuckoo at Devalsari, Uttarakhand, in June 2016.

Table 10. Indian Cuckoo host species

No  Species Type
1. Black-hooded Oriole Oriolus xanthornus M
2. Black Drongo Dicrurus macrocercus M
3 Streaked Spiderhunter Arachnothera magna 0

Reference
Eldhose (2000); Jayasekara (2020)

O'Donel (1936); Storrs (1944)* Neelakantan (1952); Prasad & Jayant (1993); Praveen
(2009); Sashikumar et al. (2011); Nahid et al. (2016a); Fig. 5

Gammie (1877)

*+ Storrs (1944) not verified, but possibly refers to the same record in O'Donel (1936)

|iddejep ueuysiiyeeg






Laughingthrush [5], Indian Paradise-flycatcher [1], White-browed
Fantail [1], Grey-winged Blackbird Turdus boulboul [2], Golden
Bush Robin Tarsiger chrysaeus [1], Indian Blue Robin [1],
Siberian Stonechat [1], and Blyth's Leaf Warbler [1]. He found
drongo-type eggs from Ashy Drongo D. leucophaeus [3], Black
Drongo [1], and Indian Paradise-flycatcher [1].
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Fig. 5. Indian Cuckoo parasitism on Black Drongo. Adapted from https;//www.stateofindiasbirds.in/
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Himalayan Cuckoo Cuculus saturates

Breeding along the Himalayas and north-eastern India, and
sometimes considered conspecific with the extralimital Oriental
Cuckoo C. opatus, the Himalayan Cuckoo's hosts are believed
to be Phylloscopus warblers, specifically the Western Crowned
Warbler in the western Himalayas, and Blyth's Leaf Warbler in the
central and eastern Himalayas (Becking 1981). Unfortunately,
recent evidence of cuckoo young being fed by either of these
species, or in fact by any other species, is lacking.

Colonel Rattary recounts an incident where a Himalayan
Cuckoo was harassing a pair of Western Crowned Warblers at
Mussoorie, and the bird, when shot, had an oviduct egg; he found
further eggs of similar kind on the nests of Western Crowned
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Warblers (Baker 1906a). C. L. Wilson found a Himalayan Cuckoo
hovering around the nest of a Hume's Warbler P humei in
Kashmir that had a Himalayan Cuckoo-type egg, which he later
found in the nests of the Western Crowned Warbler as well
(Baker 1906a). B. B. Osmaston found eggs of this bird in the
nests of Rufous-bellied Niltava in Darjeeling (Baker 1906a). Baker
listed a few victim nests from which he had taken eggs (Baker
1907b): Verditer Flycatcher, Rusty-cheeked Scimitar Babbler E.
erythrogenys, and Rufous-bellied Niltava, but the first two were
not included in Baker (1942).

Baker's (1942) list included a large number of eggs [17
eggs] from the clutches of Blyth's Leaf Warbler, and records
from Chestnut-crowned Warbler P. castaniceps [6], Tickell's Leaf
Warbler P affinis [5], Western Crowned Warbler [4], Hume's
Warbler [2], Lemon-rumped Warbler P. chloronotus [1], Yellow-
vented Warbler [1], Green-crowned Warbler P burkii [1], Grey-
hooded Warbler [1], Cachar Wedge-billed Babbler [2], Tawny-
breasted Wren Babbler Spelaeornis longicaudatus [2], Striated
Prinia [1], Dark-necked Tailorbird [1], Himalayan Bush Robin
Tarsiger rufilatus [1, likely by Rattray, see Baker (1907b)],
Rufous-bellied Niltava [1], Rock Bunting Emberiza cia [1], and
Pygmy Wren Babbler [1]. There is no available literature that has
validated these claims though the Phylloscopus warblers in this
list may be true hosts.

