
210. Blue Whistling Thrush killing the hatchling.

 
211. Blue Whistling Thrush holding the dead bird in the presence of an adult (parent?) 
Streaked Laughingthrush (foreground). 

We had neither seen such behaviour earlier nor heard about 
any such incident from any other birders. This intrigued us to 
delve deeper and look for any reported/published observations 
about the Blue Whistling Thrush killing/feeding on small birds.

As per Ali & Ripley (1998: 83), the food of a Blue Whistling 
Thrush comprises ‘Mainly earthworms, snails, crabs, larvae and 
aquatic insects, but will also take hatchling birds and almost any 
small living creature; also berries and some vegetable matter 
… Snail shells purposefully battered against stones to get at 
the contents.’ Clement & Hathway (2000: 217–218), while 
discussing the feeding behaviour of the Blue Whistling Thrush, 
mention that it is, ‘also known to take small birds, especially 
nestlings…’ This mention of “hatchling birds” and “nestlings” 
made us look for individual observations. 

However, the initial search threw up an observation of one 
bird preying on a snake of the Dendrelaphis species, in a forest 
in Prigen, Pasuruan in East Java (Cahyono & Pramudhita 2015). 
‘The bird was whipping down the snake upon a rock until it 
fainted, then flew away with the prey to eat it in a more proper 
place.’ Another unusual observation is that of a Blue Whistling 
Thrush killing a Common Garden Lizard, at Kek Lok Tong Cave in 
Ipoh Perak, Malaysia (John 2014). 

Finally, we came across a very old observation from Nainital, 
by Way (1945: 607). She recorded that, ‘The Thrush appeared 
from the long grass with something large in its beak which at 
first I took to be a large slug, but soon saw it was a young 
bird, fully fledged. The Thrush flew off on to a boulder and 
beat the small bird to kill it and then flew away with it in the 
direction of its nest. I never found this nest because it was built 
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on the side of a particularly poisonous drain and I could not 
bear the smell long enough to stay and watch.’ A more recent 
observation of a Blue Whistling Thrush killing a House Sparrow 
Passer domesticus is also from Nainital, Uttarakhand, with a 
photograph (Jha 2015). Yoong (2012: 60), while summarising 
the ‘rather surprising diet and foraging habits’ of Blue Whistling 
Thrushes in peninsular Malaysia, mentions that the bird’s avian 
prey included ‘Common Tailorbird Orthotomus sutorius, Blue 
Rock Thrush Monticola solitarius, Eurasian Tree Sparrow Passer 
montanus, Java Sparrow Lonchura oryzivora … Rock Pigeon 
Columba livia [squab just sprouting feathers], and … House 
Swift Apus nipalensis’ (Yoong 2012: 63). Most records were of 
apparent fledglings but the House Swifts were apparent adults. 
He also mentions that the captures were carried back to an 
anvil rock and killed by persistent sideways swiping while being 
held in the unusually strongly hooked bill. The Blue Whistling 
Thrushes routinely caught, killed, dismembered, and fed 
birds to their young. On the contrary, two other members of 
Myophonus genus that occur on the Indian Subcontinent—the 
Malabar Whistling Thrush M. horsfieldii and Sri Lanka Whistling 
Thrush M. blighi—have not been documented to take hatchlings 
(Ali & Ripley 1998).

Thus, while the available literature suggests that young birds 
are taken for food by the Blue Whistling Thrush, we could find 
only two specific previous instances from India, of such feeding 
behaviour. In this context, the current observation is a significant 
addition to the documentary evidence of a Blue Whistling Thrush 
killing a small bird. 
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A leucistic Eurasian Magpie Pica pica in Ladakh, India
On 25 May 2022 at 0436 h, an interesting bird was seen at 
Gongma hamlet of Hanu village (34.62°N, 76.62°E; 3,397 m 
asl) which is located c.160 km from Leh town. At first glance, 
it appeared to be an intriguing, medium-sized, white bird. 
Further observations revealed that it had a completely white 
body plumage, and light-pink beak and legs. While observing its 
flight pattern and calls, we realized that it was a Eurasian Magpie 
Pica pica. SA managed to take several photographs for further 
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identification and evidence. The bird was at a distance, and it was 
dusk, which prevented her from taking close up photos. 

