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The pheasants (Family: Phasianidae) so called Game Birds were formerly
plentiful in the forest-clad hills of Manipur including the foothills facing the
valley, the hill-riverside and also the sacred groves in the valley of Manipur.
They are characterized by their terrestrial habit with stout naked legs for
progress on the ground and admired as one of the most ornamental birds in
existence. As is the case with a majority of birds, a male with well-
developed hard spurs on their hind legs sports brighter colour, while the
female is invariably drab. Pheasants are particularly sedentary birds,
spending most of their time scratching for food, which include among other
seeds, grains, fruits, leaves, roots, worms, slugs, insects etc. and usually
perch on the trees at 2-3 metres high during night. They occur mostly in pair
or in small groups, and when pursued run swiftly downhill, instead of taking
flight.

Manipur Pheasants :

Manipur has a legacy of pride for having been the home of five species of
fascinating pheasants endemic to this region - the Hume's pheasant,
Peacock Pheasant, Kalij's Pheasant, Greybellied Horned Pheasant and
Green Peafowl. The peacock pheasant or Lamyen wahongman in Manipuri
or Luilam in Kabui or Valee in Kuki (Polyplectron bicalcaratum bakeri) has
prominently purple and green rows of ocelli, particularly on wing-coverts and
long tail. The female is smaller with shorter tail and with smaller and duller
ocelli. The earlier range of the bird covering almost all places of the hills has
currently shrunken to certain pockets in the south eastern evergreen forests.

The Blyth's tragopan or Rachangpui in Liangmei or Chingthao in Tangkhul
(Tragopan blythii blythii) has orange-yellow face, black patches on the
forehead, and bright crimson colour on the hindcrown, neck, wing shoulder
and upper breast. The upper crimson plumage with conspicuous white and
maroon ocelli looks the bird more colourful. The lower breast and belly are
smoky grey. The females and immature males have brownish-grey with
indistinct ocelli or spotting all over the body. The broadleaf temperate forest
and bamboo forest of Dzuku valley (Dzu meaning frozen and ku meaning
water in Mao Pukmai) on the border of Manipur and Nagaland support a
sizable number of Blyth's Tragopan. The Dzuku lily (Lilium chitrangadae), a
sister of Siroi lily (Lilium chitrangadae) is the pride of this frozen valley.
Blyth's Tragopan is the state bird of Nagaland.

The Blackbreasted Kalij Pheasant or Waba in Manipuri or Rickchuk in
Ronhmei or Warik in Purum (Lophura leucomelanos lathami) is a large black
pheasant having black and backwardly directed crest. The crimson-red
orbital skin extends up to ear-coverts. The upper back is glossy blue black,
lower back and rump is black, and irregularly white barred. The neck, throat
and upper breast are entirely black glossed with steel blue and purple. The
tail is longer than the wing. A female example was rescued from
Kabowakching village in Bishnupur district on March 5, 2008. This bird, now
in Manipur Zoological Garden, Iroisemba paired with a male from Chandel
(2005) and laid 11 buffy white eggs on June, 2009 and after incubation
period 24 days in the zoo's enclosure by the hen, 4 black chickens hatched
out.

The Green Peafowl or Wahong-asungba in Manipuri or Chakhuipui in
Liangmei or Sachipui in Maram (Pavo muticus spicifer) is readily
distinguished from Indian peacock by having green colouration all over the
body. A male bird has a tuft of upstanding and pointed crest (fan like in
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Indian type), blue and yellow facial skin with long green train of elongated
upper tail-covert feathers with numerous black-centered coppery spots or
ocelli. This bird in Manipur that was becoming rare since the beginning of
20th century, has severely fragmented into a small population in the
extreme south east of Chandel and Churachanpur along the Indo-Myanmar
border. The current world population of Green peafowl ranged 5000-10,000
(McGowan and Garson, 1995).All species of pheasants in Manipur are listed
in Schedule | of Wildlife (Protection) Act, 1972 (amended 2006) as
endangered, and any short of activity detrimental to them was prevented.

Hume's Pheasant :

The Hume's Pheasant, Syrmaticus humiae, also known as Mrs Hume's
barredback Pheasant or bar-tailed pheasant, is a large (male 90 cm and
female 60 cm) and long-tailed (Syrmaticus spp) forest pheasant. Although
closely resembling Elliot's Pheasant (Syrmaticus ellioti), a male of this
species has a grayish brown head, bare red facial skin round its eyes,
yellowish bill, brownish orange iris,, glossy steel-blue feathers on its throat,
neck and upper breast; deep chestnut-brown plumage on its abdomen and
flanks, and three conspicuous white bars on the upper wings. Besides, it
has black and chestnut bars all across its long tail in silvery-grey colour. The
female is the chestnut brown bird with whitish throat, buff-colour belly and
white-tipped tail.

Nong-in's Rediscovery :

Recently, on 17th January 2008, a research team of Earth Science, Manipur
University located on the road of Jashami in Ukhrul a cartload of killed
animals consisting of barking deer (Muntiacus muntjak), rats etc. and in it, a
pair of endangered Nong-in, too, in its death dance. It is said, prior to the
annual festival known as Tekra-nga, the young men of the village have to
launch 4-5 days hunting trip in the dense forests and they have to kill any
creatures, big or small, common or endangered. Such or similar brutal
traditions are yet in practice almost on the part of all the tribes in the hills
despite in the name of custom, an act of wanton destruction of biological
diversity. In fact, this bird had become rare since its discovery by Hume in
1881, and he, too, after a great search for months together even with a
promise of huge amount as reward apart from the royal orders and helps
from the political agent of Manipur, he could procure only two male
examples (one skinned and another live bird) from the remote forest of
Lushai hills (now in Mizoram). From these examples Hume (1881) named
the bird as Calophasis humiae (commemorating Mary Ann Grindall Hume,
wife of the British naturalist in India Allan Octavian Hume). This bird enjoyed
all loving care and, had become pretty tame before its last breath as a victim
of a fire that suddenly caught the camp hut at night. The poor Nong-in, it
would have been suffered and almost suffocated in the acrid smoke before
he met his tragic end. Since then, whereabouts of the bird in Manipur
remained untraced except a female example in Manipur Zoological Garden,
Iroisemba (1989). After about 130 years, Hume had described the species;
the bird is rediscovered as a brutally slaughtered pair from Jashami (Ukhrul)
in 2008. In view of this, every effort, whatsoever, for its status survey and
conservation actions should not be left unturned and fast step vigil for its
discovery must be prioritized.

Suggestions :

1. Protections of its habitat along with a captive breeding programme are
suggested.

2. An integrated conservation strategy that would meet the needs of the
local people and widespread awareness would be the needs to be done and
done fast, if the Nong-ins are to survive in Manipur.
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