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The Oriental Cuckoo Cuculus optatus in South Asia–
An analysis of museum specimens
The Oriental Cuckoo Cuculus optatus has, till recently, often 
been considered conspecific with the smaller Himalayan Cuckoo 
C. saturatus, until Dickison & Remsen (2013), following Payne 
(2005), recognised it as a full species. This has now been followed 
by the IOC (Gill et al. 2022), and eBird/Clements (Clements et al. 
2022); but not by HBW & BirdLife International (2022). A recent 
mtDNA study suggests that the present species is closest to the 
Common Cuckoo C. canorus (Payne 2005). It breeds in the 
northern latitudes in Russia, Mongolia, Japan, and northern China, 
and winters mostly in Australia and Southeast Asia (Payne 2005; 
Payne & Kirwan 2020). In the field, it is nearly impossible to tell 
an Oriental Cuckoo from a Himalayan Cuckoo due to overlapping 
morphological features, however, the former is always larger, sex-
to-sex, and it is possible to assign a taxon using the length of the 
longest primaries (Payne 2005). Unfortunately, nothing more is 
known about the taxonomy of this group of cuckoos, and it is 
likely to stay that way until an adequate genetic survey is done 
in its breeding range (Lindholm & Lindén 2007). Its presence in 
South Asia has been much debated (Wells 1972; Ali & Ripley 
1981), and the larger Himalayan-type specimens were believed 
to be the larger birds in the western Himalayas rather than 
the migrant Oriental Cuckoo (Rasmussen & Anderton 2012). 
Hence, this species is not listed in the current India Checklist 
(Praveen & Jayapal 2022). While cataloguing the specimens of 
the Zoological Survey of India (hereinafter, ZSI), Kolkata, we came 
across a large Himalayan-type Cuckoo that matched the size of 
an Oriental Cuckoo, and, here, we debate its possible inclusion 
in south Asian avifauna. PJ visited the Bombay Natural History 
Society (hereinafter, BNHS), and the Natural History Museum 
(hereinafter, NHMUK), London to study additional specimens 
and measure their wing lengths. All wings were measured with 
chord length; measurement being taken from the carpal flexion, 
flat and straight to the tip of the wing. 

The male specimen (ZSI#33343), currently labelled as C. 
s. saturatus, was collected on 10 March 1966 from Campbell 
Bay, Great Nicobar Island During ZSI’s Great Nicobar expedition 
of 1966. This is most likely the same specimen mentioned in 
Abdulali (1967) as ‘ZOOL. SURVEY’. The specimen was visibly 
larger [204 & 205] than the Himalayan Cuckoo specimens we 
had in the collections from Nepal (ZSI #28194–95), which led 
us to measuring its wing. The longest primary (196 mm on right 
wing, 195.5 mm on left, as measured by PJ & AN; Abdulali gives 
195 mm) was more within the range of a male Oriental Cuckoo 
(194–220 mm), than that of a male Himalayan Cuckoo (174–
194 mm), following Payne (2005). This individual also had broad 
black bars on buff-white undertail coverts, which is a supporting 
feature of the Oriental Cuckoo [206]. According to Cramp 
(1985) and Payne (2005), about 17% [n = 12] of Himalayan-
type cuckoos found in Sumatra were Oriental Cuckoos, though 
a majority of the specimens were from the eastern part of that 
island. Considering the proximity of Campbell Bay to Sumatra 
(170–200 km), as well as the timing of the record in March 

  
204 & 205. Ventral and dorsal views of Oriental Cuckoo with a Himalayan Cuckoo. Left: Himalayan 
Cuckoo from Nepal (ZSI #28194), Right: Oriental Cuckoo ZSI#33343 from Great Nicobar.

206. Broad black bars of buffish 
undertail coverts of Oriental Cuckoo 
(ZSI#33343) from Great Nicobar.
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(spring migration), this particular record is not surprising. We did 
consider this bird to be an unusually large Himalayan Cuckoo from 
the western Himalayas; however, our measurements proved to 
be larger than the largest known Himalayan Cuckoo and, range-
wise, a straggling Oriental Cuckoo on return migration made 
more sense than a bird from the western Himalaya. Specimens 
of intermediate sizes reported from India, Russia, and China have 
been discounted by Payne (2005), which he believed were partly 
due to misidentified Common Cuckoo specimens (Wells 1972). 

According to the ZSI records, there is one more specimen 
(ZSI #33172, 29 March 1977) collected from Great Nicobar, 
which is now in the BNHS collection (BNHS#24405) and, 
interestingly, it too has a wing of 196 mm (Abdulali 1979; re-
measured by PJ) [207, 208]. However, the females (179 & 
181 mm) from Great Nicobar fall within the Himalayan Cuckoo 
band (163–190 mm vs 185–211 mm). The two Hume’s 
specimens from Kundul Island, in the South Nicobar group 
of islands, mentioned in Abdulali (1965), are in the NHMUK 
(NHMUK#1887.12.2.110-111); but their wing measurements 
are within the range of Himalayan Cuckoo. 

