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Abstract
We document a Spelaeornis species from the slopes of Mugaphi Peak in eastern Arunachal, India, with photographs and sonograms. We compared 
and analysed the birds in our photographs with museum specimens of the Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler S. reptatus and the Naga Wren-Babbler S. 
chocolatinus and found that most of the morphological features of the photographed birds are similar to Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler, though there 
are some differences. However, almost all vocalisations of those birds are dissimilar to those of the Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler, being closer to those 
of the Naga Wren-Babbler. We argue that this is probably an undescribed taxon that is intermediate between both known forms of Spelaeornis and 
recommend further molecular sampling to elucidate their relationships. 

Introduction to Spelaeornis distributions
Spelaeornis wren-babblers are a group of eight closely allied 
species that inhabit the densely wooded mountain slopes from 
the central Himalaya to southern China, and southwards through 
similar altitudes in Myanmar, Vietnam, and Thailand. Among these, 
the Bar-winged Wren-Babbler S. troglodytoides is ‘different’ from 
the others in that it is polytypic, with seven subspecies occupying 
a wide range from Bhutan till central China and north-eastern 
Myanmar. On the other hand, the remaining seven (Table 1) are 
monotypic and allopatric amongst themselves, range restricted, 
and occur in most mountains where the Bar-winged Wren-Babbler 
occurs, though at slightly lower altitudes (hence parapatric). 
Speciation of these round-winged, weak-flying small babblers has 
been influenced by biogeographic features like deep valleys and 
tall ridges though the exact dynamics and taxonomic affinities are 
little understood. 

Historical documentation
While the distribution of Rufous-throated-, Mishmi-, Naga-, Tawny-
breasted-, and Chin Hills Wren-Babblers within the Indian territory 

was well-understood, the Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler was a recent 
discovery. On a combined expedition comprising the Zoological 
Survey of India, Bombay Natural History Society (hereinafter, 
BNHS), and the Smithsonian Institution to the Noa-Dihing Valley 
in the Changlang District, two female specimens of a Spelaeornis 
were collected at Lone Camp (c.1,350 m asl, close to a location 
currently known as Musala) in 1988 (Ripley et al. 1991). These 
were identified as Naga Wren-Babblers; then documented as a 
range extension of the species. One specimen was supposedly 
deposted in BNHS (PJ could not trace it in the Society's collection), 
while the other, in the Smithsonian. Pam Rasmussen examined the 
latter specimen and re-identified it as a Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler 
(Rasmussen & Anderton 2005)—a new species for India. However, 
the details of its re-identification, with supporting comparative 
material, have not been published to date. Geographically, the 
location of expedition’s collections lies on the south-western slopes 
of the main ridge of the Eastern Himalaya, while the Grey-bellied 
Wren-Babbler has been documented from the north-eastern slopes 
of the same ridge in Myanmar; with a song recording (Naing 2011) 
from the Puta-O area in Kachin State, Myanmar (Fig. 1). 
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Table 1. Ranges of allopatric Spelaeornis wren-babblers (Winkler et al. 2020)
No Species Range
1 Rufous-throated Wren-Babbler S. caudatus Eastern Nepal, Sikkim, Bhutan, and western and central Arunachal Pradesh
2 Mishmi Wren-Babbler S. badeigulais Mishmi Hills, north-eastern Arunachal Pradesh
3 Naga Wren-Babbler S. chocolatinus Naga Hills of Nagaland and northern Manipur
4 Tawny-breasted Wren-Babbler S. longicaudatus East Khasi Hills and West Jaintia Hills, Meghalaya
5 Chin Hills Wren-Babbler S. oatesi Mizo Hills (India), and Chin Hills (Myanmar)
6 Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler S. reptatus South-eastern Arunachal Pradesh, northern and eastern Myanmar, north-western and western Yunnan, and western Thailand
7 Pale-throated Wren-Babbler S. kinneari South-eastern Yunnan (China), north-western Guangxi (China), and western Tonkin (Vietnam)



Fig. 1. Geographical locations of Spelaeornis wren-babblers in the Himalaya. 

