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A Note on the Orange Headed Ground Thrush
Zoothera citrina citrina (Latham)

T he Orange Headed Ground Thrush Zoothera citrina
(Passeriformes; Turdidae), known in sinhalese as ‘Hisa
Thambili Thirasikaya’ (Kotagama and Perera, 1983) or

‘Thambili Wal-awichchiya’ is a winter visitor to Sri Lanka
(Henry, 1971).  

The Orange Headed Ground Thrush is distributed from
foothills to mountains (up to 2300 m) of South Asia, from
north to Pakistan and India (Himalayas from Kashmir east
to Arunchal Pradesh), from east to South-east China, from
south through South-east Asia to Andaman and Nicobar
islands, and also in Sumatra, Borneo, Java and Bali (Sibley
and Monroe, 1990). In the winter it visits Sri Lanka,
Andaman and Nicobar islands (Ali, 1996). The northern
race of Orange Headed Ground Thrush (Z. citrina citrine),
which breeds in Himalayas migrates southwards in winter
and visits Sri Lanka during the north-east monsoon, while
the southern race (Z. citrina cyanotus) is a resident in South
India (Henry, 1971). 

It was regarded in Sri Lanka as a rare winter visitor to dry
lowlands, and occasionally to wet lowlands (Grimmtt et
al., 1998; Harrison, 1999). Henry (1971) described it as a
shy jungle dweller which is therefore easily overlooked. The
species had been recorded more frequently during the
recent past, owing to either an actual increase of the
numbers that visit Sri Lanka or increase in the numbers of
vigilant bird watchers, who encounter the bird more fre-
quently. This article describes a sight record of the bird and
attempts to review its present status.

PPrreesseenntt  OObbsseerrvvaattiioonn

An Orange Headed Ground Thrush was observed by
the author in the undergrowth of a moist semi-evergreen
forest patch in the Rahathangala Hill at Buttala, in
Monaragala district, within the Uva province of Sri Lanka.
The locality was about 1.5 km away from the Buttala junc-

tion on the right side of the A4 road (81o 15’ 56” E, 6o 46’
06” N - recorded using a Garmin 12-Channel GPS receiv-

er). The forest patch is situated within the intermediate
zone and belongs to the floristic region of eastern inter-
mediate lowlands (Ashton and Gunatilleke, 1987).

A single individual was observed for more than 15 min-
utes on 23rd March 2007 (almost at the end of northern
winter), on a hot but cloudy evening at around 17:30 hrs.,
Binoculars (7 X 35) were used for identification and later
the bird could be clearly observed with the naked eye at
a distance of less than 5 meters. The specimen was
exceptionally bright with reddish orange upperparts. The
bird was recorded in moist and moderately dense under-
growth in the shade of a semi-evergreen forest. This
matches the habitat description of Legge (1983), who
stated ‘this handsome bird is a denizen of forest, heavy
jungle, and shady groves’. Ali (1996) describes its habitat
as ‘damp forest with plentiful undergrowth, mixed second-
ary forests, bamboo jungle or groves near habitations’.

It was first observed hopping about the ground and
searching for food in leaf litter. The thrush then remained
still for almost 10 minutes when it was disturbed by the
movements of observers. Later it flew up and perched at
a height of about 2 m for some time, before disappear-
ing into the forest undergrowth.

CCoommmmeennttss  oonn  tthhee  rraannggee  ooff  ZZooootthheerraa  cciittrriinnaa

Three Specimens were Collected in the island prior to
1880. The first specimen obtained in Ceylon was shot at
Kondawathawan, near Ampara. The second record was
from open country near Jaffna, at the beginning of 1876,
and the third in March 1877 on the banks of the Kirinde
ganga in Hambantota district (Legge, 1983). A pair was
reported in December, 1947 at Hambantota (Henry,
1971).

There have been numerous sightings in recent years of
this thrush ranging from the dry zone jungles in the north at
Sigiriya and in the south at Uda-walawe, to a garden in
Colombo,  where  the  same  bird  turned  up  during
three consecutive years (Henry, 1971). It has been sighted
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recently from the dry and intermediate zones in
Udawalawe National Park (Hornbuckle, 2002; Thompson,
2002), Sigiriya (Wallace and Wallace, 2001; Dukes, 2006)
and Thanamalwila (Hodgson, 2004).

The Orange Headed ground thrush has also been
recorded on several occasions from the wet zone. It has
been sighted in Rathmalana in December, 1978

(Jayawardene, 1980), in Wadduwa in 1991 (Nandana De
Silva pers. comm., quoted by Rathnayake, 1997), in
Kaduwela (Rathnayake, 1997), in Udawattakele
(Rathnayake, 1997; Mills, 1999), and also from Talpitiya,
Wadduwa in November 1998 (Dilup Chandranimal pers.
comm., quoted by Perera, 2001).

It was first recorded from the eastern intermediate
zone in 1998, from Buttala, Moneragala District (81o 15’
39” E, 6o 46’ 16” N) (Perera, 2001). Even though the num-
ber of observations from other areas zones have further
increased since then, there are no published records from
Moneragala District of the intermediate zone. The present
observation suggests that the Orange-Headed Ground
Thrush is possibly a regular visitor in small numbers, to the
eastern intermediate zone, but has probably been over-
looked.
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