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BRISTLED GRASS-WARBLER

Chaetornis striatus

Critical —
Endangered —

Vulnerable A1c; A2c; C1

This grassland specialist has a small, rapidly declining population owing to loss and degradation
of its grassland habitat, primarily through drainage and conversion to agriculture. It therefore
qualifies as Vulnerable.

DISTRIBUTION The Bristled Grass-warbler (see Remarks 1) is endemic to the Indian
subcontinent. It occurs rather erratically throughout a range that encompasses lowland
Pakistan, much of India, the Nepal terai and, at least historically, Bangladesh (Ali and Ripley
1968–1998, Roberts 1991–1992).

■■■■■ PAKISTAN A probable sighting occurred in “surpat” grass at Karachi Sewage Farm in
December 1919 (Ticehurst 1922–1924), but there are only three confirmed records: ■■■■■ North-
West Frontier Province Kabul river, Vale of Peshawar, two, June–July 1999 (J. Kylänpäa
in litt. 1999); ■■■■■ Sind near Mohenjo Daro, Larkana district, 1976 (Roberts 1991–1992);
■■■■■ Punjab Jallo Park, near Lahore, July–September, 1914, although the species was absent
from the area in the following summer and the previous six summers (Currie 1916a,b, Roberts
1991–1992).

■■■■■ INDIA This species is widely distributed but “very local” (Ali and Ripley 1968–1998). A
specimen was possibly taken at the Garo hills, Meghalaya, 1869–1870 (Godwin-Austen
1870b). However, as Godwin-Austen included many species shot nearby in Sylhet or
Mymensingh (at the base of the Garo or Khasia hills, an area perhaps more likely to hold
populations of this species), this record is probably from Bangladesh rather than Meghalaya
(see Hume 1888; indeed there is a Godwin-Austen specimen from Mymensingh stored in
BMNH). This record was presumably being used by Baker (1922–1930) when he stated that
“it does not occur in the Khasia Hills except at the foot of the hills in the plains”. The listing of
the species for Karnataka (Inskipp 1986) was based on information not accepted here in Baker
(1932–1935; see Remarks 2). A record from Keoladeo National Park, Bharatpur, Rajasthan,
in February 1996 (C. Bell in litt. 1999) is here treated provisionally, given the absence of other
observations at this very well-watched site, although it needs to be stressed that the species is
beginning to demonstrate that it has a notable dispersive capacity, allowing it to turn up in
new places and indeed sometimes in rather unexpected habitat. Records are from:

■■■■■ Punjab Harike Lake Wildlife Sanctuary, a pair apparently breeding nearby, August
1997 (Kazmierczak et al. 1998, Oriental Bird Club Bull. 28 [1998]: 44–48); Phillaur bridge
(Ladhowal), Sutlej river, near Ludhiana, one male, evidently breeding, July 1917 (male in
BMNH, Whistler 1919);

■■■■■ Haryana Karnal, August 1933 (two specimens in BMNH); Castle Farm Bir (“Cattle
Farm”), Hisar (Hissar), July and August 1914, August 1935 (three specimens in BMNH,
Whistler 1915b);

■■■■■ Delhi beside the Agra Canal Road (mile post 2), south of Okhla, July 1962 (Donahue
1967), absent during subsequent searches (Roberts 1991–1992), but three pairs, August 1996
(Grewal 1996);

■■■■■ Gujarat Deesa (Disa), August–September 1876 (Butler 1875–1877, three males in
BMNH, one egg in BMNH); Ajwa, near Vadodara (Baroda), breeding, undated (Betham
1898; also Dharmakumarsinhji 1955);
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■■■■■ Uttar Pradesh Corbett National Park, undated (Anon. 1986); Dudwa National Park, at
Kakraha taal, Sonaripur area, one, March 1998 (S. Javed in litt. 1999); Gonda (as “Gonda
Oudh”), August 1918 (three specimens in BMNH, Field 1922); Etawah, July 1870 (male in
BMNH; elsewhere given as July 1978: Whistler ms); Gorakhpur, c.1910 (Osmaston 1913);
Jheenjuck jheel, Etawah/Kanpur districts, several pairs, August–September 1869 (Hume and
Oates 1889–1890); unspecified localities in Avadh (“Oudh”), December 1874 (specimen in
MCZ), undated (specimen in MM), and the Kumaon terai, June 1908 (female in MCZ);

