Nature Diary

Cuckoo-Eyed!

A coucal is a large bird with a crow-like appearance. Indeed, with its black colour and general shape, it could pass for a jungle crow, except for its particularly bright pair of red wings and long tail. Even its food habits are like those of the omnivorous crows. The coucal eats miscellaneous food items including fruits, the eggs of birds and small animals such as insects, young birds and snails. And like crows, the coucal commonly descends to the ground. But no, the coucal is not a member of the family Corvidae, it is a cuckoo.

You might wonder at the wisdom of this classification. After all, cuckoos are smaller and slim in general. They are also understood to be endowed with melodious and far-reaching calls. The coucal, by contrast, utters a somewhat ventriloquistic coop-coop-coop which is difficult to place for one unfamiliar with the call. In fact, you might be reminded of the sound of a monkey, the Nilgiri langur, if you heard a coucal and did not know what it was.

Further, many cuckoos are brood parasitic. This means they have nothing to do with the laborious task of raising their young ones. Instead, they simply lay their eggs in the nest of another species of bird. The eggs of the cuckoo are very similar to those of the host. And the host realises that something is amiss only when it has reared the young one of the cuckoo to a stage where it can fend for itself. The coucal does not resort to this form of lazy parenthood. It actually builds its own nest and brings up its young responsibly.

The coucal thrives in many kinds of habitats, and it is found over much of India. It is as much at home in semi-evergreen jungle as it is in rather drier areas. A friend of mine who lived near Oddanchatram, in Tamil Nadu, reported that the coucal was very common there. I believe the land there was covered with scrub vegetation.

Apparently the coucal was also hunted widely in the area. Why would anyone wish to hunt a coucal? My friend enquired, and found out that the red eye of the coucal was greatly admired by the local people. There was a belief there that if an expectant mother ate the coucal’s eye, her baby would be born with equally beautiful eyes.

I think that these people did not give serious thought to what they were doing. They were decimating the coucal population of the area. And imagine what would have happened it their belief was true? The babies born there would have had blood red coucal eyes. And somehow I am sure they would have looked very odd, not beautiful.
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