Our Mugaphi Expedition 
The Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler became one of the most 
sought-after birds for Indian birders (Anonymous 2021) after 
its inclusion in the Indian list in 2005, and we planned a trip to 
specifically find this bird in the upper reaches of the Noa-Dihing 
Valley (Arunachal Pradesh). The Noa-Dihing is a unique river 
valley with a watershed that extends as a spur into Myanmar, 
though the entire catchment area is within Indian territory, and 
the ridgetop is the international border. The southern ridgetop, 
Patkai Hills, is much lower (1,800–2,200 m asl) compared 
to the northern ridgetop, which extends from Dapha Bum 
(c.4,550 m asl) to Chaukan Pass (c.2,500 m asl) in a NW to 
SE direction, with several tall, snow-capped peaks in between. 
Srinivasan et al. (2010) documented the avifauna of some of 
these ranges. One important mountain peak they visited was 
Mugaphi (c.3,800 m asl), which is a two-to-three-day trek from 
Vijoynagar (27.190°N, 97.006°E; c.1,200 m asl) . Based on 
their trip report, we hypothesised that the Grey-bellied Wren-
Babbler would occur on the slopes of Mugaphi. A discussion 
with the authors of the article revealed that their second camp, 
called Mugaphi-2 (27.238°N, 97.037°E, c. 2,050m), was the 
best place to see the species, even though they did not report 
so in their paper. 

We trekked from Vijoynagar towards Mugaphi on 24 March 
2022 and reached Mugaphi-1 (27.221°N, 97.021°E; c.1,240 m 
asl) by noon of the same day. Early next morning, we started 
our climb towards Mugaphi-2. The trek starts with a steep climb 
towards a ridge till it reaches c.2,000 m and roughly continues 
at an elevation of 2,000–2,400 m. As soon as we reached 
the top of the ridge, we played songs of a Grey-bellied Wren-
Babbler from Yunnan, for which we got a response. Two birds 
came to investigate; a presumed male that sang back, and 
another bird with more chestnut tones, which made a chuck-
chuck-chuck type call, which we believed was a female. A 
continuous downpour began almost immediately, and we did 
not get further opportunities for playback or listening until we 
reached Mugaphi-2 by late afternoon. At Mugaphi-2 we were 
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surrounded by temperate forests, and the streams passed 
through thick undergrowth, with dimly lit forest floor. On the 
same day, we heard birds singing below our camp, and they 
came closer when be played Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler songs. 
They responded aggressively with a different, sweeter song that 
lacked any trilling notes. Due to torrential rains, explorations 
at higher elevations were not possible and we spent the next 
day and the following morning at Mugaphi-2, listening to and 
documenting the wren-babbler whenever the rain permitted. At 
Mugaphi-2, the birds were documented six times on 26 March, 
and twice on 27 March. Some of these were certainly the same 
birds. We estimated that five males were singing from different 
points around our camp. By then, it appeared to us that the 
birds we were seeing were not Grey-bellied Wren-Babblers (due 
to their distinctly whitish belly and different song). They also 
appeared visually different from the Naga Wren-Babbler (due 
to extensive grey face and darker underparts). While most birds 
were brought closer by playback of Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler 
songs, two birds responded to the playback of the Naga Wren-
Babbler’s songs as well. On one instance, we played back the 
song of a Mishmi Wren-Babbler, and our bird responded to that 
too - however, we were not certain if the bird was already close 
to us, or it came down to investigate after the call was played. 
Our documentation was mostly in the form of song recordings 
(Telinga 22” Parabola + Telinga MK2 microphone + MixPre3 
recorder, Handheld TASCAM DR-40), but we also got some 
average photographs (Nikon D5200 + 300 mm lens), video 
recordings (SONY AX43 Handycam) and screen grabs from 
the video. All media files have been uploaded to the Macaulay 
Library (tinyurl.com/Spelaeornis). 