■■■■■ Madhya Pradesh Sagar district (Sangor district), December 1869 (specimen in BMNH);
Seoni, pre-1900 (male in BMNH); Raipur district, January 1871, February 1872 (two specimens
in BMNH, Ball 1878);

■■■■■ Maharashtra unspecified locality, undated (Abdulali 1981); Pune area, undated
(Mahabal and Lamba 1987), and at Sinhgad, near Pune, northern Western Ghats, 1,200 m,
December 1992–April 1996 (Gole 1996b);

■■■■■ Andhra Pradesh unspecified localities, undated (Ali 1938, Taher and Pittie 1989); Mulug,
Warangla district, three collected at 450 m, February 1937 (specimens in MNHN and ZMB,
Whistler ms); Nellore, before June, 1844 (Jerdon 1862–1864; also Whistler and Kinnear 1931–
1937);

■■■■■ Tamil Nadu Nilgiri hills (“Nilgiris”) 1841 (Jerdon 1841, 1862–1864), although this site
was doubted by Baker (1922–1930); Madras (unconfirmed), pre-1846, pre-1847, pre-1881
(three specimens in BMNH; see Remarks 3);

■■■■■ Bihar Darbhanga, undated (male in AMNH, Inglis 1901–1904), and in Darbhanga
district at “Anark”, June 1909 (male in BNHS) and Ramowli (c.25 km from Darbhanga: Z.
Islam in litt. 2000), June 1902 (two specimens in BNHS, only one dated) and between Hatauri
and “Anarh” (one or both of Anark and Anarh are presumably mistranscriptions), “several”,
June 1902 (specimen in USNM, Inglis 1901–1904); Samastipur, breeding, August 1908 (four
eggs in BMNH); Dinapur, pre-1865, pre-1876 (two specimens in BMNH);

■■■■■ Orissa Sambalpur district, on both banks of the Mahanadi river, December 1871 and
January 1877 (specimens in AMNH and BMNH, Ball 1875, 1878); Kalahandi, one female,
undated (Ball 1877);

■■■■■ West Bengal Darjeeling, September 1869 (two specimens in BMNH; see Remarks 4);
Buxa Sanctuary (or Tiger Reserve), undated (Anon. 1993a); Haldibari, December to early
March, undated (Inglis 1951–1969); Salt lakes, near Calcutta, undated (Anon. 1993a), with
five procured in Calcutta market, 1842–1844 (Blyth 1842b, T. P. Inskipp 1996), and another
in February 1876 (female in BMNH), probably from nearby (see Remarks 5); between
Panagarh and the Damodar canal (unconfirmed), one, around 1968 (Gauntlett 1986; see
Remarks 6); Durgarpur barrage and Anderson’s weir, 19 km downstream of Durgarpur
(unconfirmed records), both in December 1970 (Gauntlett 1986; see Remarks 6);

■■■■■ Assam Manas National Park, 1987 (Rahmani et al. 1988; also Anon. 1990b); Kaziranga
National Park, one, December 1975 (D. A. Scott in litt. 2000), one at Mihimukh, March
1989 (N. Redman in litt. 1989), at least three singing males at Debeswari, March 1999, and at
least another three birds in the park in April 1999 (Barua and Sharma 1999); Agia, February–
May 1950 (specimens in BMNH, FMNH and UMMZ); North Cachar Hills district, female
collected (although no specimen preserved) and a nest with three smashed eggs at the “hot
springs” (apparently near Garampani on the Kopili river), June 1891 (Baker 1894–1901; but
see Remarks 2 under Grey-crowned Prinia Prinia cinereocapilla); Orang National Park (not
mapped), one in January 2000 (Choudhury 2000c).

