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Oriental Bay Owl, Kinabatangan River © Rob Hutchinson /Birdtour Asia

Borneo once again proved itself an ideal destination for a combination of birding and wildlife watching with

a bonus of excellent accommodation and fine food, it is easy to see why Sabah is one of our most popular
destinations.
We began at one of Asiads premier destinations; the spectacu

very comfortable Borneo Rainforest Lodge. Here we started in style with multiple Bristlehead sightings,

Blue -headed and Black -crowned Pittas, Great Arg us, Black -throated Wren Babbler, Bornean Ground

Babbler , Red -bearded Bee -eater, Rufous -collared Kingfisher and some great mammals encounters with

Orang -utan, Bornean Gibbon and particularly Western Tarsier the stars.

After returning back to Kota Kinabalu i t was time for the mountains with the I
Fruithunter , Giant Swiftlets and Kinabalu Friendly Warbler keeping us entertained and a Blue -banded Pitta

was a fine reward for our efforts at Poring Hot Springs.

We finished the adventure in relatively relaxed fashion along the Kinabatangan River where we scored

some sneaky Bornean Ground Cuckoos, Chestnut -necklaced Partridge, Blue -headed Pitta and a delightful

Oriental Bay Owl.

We started this custom tour with a flight across Sabah to Lah ad Datu with magnificent views from the
plane of the mighty Mount Kinabalu and the extensive remaining rainforests of the interior, w hetting our
appetite for our coming explorations. Within a few hours we were already settled in the luxurious



surroundings  of the Borneo Rainforest Lodge in the heart of the extensive Danum Valley conservation

area, one of the ultimate birding destinations in Asia and with the added bonus of very comfortable
accommodation and superb dining! Birds abound here and even before ar riving at the lodge we had
logged our first endemic s in the guise of a White  -fronted Falconet perched by the roadside and a Yellow -
rumped Flowerpecker and we were greeted on arrival by a group of Crested Firebacks wandering brazenly

around the lodge garden  s.

Striped Wren Babbler and female Crested Fireback, Danum Valley

The forest surrounding the lodge is easily explored via an extensive trail network while the impressive 300

meter canopy walkway  which reaches a height of 26 meters , allows access to another world happening far

above the forest floor. It was on the walkway that we began on the first afternoon with Red -throated,

Gold -whiskered and Blue -eared Barbets, Wreathed Hornbill, Scarlet -rumped Trogon, Yellow -breasted
Flowerpecker, Black -and-yellow Boradbill and Thick -billed Spiderhunter viewed at near eye -level with the

latter in full display with orange pectoral patches flashed impressively. Taxonomic interest was provided

by the resident umbrosa race of Asian Brown Flycatcher which may well d eserve species status, while an

undoubted endemic T Bristlehead 1 disappeared too fast for most. The mammals also headlined with a
mother and baby Orang -ut an dr awing admiration and Thomas®édiveFl ying Squi
The next morning  we had alrea dy enjoyed Blue -banded Kingfisher during breakfast before we hit the

forest trails in earnest and although the birding was slow going with many birds clearly breeding, we were

pleased with our tally. Highlight was undoubtedly the Bristlehead whose distinct ive calls in the distance

had us scurrying from the forest and onto the road where we found this bizarre bird calling from the

roadside trees. This is perhaps Borneods most wanted endemic
encounter so early inth e trip! Other highlights from the morning were Grey -and -buff Woodpecker, Banded

Broadbill , Large Woodshrike, Rufous  -tailed Shama and a raucous group of Bushy -crested Hornbills. In the
afternoon the scarce Finschoés Bul bul g rketreoateddOrialesanda@reg ng t he v
cheeked Bulbul were also new, while up on the walkway both Orange -backed Woodpecker and Yellow -

vented Flowerpecker joined the commoner species and as we made our way back to the lodge in the

evening we finished with a pair of Bla ck-throated Wren Babbler that were teased out onto the roadside for

good views. Those on the night -drive found Brown Wood Owl as well as Masked Palm Civet and Black

Flying Squirrel but it was the delightful Western Tarsier that had us running from the dinn er table to enjoy

amazing close views of this tiny and endearing primate just a few hundred meters from the restaurant!