Common Cuckoo Cuculus canorus

The Common Cuckoo is a widespread breeder along the
Himalayas and north-eastern India, and is mostly an autumn
passage migrant across the Indian Subcontinent. It migrates
over a broad front, usually spending two to three months before
crossing the Indian Ocean to reach its final destination in Africa.
This is, arguably, the most well studied brood parasite in the world
and has been documented to be catholic in its host choice, with
more than 100 hosts across the world. Within subspecies, Baker
(1942) lists 35 victims for ‘Asiatic Cuckoo' C. c. telephonus, and
127 victims of ‘Khasi Hills Cuckoo’ C. ¢. bakeri. However, the
number of actual observations of host-parasite relationship from
India has been meagre (Table 11) and there is concern that
some of the eggs documented for other cuckoo species could
have been of Common Cuckoo (see Becking 1981). Much of
the anecdotal notes in Hume (1890) do not refer to specific
species and details of the young are unavailable for assessment.
Jones (1941) is said to have recorded a Common Cuckoo laying
an egg in the nest of a Siberian Stonechat, but does not refer to

Table 11. Common Cuckoo Cuculus canorus host species
No  Species

1. Long-tailed Shrike Lanius schach

Red-billed Leiothrix Leiothrix lutea

Upland Pipit Anthus sylvanus

Olive-backed Pipit Anthus hodgsoni

Himalayan Rubythroat Calliope pectoralis
Blue-fronted Redstart Phoenicurus frontalis

Plumbeous Water Redstart Phoenicurus fuliginosus

© N o e s N

Pied Bushchat Saxicola caprata

Type

O = 2 O O o = =

Reference

Fig. 6

Kharkongor et al. (2020)¢; Chettri (2015); 90
Hume (1890)

Sharma (2020)

Osmaston (1925)

Osmaston (1927); Bates (1949)

Loke (1952)

Hume (1890)

5> See elsewhere in this issue
¢ See elsewhere in this issue
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any young being raised by that host. It has also been recorded
robbing the nest of the Grey Bushchat Saxicola ferreus, possibly
prior to parasitism (Sharma 2020) 5. Ali (1968) spotted a Brown
Dipper Cinclus pallasii feeding a juvenile of the Cuculus sp., at
Bringhi Valley, Kashmir, in May 1967. This work also confirms the
breeding of this cuckoo in the Indian Subcontinent, away from the
main Himalayan range, as has always been suspected (Betham
1910; Ali & Whistler 1940; Bharos 1996, 2005), from Jaipur in
Rajasthan, and Jalgaon and Chandrapur in Maharashtra; the last
is featured incorrectly in Dhamankar (2004) as a Common Hawk
Cuckoo. A bizarre incident of a Common Hoopoe Upupa epops
feeding a juvenile Common Cuckoo was reported from Hanle,
Ladakh, which would make it the first non-passerine host for any
cuckoo in the world (Shivkar 2016, 89). However, observations
were not sustained to rule out opportunistic feeding, and hence
it is not included here.
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Fig. 6. Common Cuckoo parasitism on Long-tailed Shrike. After: https://www.stateofindiasbirds.in/
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89. Common Cuckoo just before being fed by a Common Hoopoe at Hanle, Ladakh in August
2016; however an opportunistic feeding cannot be ruled out and the real host could have been

another species.

90. A Red-billed Leiothrix feeding a Common Cuckoo at Darjeeling, West Bengal, October
2010.

Yellow-rumped Honeyguide Indicator xanthonotus

The only species of honeyguide found in South Asia has a
distribution along the central and eastern Himalayas, but nothing
is known about its breeding biology. Elsewhere, honeyguides in
Africa parasitize the nests of barbets, kingfishers, and other cavity
nesters (Winkler et al. 2020). One case of brood parasitism was
reported from Rudraprayag, Uttarkhand, in June 2018, of a young
Yellow-rumped Honeyguide being fed by a Green-backed Tit
Parus monticolus (Rawat 2018). A honeyguide was seen perched
at a hole in a tree that also had a Great Barbet Psilopogon virens
nest [91] in May 2015 near Kedarnath Musk Deer Sanctuary,
Uttarakhand; whether it was an attempted parasitism is unknown.