■■■■■ NEPAL The “Nepal Terai” was included in the range of this species by Ripley (1961)
although Biswas (1960–1966) could find no reference to any early specimens. There have
been several subsequent records, however, from: Royal Sukla Phanta Wildlife Reserve, up to
three, May 1996 (H. S. Baral in litt. 1997, Baral 1997a), 11 singing birds (and seven more to
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the east), May 1997 (Baral 1997a); Royal Chitwan National Park, at Meghauli, one, April
1986 (R. L. Fleming Jr. per H. S. Baral in litt. 1998), minimum of five, May 1986 (Heath
1986, Heath and Thorns 1989), also 1–2 in June 1992, and late May 1995 (Drijvers 1995),
two at Sauraha, July 1990, and nine adults and four immatures there, August 1990 (Baral
1997a), and two at Kachuwani grasslands, January 1996 (Baral 1996c), many sightings in
1997 and 1998, including at least 13 around Gaida Wildlife Camp, July 1997 and c.25 in
newly formed grasslands around Bankatta (Baral 2000b); Lumbini Sanctuary, Rupandehi
district, two, August 1997 (Danphe 6, 3 [1997]: 3; Kosi Tappu Wildlife Reserve, Kushaha,
one, November 1996 (Choudhary 1997).

■■■■■ BANGLADESH Although it has been listed as hypothetically occurring throughout the
country (Rashid 1967; see Remarks 2 under Manipur Bush-quail Perdicula manipurensis),
the only confirmed records are from the nineteenth century, as follows: Mymensingh, pre-
1895 (specimen in BMNH); Faridpur (Furreedpore), “very common” and breeding, March–
May 1878 (three specimens in BMNH, Cripps 1878, three clutches in BMNH). Mention of
the species in “Lower Bengal” (Hume and Oates 1889–1890, Ali and Ripley 1968–1998) is
based on these records.
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POPULATION Several early records referred to the Bristled Grass-warbler as a common
bird, and T. P. Inskipp (1996) concluded that “it seems certain that it has declined drastically
in recent years”. It is, however, easily overlooked outside the breeding season because it is
difficult to both see and identify (see Ecology and Remarks 6), while little recent fieldwork
has been conducted during its breeding season when it is very hot and access to some sites
(such as Royal Chitwan National Park) is difficult due to monsoonal flooding (Baral 1997a,
B. F. King verbally 1998). These factors have possibly exaggerated its rarity.

Pakistan A rare vagrant or an occasional breeding visitor, this species’s occurrence is
apparently dependent on the vagaries of monsoon rainfall (Roberts 1991–1992, T. J. Roberts
verbally 1997).

India Historically, it was widespread and at least locally fairly common. This was
reportedly the case, for example, in Andhra Pradesh (Baker 1922–1930, Ali and Ripley 1968–
1998), “Central India” (where it was “not uncommon in… some parts”) (Barnes 1888–1891),
and Gujarat (Butler 1875–1877, Baker 1922–1930, Ali and Ripley 1968–1998). In Uttar
Pradesh, it was “not uncommon” in Gorakhpur district (Osmaston 1913) and “very locally
distributed” around Gonda (Field 1922), whilst it was an uncommon resident in Maharashtra
(Abdulali 1981), including around Pune (Mahabal and Lamba 1987). Jerdon (1845, 1862–
1864) reported that it was “not rare” during the rains at Nellore, Andhra Pradesh. In north-
east India it was reported to be “fairly common” in North Cachar (although there is very
little evidence to support this statement), and it apparently bred in “some numbers” in the
vast stretches of grassland in Bihar and Assam (Baker 1895–1896, 1922–1930). In recent
years there have been only a few records from very few sites where it generally appears
sporadically, and its population size is therefore unknown (T. P. Inskipp 1996, Grimmett et
al. 1998). However, no special efforts have been made to look for the species and it may
conceivably still be a widespread resident and perhaps even locally common in suitable habitat.

