
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.
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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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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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