91. A Yellow-rumped Honeyguide perched at the hole of a tree containing a Great Barbet nest
near Kedarnath Musk Deer Sanctuary, Uttarakhand, May 2015. While barbets may likely be
hosts, the contents of the barbet nest are not known.
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Table 12. Typical hosts of parasitic cuckoos in comparison with standard literature

No
1.

Species

Chestnut-winged
Cuckoo

Pied Cuckoo
Asian Koel

Asian Emerald
Cuckoo

Violet Cuckoo

Banded Bay Cuckoo

Plaintive Cuckoo
Grey-bellied Cuckoo

Drongo Cuckoo

Large Hawk Cuckoo

Whistling Hawk
Cuckoo

Common Hawk
Cuckoo

Lesser Cuckoo
Indian Cuckoo
Himalayan Cuckoo
Common Cuckoo

Yellow-rumped
Honeyguide

Payne (2005)
Laughingthrushes

Babblers
Crows

Crimson Sunbird & Little Spiderhunter
Crimson Sunbird & Little Spiderhunter

Common lora

Warblers with concealed nests, e.g., prinias,
tailorbirds, cisticolas

Warblers with concealed nests, e.g, prinias,
tailorbirds, cisticolas, as well as sunbirds

Small babblers, Nepal Fulvetta, Dark-
fronted Babbler, forktails, bulbuls, shrikes,
Striated Grassbird

Streaked Laughingthrush, Chestnut-
crowned Laughingthrush, Blue Whistling
Thrush, Lesser Shortwing, Hoary-throated
Barwing, Streaked Spiderhunter

Lesser Shortwing, Small Niltava, and other
flycatchers and babblers

Babblers

Tickell's Leaf Warbler, Blyth's Leaf Warbler,
Brownish-flanked Bush Warbler, Pale-
footed Bush Warbler

Black- & Ashy Drongo

Seicercus & Phylloscopus warblers

Wide range of host species in Europe &
India, 100, with a cuckoo egg in the nest

Probably barbets

Erritzoe et al. (2012)
Laughingthrushes

Babblers
Crows

Crimson Sunbird & Little
Spiderhunter

Crimson Sunbird & Little
Spiderhunter

Common lora

Warblers with concealed nests,

e.g., prinias, tailorbirds, & cisticolas

Cisticolas, prinias, tailorbirds

Shrikes, Dark-fronted Babbler,
Nepal Fulvetta, forktails, Striated
Grassbird

Lesser Shortwing, Streaked- &
Little Spiderhunter

Lesser Shortwing, Small Niltava,

and other flycatchers and babblers

Jungle Babbler

Leaf Warblers, wren babblers
(cupwings)

Black- & Ashy Drongo

Seicercus & Phylloscopus warblers

Wide range of hosts worldwide,
280

Probably barbets

Ali & Ripley (1987)
Himalayan Laughingthrushes

Babblers, laughingthrushes
House- & Large-billed Crow

Sunbirds (Aethopyga sp.), &
spiderhunters

Sunbirds (Aethopyga sp.), &
spiderhunters

loras, bulbuls, small babblers

Common Tailorbird, prinias,
cisticolas

Common Tailorbird, prinias,
cisticolas

lora, Dark-fronted Babbler,
drongos, forktails, minivets

Laughingthrushes, Streaked
Spiderhunter, Lesser
Shortwing

Flycatchers, shortwings
Babblers, laughingthrushes

Leaf-Warblers, wren-babblers
(cupwings), shortwings

Drongos

Seicercus & Phylloscopus
warblers

Wide range of hosts

Probably barbets

This work
No data

Jungle- & Yellow-billed Babblers
House Crow

Insufficient data
Insufficient data

Common lora

Common Tailorbird, prinias

Common Tailorbird, prinias,
Purple-rumped Sunbird

Small babblers

Insufficient data

Insufficient data

Jungle-, Yellow-billed & Large
Grey Babblers

Insufficient data

Black Drongo
No data

Long-tailed Shrike, chats &
Red-billed Leiothrix'