Nepal After the first confirmed records of the species in the 1990s, it was initially presumed
to be rare and erratic in occurrence (H. S. Baral in litt. 1997, Choudhary 1997), and possibly
declining (Baral 1997a), although there was no direct proof of this. The discovery of pairs
holding territory in Royal Chitwan National Park, and counts of 18 singing birds around
Royal Sukla Phanta Wildlife Reserve (Baral 1997a), led to the conclusion that the species
was “fairly common” at these sites (Baral 1997b), and imply that the total breeding population
in Nepal may be larger than previously suspected.

Bangladesh In the nineteenth century the species was “abundant all over Lower Bengal in
high grass” (Jerdon 1862–1864), a region largely embraced by present-day Bangladesh.
Subsequently, it remained “very common in long grass fields” in Faridpur district during the
1870s (Cripps 1878). Apart from the specimen taken in Mymensingh (Godwin-Austen 1870b),
these are the only confirmed records of the species in Bangladesh (P. M. Thompson in litt.
1997) and it seems to have disappeared along with the grasslands in which it once thrived. It
was listed as a “rare” resident in the country by Khan (1982), an appropriate ascription
given that it had not then been (and continued not to be) reported there during the twentieth
century.

ECOLOGY Habitat The Bristled Grass-warbler occurs in grasslands, usually with a significant
shrub component (Ali and Ripley 1968–1998, Roberts 1991–1992, Baral 1997a), and generally
below 460 m (T. P. Inskipp 1996; see Remarks 4 and 7). The type of grassland it frequents is
variable, with records from tall wet (Baker 1922–1930) to shorter, drier formations (Hume
and Oates 1889–1890, Baral 1997a). In Pakistan it is usually associated with wet substrates
holding extensive tracts of tall Saccharum-dominated grassland and swampy patches with
reeds and sedges (Roberts 1991–1992). In India it has occurred repeatedly in grassland mixed
with bushes (including Ziziphus jujuba and tamarisk Tamarix: Butler 1875–1877, Whistler
1919, Ali and Ripley 1968–1998); specimens from Haryana were obtained in “bush jungle
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filled with heavy grass and other herbage” (Whistler 1915b). It has also occurred in Imperata-
dominated grasslands or tall grasslands in swampy areas (Jerdon 1862–1864, Donahue 1967,
Ali and Ripley 1968–1998), and males have been recorded singing in Kaziranga National
Park in areas dominated by Phragmites and Erianthus (Barua and Sharma 1999). In the
Delhi area it occupied extensive reedbeds formed by the impoundment of water behind the
Okhla barrage (Grewal 1996), and it has apparently occurred in standing ricefields (Ali and
Ripley 1968–1998), although no other authors refer to this habitat (T. P. Inskipp 1996). It
has been seen in less damp habitat such as dry areas of grass c.0.5 m high at Jheenjuck jheel
(Hume and Oates 1889–1890), and in “dense patches of grass surrounded by forest” in Uttar
Pradesh (Osmaston 1913). In Nepal, where the population may consist mostly of summer
migrants, it is confined to densely vegetated medium to tall grasslands, mostly on dry soils
but also in moist areas (but absent from wet Phragmites grasslands), with tall unburnt reeds
or with scattered bushes or trees that are used as vantage points; the height of unburnt grass
at all occupied sites was 2.5–3 m sometimes with burnt grasses to 1.5 m (Baral 1997a; also
2000b). In Greater Faridpur district, Bangladesh, Cripps (1878) found the species in “long
grass fields”, and breeding in “indigo” Indigofera and “sun grass” (possibly an Imperata),
mostly under 1 m in height. Other breeding records come from a well-irrigated site containing
clumps of tall grass in Pakistan (Currie 1916b), and extensive grassland close to water (Baker
1922–1930) or shorter grassland “two or three feet high” (Betham 1898) in India.