209. Ventral views of two cuckoos mentioned in Wells 
(1972) with two Oriental Cuckoos.  
Left to Right: NHMUK#1887.12.2.65 a male from Shillong, 
NHMUK#1888.12.10.127 a female from Shillong – both 
holding the label as Common Cuckoo with two male Oriental 
Cuckoos from China and Japan. 

  

207, 208. Ventral and dorsal 
views of Oriental Cuckoo. BNHS 
#24405 (formerly ZSI#33172).
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Wells (1972) analysed four Himalayan-type Cuckoos in 
NHMUK and concluded that larger birds, with wing-lengths larger 
than 194 mm in males and 185 mm in females, do occur in 
the Indian Subcontinent, and that some of those specimens were 
definitely from within the political boundaries of India. PJ re-located 
two of those four specimens and remeasured, and photographed 
them. However, both of them were tagged as Common Cuckoos, 
though they were catalogued under Himalayan Cuckoo. They 
include a male from Shillong by J. Cockburn (15 August 1877, 
NHMUK#1887.12.2.65, Wing: 203 mm, [209]), an unsexed (likely 
a male) bird from Assam (no date, Wing: 214 mm, not located 
by PJ), a female from Assam (4 September, Wing: 192 mm, not 
located by PJ), and a female from Shillong by A. W. Chennell (?22 
May 1875, NHMUK#1888.12.10.127, Wing: 203 mm, [209]). No 
effort was made to revalidate their identifications, but the bars on 
the underside of at least one specimen (NHMUK#1887.12.2.65) 
appear too fine and wavy for a Himalayan/Oriental Cuckoo, and 
seem more similar to those of a Common Cuckoo. It is likely 
that some of these specimens from the subcontinent, mentioned 
in Wells (1972), could have been those referred by Payne later, 
as misidentified Common Cuckoos. More investigation may be 
needed on the identities of these cuckoos. 

Himalayan-type Cuckoos have occurred in Great Nicobar in 
recent years as well (four records in www.ebird.org/india, two 
sightings by PJ). It has also occurred in the Andaman Islands (see 
Abdulali 1972 for a female specimen from South Andaman, four 
in NHMUK, many records in www.ebird.org/india), and one of 
the photographs (Kuriakose 2012) from South Andaman was 
tentatively assigned to a female Oriental Cuckoo based on the 
very heavy barring on the vent and undertail coverts, and the 
much reduced rufous on the chest (Clive Mann, in litt., email to 
PJ dated 10 November 2017). 

Male Oriental Cuckoos usually have a wing length longer than 
204 mm (Lindholm & Lindén 2007); our measurements fall at 
the extreme lower end of the acceptable morphometrics for an 
Oriental Cuckoo. However, based on these Nicobar specimens in 
ZSI and BNHS, Oriental Cuckoo may be admitted to the birds of 
South Asia, at least on current knowledge. It is likely that both, 
Himalayan, and Oriental Cuckoos occur in the Andaman and 
Nicobar Islands, and discerning them would be possible only in 
hand. As knowledge in this field is still nascent, it is recommended 
that such fresh specimens be subject to molecular analysis so that 
a more stable placement can be made when knowledge advances.

We thank Dhriti Banerjee, the Director of ZSI, and Bivash 
Pandav, the Director of BNHS for their support and encouragement. 
Sourav Mondal and Sajal Naskar at the ZSI, Vithoba Hegde at the 
BNHS, and Hein van Grouw and Mark Adams at the NHMUK 
helped us immensely to search for the specimens. Our thanks to 
two anonymous referees for critically evaluating our arguments 
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Hatchling birds in the diet of the Blue Whistling 
Thrush Myophonus caeruleus 
On 14 May 2022, at Barog (30.88°N, 77.07°E), District Solan, 
Himachal Pradesh, JSW observed a Blue Whistling Thrush 
Myophonus caeruleus killing the hatchling of a Streaked 
Laughingthrush Trochalopteron lineatum by thrashing it on 
a rock. The photographs [210, 211] show the hatchling being 
killed and held in the bill by the Blue Whistling Thrush. The action 
happened close to a busy trail. However, after killing the victim, 
the Blue Whistling Thrush  flew away to a nearby perch, leaving 
the hatchling behind. It may have left because it felt that we were 
fairly close and it wanted us to leave. It might have come back 
later on but we had no way to confirm that as we left immediately 
after it flew away. 
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