Analysis of morphology
Except during the first encounter, all the other observations 
were of singing birds which lacked chestnut tones, which we 
presumed to be the male bird. During these observations, since 
the songs and plumage of the males were slightly different from 
typical Grey-bellied Wren-Babblers and Naga Wren-Babblers, 
we decided to include existing museum specimens also for 
comparison of the plumage of the wren-babbler from this area 
with Grey-bellied and Naga Wren-Babblers. So, we collected 
photographs of a few accessible specimens from the American 
Museum of Natural History (hereinafter, AMNH), the Natural 
History Museum UK (hereinafter, NHMUK), the United States 
National Museum (hereinafter, USNM = Smithsonian), and the 
University of Michigan Museum of Zoology (hereinafter, UMMZ).

Female
Since the field observation of the presumed female was brief, 
and we could not obtain any photographs or videos, our analysis 
was based on a comparison of photographs of the specimens 
listed below, and summarised in Table 2:
•	 Female wren-babbler collected at Lone Camp lying in the 

same range further west (USNM 585851, currently tagged 
as a Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler). This is the only available 
specimen of this taxon from India (See 161).

•	 Two female Grey-bellied Wren-Babblers collected from 
Myanmar (NHMUK 2010.16.125, 2010.16.126, see 162).

•	 Two females and one male Naga Wren-Babbler collected 
from Naga Hills (UMMZ Birds 148745, 148749, see 163).
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161. Female wren-babbler collected at Lone Camp (USNM 585851). 

162. Female Grey-bellied Wren-Babblers collected from Myanmar (NHMUK 2010.16.125, 
2010.16.126).
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163. Female Naga Wren-Babblers collected from Naga Hills (UMMZ Birds 148745, 148749).

Presumed male
Presumed male wren-babblers were seen on 22, 23, and 24 
March 2022, and we obtained a few photographs [164-166] 
and videos during these observations. There are no specimens 
of male Grey-bellied- or Naga Wren Babblers from Noa-Dihing 
Valley. We obtained photographs of the following male specimens 
of Grey-bellied- and Naga Wren-Babblers [167]:
•	 Two male Grey-bellied Wren-Babblers collected from 

Myanmar (AMNH 307122, 307121)
•	 Two male Grey-bellied Wren-Babblers collected from 

Myanmar (NHMUK 2010.16.127, 2010.16.128).
•	 A male Naga-Babbler collected from Naga Hills (NHMUK 

1955.19.4).
•	 A male Naga Wren-Babbler collected from Naga Hills (USNM 

444166)
•	 A male Naga Wren-Babbler collected from Naga Hills 

(UMMZ 148750)
We also referred to two images each of Grey-bellied- and 

Naga Wren-Babblers from eBird (see 168). The results of the 
plumage comparison are presented in Table 3.

164. Wren-babbler from Mugaphi, showing chocolate brown upperparts and underparts, 
white speckles on the breast, grey on face, black beak, white throat, and moderately long tail.
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Table 2. Plumage comparison of female specimens

Bird topography Lone Camp bird
(Pic-1)

Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler
(Pic-2)

Naga Wren-Babbler
(Pic3)

Face pattern Grey face, including supercilial area and auriculars. 
Grey almost reaches the shoulders 

Grey face, including supercilial area and auriculars. 
Grey almost reaches the shoulders 

Mostly brownish face, with grey either absent or 
restricted around the eyes

Flanks, chest, and 
breast band

Fulvous brown speckled white bordered by blackish 
scaling. Lacks prominent whitish shaft streaking

Fulvous brown speckled white bordered by blackish 
scaling. Lacks prominent whitish shaft streaking

Fulvous brown speckled white bordered by blackish 
scaling. Shows long whitish shaft streaks

Belly patch Whitish and appears plain (without any prominent 
black scaling)

Grey belly has white speckles with variable amount 
of black scaling

Whitish and showing variable amount of blackish 
scaling
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165. Wren-babbler from Mugaphi, showing grey on face, black bill, dark eyes, and white throat. 

166. Wren-babbler from Mugaphi, showing the singing posture - note the chocolate brown 
underparts with clean white throat and whitish belly patch. 