Insufficient Data

Table 13. Avian hosts and parasites in South Asia (New host-parasite pairs in bold)

No

Parasite Species=>

PICU AKO AECU VICU BBCU PLCU

Host Species / No of Hosts => 6

Small Minivet Pericrocotus cinnamomeus

Orange Minivet Pericrocotus flammeus

Black-headed Cuckooshrike Lalage melanoptera

Black-hooded Qriole Oriolus xanthornus

Common Woodshrike Tephrodornis pondicerianus

Common lora Aegithina tiphia

Black Drongo Dicrurus macrocercus

Long-tailed Shrike Lanius schach

House Crow Corvus splendens

Large-billed Crow Corvus macrorhynchos

Common Tailorbird Orthotomus sutorius

6

> X< X X

1 1 6 3

X < X<

b

GBCU DRCU LHCU CHCU
7 5 2 4

LECU
2 3 8

INCU COCU Total

2

X 1
1

1

X 2
X 2
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Table 13. Avian hosts and parasites in South Asia (New host-parasite pairs in bold)

No Parasite Species=> PICU AIKO AECU VICU BBCU PLCU GBCU DRCU LHCU CHCU LECU INCU COCU Total
12.  Black-throated Prinia Prinia atrogularis X 1
13. Plain Prinia Prinia inornata X X 2
14, Ashy Prinia Prinia socialis X 1
15, Zitting Cisticola Cisticola juncidis X 1
16 Red-vented Bulbul Pycnonotus cafer X 1
17 Red-whiskered Bulbul Pycnonotus jocosus X 1
18.  Tickell's Leaf Warbler Phylloscopus affinis X 1
19.  Grey-hooded Warbler Phylloscopus xanthoschistos X 1
20.  VYellow-eyed Babbler Chrysomma sinense X 1
21, Indian White-eye Zosterops palpebrosus X 1
22. Tawny-bellied Babbler Dumetia hyperythra X 1
23, Dark-fronted Babbler Rhopocichla atriceps X 1
24.  Black-chinned Babbler Cyanoderma pyrrhops X 1
25.  Jungle Babbler Argya striata X X 2
26.  VYellow-billed Babbler Argya affinis X X 2
27 Common Babbler Argya caudata X 1
28.  Large Grey Babbler Argya malcolmi X X 2
29.  Rufous Babbler Argya subrufa X 1
30.  Streaked Laughingthrush Trochalopteron lineatum X 1
31, Chestnut-crowned Laughingthrush X 1
Trochalopteron erythrocephalum
32.  Nilgiri Laughingthrush Montecincla cachinnans X 1
33, Hoary-throated Barwing Actinodura nipalensis X 1
34, Common Myna Acridotheres tristis X 1
35.  Red-billed Leiothrix Leiothrix lutea X 1
36.  Himalayan Rubythroat Calliope pectoralis X 1
37 Blue-fronted Redstart Phoenicurus frontalis X 1
38.  Plumbeous Water Redstart Phoenicurus fuliginosus X 1
39.  Pied Bushchat Saxicola caprata X 1
40.  Purple-rumped Sunbird Leptocoma zeylonica X 1
41, Olive-backed Sunbird Cinnyris jugularis X 1
42, Crimson Sunbird Aethopyga siparaja X 1
43, Streaked Spiderhunter Arachnothera magna X 1
44.  House Sparrow Passer domesticus X 1
45, Upland Pipit Anthus sylvanus X 1
46.  Olive-backed Pipit Anthus hodgsoni X 1
No of hosts => 6 6 1 1 6 3 7 5 2 4 2 3 8