The species generally occurs in widely scattered pairs, foraging inconspicuously in thick
vegetation close to the ground, and generally exhibiting similar behaviour to Broad-tailed
Grassbirds Schoenicola platyura, Rufous-rumped Grassbirds Graminicola bengalensis and
Striated Grassbirds Megalurus palustris (it sometimes occurs alongside the latter two) (see,
e.g., Stray Feathers 9 [1880]: 260–264, Ali 1938, Ali and Ripley 1968–1998, Roberts 1991–
1992, T. P. Inskipp 1996). It has been described as more skulking than M. palustris and
difficult to flush or observe (Roberts 1991–1992), although it occasionally emerges in full
view at the top of cover, only to disappear rapidly when disturbed (Ali and Ripley 1968–
1998). However, many early collectors found that the species was bold and easily seen (Hume
and Oates 1889–1890, Betham 1898, Osmaston 1913), presumably in reference to displaying
males, as their loud song and distinctive aerial display make them “obvious in breeding
time” (H. S. Baral in litt. 1999), or “not a bird that easily escapes attention” (Currie 1916b).

Food It is insectivorous (Ali and Ripley 1968–1998, Roberts 1991–1992), foraging for
prey “on the ground and in the grass and bushes which it frequents” (Inglis 1951–1969). The
stomach of one specimen contained a grasshopper (BMNH label data).

Breeding The male apparently displays all year round, although it is more noisy and
demonstrative during the breeding season (Cripps 1878, Ali and Ripley 1968–1998; see also
Butler 1875–1877, Currie 1916b, Ali 1938, Donahue 1967, Heath and Thorns 1989, Grewal
1996, for discussion or description of display). Breeding generally occurs between May and
September (Baker 1922–1930, 1932–1935, Ali and Ripley 1968–1998), although the breeding
information gathered below spans from March to September. In Pakistan males were observed
singing in July, a nest was found in September containing two-week-old young, and the
species had apparently disappeared from the area by the end of December (Currie 1916b). A
male and female collected in July and August in Haryana, India, were in breeding condition
(Whistler 1915b, ms). Egg-laying has been recorded in September in Gujarat (Betham 1898)
and a female in Hisar, Haryana, contained a well-developed egg in the oviduct in August
(BMNH label data). A nest containing eggs was found in north Cachar in June (Baker 1894–
1901). In Nepal, singing males and nest-building have been recorded in May (H. S. Baral in
litt. 1997, Heath and Thorns 1989), and another pair believed to be of this species was nesting
in July–August (Baral 1997a,b). The earliest breeding record is from Bangladesh, where Cripps
(1878), shot a female off the nest in March; the latest was of a female shot on 13 September
containing a nearly full-sized egg (Hume and Oates 1889–1890).

Chaetornis striatus
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The nest is a ball of dry grass, placed on or near the ground in long grass (although only
“two or three feet high” in one case) or scrub (“on the ground in the centre of a low bush”)
(Cripps 1878, Barnes 1888–1891, Grimmett et al. 1998). Ali and Ripley (1968–1998) stated
that the female takes full responsibility for nest building and incubation, possibly (and, if so,
possibly erroneously) an inference from Baker’s (1932–1935) assertion that the “male may
be seen and heard at all hours of the day, soaring and singing around his wife and home”. Of
the five nests described in Bangladesh (Cripps 1878), one contained three chicks and the rest
four eggs, so the usual clutch may indeed be four (Barnes 1888–1891), but nests with three
eggs have been found at Gonda, August 1918 (BMNH label data), and north Cachar, June
1891 (Baker 1894–1901), plus one with five eggs in Gujarat, September 1897 (Betham 1898).
Migration The species is subject to local movements (Ali and Ripley 1968–1998, Ripley 1982,
Grimmett et al. 1998), possibly in response to rainfall or drainage patterns (Roberts 1991–
1992; also Currie 1916b), but the nature of its movements remain to be clarified. Butler
(1875–1877) only found it nesting in the rains in northern Gujarat but added “it may occur
nevertheless at all seasons of the year”, stressing its inconspicuous nature outside the breeding
season. Similarly, while most records in Nepal are from the summer months (Baral 1997a),
this may relate to the time when it is most conspicuous. In Bangladesh, the species was
apparently resident (Cripps 1878, Rashid 1967), but in Haldibari, West Bengal, it was thought
to be present only in December–March (Inglis 1951–1969). The likelihood that some fairly
long-distance movements occur is suggested by the record near Peshawar (J. Kylänpäa in
litt. 1999), far from other localities.