168. (Left) Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler (Xiwen Chen / Macaulay Library at the Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology (ML213328961)) showing mottled throat, brown flanks, a grey mid-belly with white 
speckles and dark scaling. (Middle, top) An out of focus photo of Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler 
(Wenyi Zhou / Macaulay Library at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology (ML409125851)) which still 
shows a prominent grey face with grey extending to ear coverts and overall dark underparts. 
(Middle, bottom) Naga Wren-Babbler (Amit Bandekar / Macaulay Library at the Cornell Lab 
of Ornithology (ML249368191)) showing grey-brown face, extensive white in the underparts 
including belly and breast (compared to Grey-bellied Wren Babbler) and prominent white 
speckling on the flanks. (Right) Naga Wren-Babbler (Harish Thangaraj / Macaulay Library at the 
Cornell Lab of Ornithology (ML401842471)) showing an angle where the grey in the lores and 
cheeks are accentuated. Even in this angle, the ear coverts appear grey-brown, contrasting with the 
cheeks and lores. Also note the prominent white speckling and shaft streaks in the flanks, whitish 
centre of breast and white belly patch. The underparts appear to be overall paler in both the Naga 
Wren-Babbler images compared to the Grey-bellied Wren-Babblers.
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167. Clockwise from top left: Two male Grey-bellied and a Naga Wren-Babbler (NHM) ventral 
view, lateral view of same three birds (NHMUK), ventral view of a male Naga Wren-Babbler 
(USNM), lateral view of a male Naga Wren-Babbler (USNM), three views of a male Naga Wren-
Babbler (UMMZ) and three views of a male Grey-Bellied Wren-Babbler (AMNH, specimen appears 
to be bleached). Photos (Clockwise from left): Praveen J (Image used with permission by NHMUK, 
London), Sahas Barve (Image used with permission by USNM, Smithsonian), Brett Benz (Image 
used with permission by University of Michigan Museum of Zoology Bird Division) & Augie Kramer 
(Image used with permission by Amecian Museum for Natural History). 

Results of plumage comparison
Based on the above comparison, birds from Mugaphi differ from 
Grey-bellied Wren-Babblers in the following plumage aspects:
•	 Whitish belly patch (vs grey)
•	 Possibly, less extensively speckled/scaled belly (based on 

the single female specimen)

They also differ from Naga Wren-Babblers in the following 
plumage aspects:
•	 Extensively grey face (vs grey-brown)
•	 Absence of prominent and long whitish shaft streaking in 

the underparts
•	 Overall darker underparts (more noticeable in males) 

– lesser amount of whitish speckling and dark scaling, 
prominent dark breast band and smaller belly patch (vs 
extensive speckling/scaling, paler centre of breast and larger 
whitish belly patch) 

Analysis of songs
The primary song of all individuals we recorded can be considered 
‘sweet’, that is, without any ‘trills’. We documented eight different 
songs (Fig. 2) from 17 unique (21 total) recordings, and 89 
songs made across three days (25–27 March). Song types 2 and 
7 are similar but the starting notes are different. The duration of 
the songs ranged from 0.69 to 1.349 s, bandwidth from 2334 
to 2926 Hz, and number of notes from four to seven (Table 
4). It is impossible to identify which specific individual made 
which call; but from the site of recordings and relative distances, 
it appears that we have sampled four to five individuals around 
the Mugaphi-2 Camp with an additional individual along the trek 
path towards Mugaphi-2. 

We analysed all (n=8) recordings of Grey-bellied Wren-
Babbler available in the public domain against that of the 
mysterious Spelaeornis from Mugaphi. All recordings start-off 
with a trill and many of them end in a song. It is safe to state
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Table 3. Plumage comparison of males

Bird topography Mugaphi birds Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler (Pic 7, 8) Naga Wren-Babbler
(Pic 7,8)

Face pattern Grey face, including supercilium and ear coverts. (Fig M1, 
Fig M2, Karuthedathu 2022a, Karuthedathu 2022b) 

Grey face, including supercilium and ear 
coverts.