Abbreviations: AECU=Asian Emerald Cuckoo; AIKO=Asian Koel; BBCU=Banded Bay Cuckoo; CHCU=Common Hawk Cuckoo; COCU=Common Cuckoo; DRCU=Drongo Cuckoo;
GBCU=Crey-bellied Cuckoo; INCU=Indian Cuckoo; LECU=Lesser Cuckoo; LHCU=Large Hawk Cuckoo; PICU=Pied Cuckoo; PLCU=Plaintive Cuckoo; VICU=Violet Cuckoo
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Table 14. Number of incidents of brood parasitism in Argya babblers excluding detailed studies
No  Species Pied Cuckoo Clamator jacobinus Common Hawk Cuckoo Hierococcyx varius
1. Jungle Babbler Argya striata 26 32
2. Yellow-billed Babbler Argya affinis 32 26
3. Large Grey Babbler Argya malcolmi 1 27
4. Rufous Babbler Argya subrufa 3 0
Discussion Conclusion

There is a large disparity between field knowledge and information
of victims obtained by oologists on parasitizm (Table 12) that
triggered this fresh catalogue (Table 13). Whether it is a reflection
of the ‘mistakes’ that cuckoos make in laying their eggs in victims’
nests, or the challenges in identifying eggs visually, is unclear, and
could be a manifestation of both. While the intent of the work
was a catalogue, there are also certain patterns on the brood
parasitism of South Asian cuckoos that seem to emerge.

South Asian cuckoos parasitize 20 passerine families and 32
passerine genera. Most cuckoos are specialized, with 40 of 46
host species (~87%) having only one parasite species to worry
about within their range. After the well-known Asian Koel-House
Crow pair, Argya babblers seem to be the most parasitized species
(Table 13), with both, the Pied Cuckoo, and the Common Hawk
Cuckoo parasitizing Jungle and Yellow-billed Babblers almost
equally. The Large Grey Babbler is preferentially parasitised by
the Common Hawk Cuckoo with just one documented case
of being cuckolded by a Pied Cuckoo (Selvaganesh 2020).
Interestingly, we could not find any instance of brood parasitism
in Common Babbler, unlike what Gaston (1976) reported for
Pied Cuckoos. While we got several cases of Long-tailed Shrikes
feeding young Common Cuckoos, we were not able to collect
any evidence of Asian Koels parasitizing this species, as reported
by Begum et al. (2011a,b), and Nahid et al. (2016a) from
Dhaka, Bangladesh.

Most evidence of parasitized cuckoo chicks being fed is
during July—November, peaking in September—October when
much of the peninsula has received ample monsoon rains and
caterpillars are abundant (Fig. 7). Despite so much having being
claimed to be known about cuckoos and their brood parasitism
(Baker 1942), field workers post 2000 added ten new host-
parasite pairs from India (Table 13), nine of which are first reports
worldwide (Payne 2000).

80
60

40

No. of Records

20

Month

Fig. 7. Records of brood parasitism: 2010-2020

This work concludes that much needs to be done in understanding
the brood parasitism of South Asian cuckoos. There is an absolute
dearth of basic host-parasite information for most cuckoos that
breed in the Himalayas or north-eastern India; most peninsular
Indian cuckoos are slightly better off in this regard. The only cases
where detailed investigation has been done are of House Crow-
Asian Koel pairs, and Pied Cuckoo-Argya babblers, with limited
work in the cases of Long-tailed Shrike-Asian Koel, and Common
Hawk Cuckoo-Jungle Babbler. We know almost nothing about
the breeding of the Yellow-rumped Honeyguide. Hopefully, this
catalog can serve as a launch pad for further studies and may
encourage birdwatchers and photographers to report new host-
parasite pairs—some may even by lying in their field notebooks
or media collections. Argya babblers parasitised by two widely
distributed cuckoos in peninsular India are perfect subjects for
further exploration into strategies of cuckoo brood parasitism in
South Asia.
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