Further discussions and careful perusal of the images [212] 
confirmed the identity of this bird as a leucistic Eurasian Magpie, 
as the iris and pupils were black, which ruled out the chance of 
the individual being an ‘albino’. Therefore, we concluded that this 
individual is a ‘leucistic’ Eurasian Magpie. It exhibited exceptionally 
white, leucistic traits with normal coloured eyes, but completely 
white wings and tail. The Eurasian Magpie possesses a black beak 
(Grimmett et al. 2011). The bird in question, however, had a 
completely pink beak, and hence it is difficult to determine its sex. 
Review of the literature revealed that a similar leucistic Eurasian 
Magpie was reported from Norway on 1 August 2010 by Frank 
Gronningsaeter (Husby 2017), and there is no other record of 
it from India, so it may be the first record of a leucistic Eurasian 
Magpie from India.

212. The leucistic Eurasian Magpie in Ladakh. 
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An unrecorded hunting strategy of Legge’s Hawk 
Eagle Nisaetus kelaarti, from Wayanad, Kerala
Legge’s Hawk Eagle Nisaetus kelaarti has, for long, been 
considered a subspecies of the Mountain Hawk Eagle Nisaetus 
nipalensis. In 2008, its taxonomic status was revised and it was 
elevated to species level by Gjershaug et al. (2008), based on 
its morphological and vocal distinction in comparison to the 
Mountain Hawk Eagle. Due to this recent taxonomic revision, 
we lack a refined species account for the Legge’s Hawk Eagle. 
This lacuna is explicitly stated in Clark et al. (2020); as all the 
available natural history accounts are currently clubbed under the 
Mountain Hawk Eagle. Therefore, it is crucial to gather species-
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specific natural history observations on the Legge’s Hawk Eagle to 
implement conservation strategies. This note describes a hunting 
strategy of the species, observed in Wayanad, Kerala.

On 20 April 2022 (0831 h), we observed a Legge’s Hawk 
Eagle landing on a Mango Mangifera indica branch [213b] on 
which a Malabar Giant Squirrel Ratufa indica indica was foraging 
[213a]. It was an isolated tree, located at the juncture of a densely 
vegetated hillock and a “Vayal” or a marshy grassland. We were 
100 m from the tree and observing the bird through binoculars. 
In less than a minute, it moved closer to the mammal which, 
after producing an alarm call, descended the trunk and moved 
to another lateral branch of the tree that had more leaf cover. 
The bird continued to watch the squirrel for a few minutes, after 
which it jumped down onto a neighbouring branch of the rodent’s 
hiding place. When the bird advanced and reached within short 
proximity to the squirrel, the mammal produced a call (Webpage 
URL: https://www.inaturalist.org/observations/126803617 -the 
calls are heard between  0-2 sec, 7-9 sec, and 20-21 sec), 
very different from the regularly produced and documented 
alarm vocalizations (Webpage URL: https://www.inaturalist.org/
observations/126803617 - the calls are heard between 18-19 
sec and 36-42 sec) of the species (Datta, 1998 describes a 
repeated loud staccato call produced by the species when a 
Crested Hawk eagle Spizaetus cirrhatus limnaetus approached 
within its 1m radius. Since the recordings of the calls were not 
obtained, we are unsure whether the call was similar/ different 
to our recording). We suspect this vocalization to represent 
either a stress call, a signal to the predator (as suggested in 
Datta, 1998 based on Zahavi’s hypothesis) or a signature to 
inform the conspecifics/ heterospecifics about the presence of 
the predator (see similar case in Adams & Williams 2017). For 
the next five minutes, the bird chased the squirrel [214] around 
the tree, moving from one lateral branch to another. After being 
chased a couple of times, the squirrel leapt in desperation 
from its branch to a neighbouring tree. But, since that tree was 
some distance away, it was unable to reach it and fell to the 
forest floor. At that moment, the hawk-eagle swiftly swooped 
down and grabbed the squirrel in its talons [215] before it 
could recover from the shock of the fall and find cover in the 
neighbouring vegetation. Once the prey was dead, the bird 
started plucking its fur [216] till most of the body, except for the 
tail and the head, was naked. 

213a.  Malabar Giant Squirrel foraging on the Mango tree branch.
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