Grey on the face is less extensive and less prominent 
compared to Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler, mostly 
restricted to lores and cheek, and gradually merges into 
brown above the eyes and in the ear coverts

Flanks, chest 
and breast band

Brown, speckled white. No prominent whitish shaft 
streaking (Images are not sharp enough to confirm if 
dark scaling is present or not). Breast band is prominent. 
Overall, the underparts appear darker compared to Naga 
Wren-Babbler (Fig M1, Fig M2, Karuthedathu 2022a)

Brown with prominent dark scaling, with 
white speckles. Breast band is prominent. 
Overall, the underparts appear darker com-
pared to Naga Wren-Babbler 

Fulvous brown. Extensively marked with white speckles 
bordered by dark scaling and prominent whitish shaft 
streaks.

Belly patch Small, whitish.
(Karuthedathu 2022b 00:19s - 00:25s, Fig M3). Images 
are not sharp enough to confirm if white speckles and 
black scalings are present or not.

Grey belly has white speckles with black 
scaling

White belly patch is large and prominent, with black 
scaling
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Fig. 2. Eight ‘sweet’ songs of the Spelaeornis wren-babbler at Mugaphi. Recordist initials in brackets.

https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/434290191
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/436001651
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/434290191
https://macaulaylibrary.org/asset/436001651


that the dominant call of the Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler is a trill, 
and that would serve as the main difference between other 
wren-babblers; more specifically the Naga Wren-Babbler. We 
analysed all (n=24) recordings of Naga Wren-Babbler available 
in the public domain and none of them has the trills of Grey-
bellied Wren-Babbler. However, Naga Wren-Babbler songs are 
also variable, like the birds from Mugaphi, and it is not possible to 
analyse the differences qualitatively without an extensive syntax 
analysis (Fig. 3). But it is safe to say that Mugaphi birds have the 
same quality of songs as the Naga Wren-Babbler vis-à-vis Grey-
bellied Wren-Babbler.

Table 4. Characteristics of the sweet songs of Spelaeornis wren-babbler at Mugaphi

No # Notes Duration (s) Maximum 
Frequency 
(Hz)

Minimum 
Frequency 
(Hz)

Bandwidth  
(Hz)

1 7 1.292 4042 1202 2841

2 7 1.349 4161 1235 2926

3 4 0.835 3975 1640 2334

4 6 0.942 3934 1463 2471

5 7 0.953 4324 2048 2276

6 4 0.690 3836 1658 2178

7 7 0.954 3999 1430 2568

8 5 0.966 3934 1430 2503

Fig. 3. An example of a trilling song of Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler (top) and the more musical 
song of Naga Wren-Babbler (bottom).

The chuck-chuck-chuck recording of the presumed female 
(Catalog #461299931, Karuthedathu 2022c) is of poor quality 
to show up on a sonogram, but is audibly similar in delivery 
speed and frequency (1.5–3.5 Khz) to another recording of 
Naga Wren Babbler from Kohima, Nagaland (Ritschard 2006). By 
circumstantial evidence, the call of the female Grey-bellied Wren 
Babbler is described as ‘rasping’ (see Round & Pathanawiboon 
2003), which probably indicates that females of all these species 
have similar contact calls.

Discussion
The birds from Mugaphi differed from Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler in 
both morphology and acoustics. Two key morphological differences 
visible in our images and videos are (1) whitish belly (vs grey 
belly) and (2) a lack of scaling on belly (vs prominent dark scaling). 
The primary song of the Mugaphi bird is sweet, comprising four 
to seven notes, variable in syntax but consistent in frequency and 
similar in basic notes. Contrastingly, every available call recording of 
Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler consists of a series of trills, at least at the 
beginning of the call. Hence, this bird is not a typical Grey-bellied 
Wren-Babbler as found in Myanmar and Yunnan. 

There are some morphological differences between Mugaphi 
birds and Naga Wren-Babbler as well. The key differences visible 
in our images and videos are (1) less prominent speckling 
and lack of whitish shaft streaking in the underparts (vs heavily 
speckled with prominently visible whitish shaft streaking), (2) 
more extensive grey on face (vs mostly grey-brown face, with 
grey typically not extending to auricular region), and (3) small 
whitish belly patch and broad dark breast band (vs large and 
prominent white belly patch and paler centre to the breast band). 
Acoustically, the Mugaphi bird and the Naga Wren-Babbler are 
similar (lacking trills), but a more extensive syntax analysis is 
required to find any differences in song structure.