THREATS Over the past century, but in particular in the past half-century, there have been
huge declines in the area and quality of grasslands across the Indian subcontinent (Rahmani
1988b, 1992c, Javed and Rahmani 1991, Bell and Oliver 1992, Peet et al. 1999a). Virtually all
remaining wet or dry grasslands within the species’s range are subject to intense pressures
(through drainage, conversion to agriculture, overgrazing etc.) that threaten their future
(Rahmani 1988b, 1992c, Javed and Rahmani 1991, Roberts 1991–1992, Bell and Oliver 1992,
Peet et al. 1999a), and in many areas grasslands of conservation value are restricted to
protected areas but continue to suffer degradation (Bell and Oliver 1992, Peet 1997). Moreover,
grasslands are generally poorly represented in protected-area systems (Rahmani 1988b, 1992c,
Baral 1998c). A general account of threats to grasslands in India, Nepal and Bangladesh
appears under Bengal Florican Houbaropsis bengalensis. Pakistan An account of threats to
wet grasslands in Pakistan appears under Jerdon’s Babbler Chrysomma altirostre. India Huge
areas of grassland have been lost as a result of conversion to agriculture and forestry
plantations, edaphic grasslands have been altered as flooding regimes have been changed by
dam and irrigation schemes, and many remaining grasslands are subject to high grazing
pressure from domestic stock and intensive harvesting by local communities, often associated
with grassland burning (Rahmani 1988b, 1992c, Javed and Rahmani 1991, Bell and Oliver
1992). Subsequent to the sighting of the species at Okhla, the marshy grassland was destroyed
as an anti-mosquito measure in 1997 (Oriental Bird Club Bull. 26 [1997]: 15–21). Most areas
of wetland or reedbeds near Calcutta, including the Salt lakes, have been drained, filled or
developed (T. Inskipp in litt. 2000). Nepal Grassland in the terai of Nepal has declined in
area and quality, particularly since the virtual eradication of malaria in the terai in the 1950s
(Peet 1997). Since this period there has been rapid human population growth and large areas
of grassland have been lost to settlement, agriculture, forestry and flood control (Bell and
Oliver 1992, Peet 1997). Outside protected areas virtually no grasslands capable of supporting
threatened birds remain, as most are heavily grazed by domestic livestock, harvested for
cane or thatch and subject to overwhelming levels of human disturbance (Peet 1997). Tall
grasslands (up to 5 m tall), dominated by the genera Erianthus, Narenga, Saccharum,
Phragmites and Themeda, and shorter grasslands, dominated by Imperata cylindrica, remain
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in the four protected areas of Royal Chitwan and Royal Bardia National Parks and Royal
Sukla Phanta and Kosi Tappu Wildlife Reserves (Lehmkuhl 1994, Peet et al. 1999a, Baral
2000a). Within these protected areas grasslands remain threatened by several problems (see
Threats under Bengal Florican). Bangladesh Most remaining grassland areas are fragmented,
heavily used and harvested up to three times a year: in riverine areas, grasses are harvested
for fodder, thatching and building materials, and away from rivers almost all suitable habitat
has been converted to agriculture in the past three decades (P. M. Thompson in litt. 1997,
1999). The reedlands of north-east Bangladesh were leased out for paper production and are
reported to have been entirely destroyed and settled by people (P. M. Thompson in litt. 1997,
1999).

MEASURES TAKEN India The species has been reported in Corbett (521 km2; see Remarks
8) and Dudwa (488 km2) National Parks in Uttar Pradesh, and Manas (391 km2), Orang
(73 km2) and Kaziranga (430 km2) National Parks in Assam. It has also been recorded in
Harike Lake Wildlife Sanctuary (86 km2), Punjab, and listed for Buxa Sanctuary (252 km2),
West Bengal, although the latter is possibly based on historical records from nearby, as there
is little suitable habitat for the species in the area (D. Allen in litt. 2000). The wetland area at
Okhla receives some protection, but this has apparently been ineffective (see Threats). Nepal
Most important grassland habitats for the species lie within the protected areas of Royal
Chitwan National Park (932 km2) and Royal Sukla Phanta (155 km2) and Kosi Tappu Wildlife
Reserves (175 km2). It has also been recorded at Lumbini Sanctuary where wetlands have
been artificially restored and some protective measures are in place (see under Sarus Crane
Grus antigone for further details).