We were not able to compare the USNM specimen directly 
with a female of Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler or Naga Wren-
Babbler next to each other. However, the photographs from three 
different museums indicate that there is some uncertainty on the 
identity of the USNM specimen as Grey-bellied as it has a whitish 
(instead of grey) belly, and the belly is plain (instead of speckled 
and scaly). The mountain range and habitat from Lone Camp till 
Mugaphi is continuous, and does not argue well for two different 
Spelaeornis wren-babblers to occur in Lone Camp and Mugaphi. 
This set of species is allopatric everywhere else and two different 
taxa, sympatric or even parapatric, are unlikely. The only plausible 
argument would be that the female specimen is indeed from 
the same population that is found from Mugaphi (YY recently 
visited Lone camp (now called Musala) and documented the 
same songs and plumage as Mugaphi birds).

Geographically, this population is adjacent to three other 
Spelaeornis taxa—the Mishmi Wren-Babbler to the north-west, 
Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler to the north-east, and Naga Wren-
Babbler to the south-west (Map 1). Hence, it is expected to share 
characteristics of some of these species, though the Grey-bellied 
is the closest. Biogeographically, these mountains have closer 
affinities to the Naga Hills than to the rest of Arunachal Pradesh 
or Myanmar, and they form the northern range of several species 
or subspecies (e.g., Mountain Bamboo-Partridge Bambusicola 
fytchii manipurensis, a subspecies of Black-throated Tit Aegithalos 
concinnus, etc.). Hence, a closer affinity towards Naga Wren-
Babbler than the other two species, despite the geographical 
distance, is not surprising. 

Conclusion and future work
Based on morphological and acoustic evidence, we establish that 
the Spelaeornis wren-babbler that occurs on the Mugaphi slopes is not 
a Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler. There are also some morphological 
differences and potentially acoustic differences from Naga Wren-
Babbler, arguing for this population to be an undescribed taxon. 
Whether the differences would be sufficient for a species or only a 
subspecies needs deeper analysis. Grey-bellied Wren-Babbler was 
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included into the ‘India Checklist’ (Praveen & Jayapal 2022) based 
on the single female specimen present in USNM. However, our 
new evidence, together with some uncertainties of the plumage 
of that female specimen, would argue for the exclusion of Grey-
bellied Wren-Babbler from the ‘India Checklist’. 

For the purpose of clarity, we introduce an English name ‘Lisu 
Wren-Babbler’ for this population. Lisus are the local community 
that resides in Vijoynagar, various parts of Namdapha and Miao, 
apart from Yunnan, Myanmar, and Thailand. We invite explorers for 
further documentation – better photographs of more individuals, 
genetic samples, and understanding the micro-habitat and altitude 
requirements of this species are required. Providing an English 
name for a bird before a formal description is not unprecedented 
(see Rajeshkumar et al. 2012); and that invites a lot of public 
attention to study the birds. YY and RB are working with the local 
community to conserve these habitats by demarcating the verdant 
forests as a conservation reserves. Though these higher altitude 
habitats do not face any imminent threat, the restricted nature of 
the Lisu Wren-Babbler’s range would require closer monitoring.
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Introduction
Bulbuls (Pycnonotidae) are medium-sized, mainly sedentary, 
sociable, and arboreal passerines that feed in trees and bushes, 
and include many species that are often important seed-
dispersers and pollinating agents (Rasmussen & Anderton 
2012). The family is distributed across Africa and Asia in a wide 
variety of habitats, typically occurring in secondary habitats, edge 
vegetation, bushes, and the lower storeys of forest trees. 

There are 11 genera of Pycnonotidae currently recognized in 
South Asia (the biogeographic region as defined in Rasmussen 
& Anderton 2012), including the genus Iole, which consists of 
rather uniform and subdued species that, in contrast to many 
others in their family, tend to be inconspicuous and often go 
unnoticed. In north-eastern India, the genus is represented 
by a single species, Cachar Bulbul I. cacharensis, which was 
until recently recognised as a subspecies of the Olive Bulbul I. 
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