MEASURES PROPOSED In Nepal, the species should be protected under the Department
of National Parks and Wildlife Conservation Act 1973 (Baral 1997a), and equivalent provision
in India should be made. The conservation requirements of the Bristled Grass-warbler should
be viewed in combination with the needs of a variety of other threatened grassland birds
within its range so that a programme of habitat management and research can be implemented
with benefits to each of these species (see Measures Proposed under Bengal Florican). In
general, with grasslands so restricted in area and distribution, further research must be coupled
with direct action to strengthen measures that ensure their protection (Peet et al. 1999a).
Further surveys should attempt to clarify the species’s range (particularly during the non-
breeding season), status and ecological requirements. Important regular breeding sites should
be strictly conserved, and protected areas in which it occurs should be managed to ensure
year-round habitat availability.

REMARKS (1) The species was first described by Jerdon (1841) as “Megalurus? striatus”.
Shortly afterwards, Blyth (1842b) found “two curious small marsh birds in the bazaar” of
Calcutta, describing one as “Dasyornis? locustelloides” and the other as “Dasyornis?
colluriceps”. He must have read Jerdon’s description just before his report was printed,
however, because in a footnote he referred to locustelloides being the same as striatus. In
fact, after procuring three more in the next two years, Blyth realised that the first two birds
had been males and females of the same species, now called Chaetornis striatus (see T. P.
Inskipp 1996). The English name refers to the five strong rictal bristles set on a flap of skin
that can be hinged back to cover the eye, presumably to protect it when moving through the
dense and sharp-leaved grasses that it frequents (Ali and Ripley 1968–1998, T. P. Inskipp
1996). (2) Baker (1932–1934) listed this species from “Mysore”, suggesting the state rather
than the town of that name. Although much of this defunct administrative unit falls within
present-day Karnataka (leading to a listing of the species for that state in Inskipp 1996),
some of it is included in neighbouring states, and there is therefore no confirmed record of

Chaetornis striatus
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Bristled Grass-warbler for Karnataka. (3) Whistler and Kinnear (1931–1937) suspected that
specimens labelled “Madras” were Jerdon’s Nellore and Nilgiri birds (there were four such
specimens in BMNH at that time, but only three remain). (4) Darjeeling was doubted as a
locality by Baker (1922–1930), who remarked that the species “certainly never occurred as
high”; indeed, one of the specimens is labelled “below Darjeeling”, suggesting that it was
procured in the region of Siliguri. (5) According to Hume (1879a) all birds for sale at Calcutta
market at that time came from within 40 km of the city. (6) The species superficially resembles
Common Babbler Turdoides caudatus (Butler 1875–1877, Ali and Ripley 1968–1998), or even
“greatly resembles” it (Whistler 1915), both when flying and hopping about in long grass,
suggesting that it might as a result be overlooked. Baral (1997a), however, stated that the
greatest possibility of confusion lay with the Striated Grassbird Megalurus palustris. The
individuals recorded by Gauntlett (1986) for the Durgarpur area of West Bengal were
originally identified as Common Babblers, until “with the benefit of hindsight” they were
identified as Bristled Grass-warblers on the basis of their streaked upperparts, less gregarious
behaviour and the fact that the easternmost limit of the Common Babbler is in Bihar. This
does not entirely remove the possibility of either Common Babbler or Striated Grassbird, so
the records are treated here as provisional. (7) Although apparently first collected in the
Nilgiri hills (Jerdon 1845), this record was doubted by Baker (1922–1930) and all subsequent
records with adequate supporting evidence and collection details have come from below
460 m (T. P. Inskipp 1996). (8) It should be noted that the sizes for protected areas do not
reflect the area of grassland suitable for the species, which is in all cases considerably smaller.