We tackled the steep climb up the 6Cof f-bandediRitta wds onlythdarel ne xt de
there was plenty of others to entertain including Hor s f-naped Bodksil, IBaegd b-biked , Ches
and White -tailed Blue Flycatcher, Grey -chested Jungle Flycatcher, Spotted Fantail and Rufous -winged

Philentoma plus an amazing encounter with a family of Bornean Gibbon. The aft ernoon wal k didnodét ¢
the rain that the continual thunder threatened but it did bring some excellent birding . Bornean Blue
Flycatcher, a pair of Diarddés Trogon, Ferruginous Babbler
Bornean Ground Babbler compl eted another superb day.

Our last full day continued with ever more urgent pitta -hunting. This was a partial success with a Black -

crowned Pitta at very close range lighting up the forest floor while other highlights were Maroon -breasted
Philentoma, another Large -billed Blue Flycatcher, a very showy Striped Wren Babbler, Crested Jay,

Rufous -backed Kingfisher, Short  -tailed Babbler, a pair of inquisitive White -crowned Hornbills which came

in to investigate us inside the forest and a male Great Argus wandering by the side of the trail was a

massive bonus as they were not occupying any known dancing -grounds at this time. The more energetic

in the group made another assault on the Coffin Trail in the afternoon, still with no pittas, but fine

compensation from a pa  ir of Rufous -collared Kingfisher. Those who enjoyed a more relaxing day still had



great birds with  sightings of Red -bearded Bee -eater and Bristlehead in the morning and Black -crowned
Pitta and Cinnamon -rumped Trogon in the afternoon the highlights.
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Bornean Orang -utan and Western Tarsier, Danum Valley

The next morning began well when we finally connected with a female Blue -headed Pitta . After many days
of searching without a sniff we were grateful for this encounter although this species and the Blue -banded
Pitta that we again heard later in the morning, were to be seen much better later in the tour.

All too soon it was time to leave back to Kota Kinabalu for an overnight stay, and although sad to leave

Danum we were excited by the prospect of a whol e new set of birds in the mountains. The torrential rain
for the whole journey back to Lahad Datu made us feel slight
birding time this afternoon and we even managed t wo additions in the form of Streaked Bulbuls during a

toilet break and a surp  rise flock of Wrinkled Hornbill

Sunda Colugo at Danum Valley and Bornean Bulbul at Tambunan

We began the next day at the Tambunan Rafflesia Reserve, set at a slightly lower altitude than much of

the accessible forest on Mount Kinabalu lends this area a subtly different avifauna including several key

species which are more difficult or absent elsewhere on our route. Our roadside birding found many of

these with early highlights combining more widespread species like Sunda Cuckooshrike, Yellow -bellied

Warbler, Cinereous Bulbul and Black -and -crimson Oriole with some local specialities like Bornean Bulbul,

Bornean Leafbird, Whi t e hVeuwntdid Barb&,pBordearr Barbet tared the subtle Pygmy

White -eye. Lunch at a nearby restaurant provided opportunities to study the recently split Bornean

Swi ftl et at the nest but afternoon rain meant that Bl yt hds
addition before we continu  ed to Mount Kinabalu for a four -night stay.



Full of anticipation we set out early to Mount Kinabalu the next morning only to find the trails strangely

quiet in the early morning. As often the case, persistence pays dividends here and the next trail improved

things with Sunda Cuckoo and Short -tailed Green Magpie added, and a Golden -naped Barbet found calling

high in the canopy. =~ White -browed Shrike Babbler ( pr oposed as a split as )0BBrheat hds Sh
Whistler and Velvet -fronted Nuthatch kept things ticking over before the sudden appearance of a family

party of Whit eh efadladvédsclosEly loygpam s -blank views of Eye -browed Jungle Flycatcher and

an obliging Bornean Stubtail, turned a disappointing morning into a fabulous one! St unning Temmi nck
Sunbirds and flypast Wreathed Hornbills kept us entertained over lunch while the afternoon added Sunda
Bush Warbler and better views of Golden -naped Barbet while patiently waiting for a calling Fruithunter

that remained frustratingly elusive.

Whi teheadds Tr og ebrowel duthgleElycatcher, Mount Kinabalu

St or més St or k a n-deckiatee Rattridge tKinabatangan River

A change of scenery found us back in rather tro pical temperatures at Poring Hot  Springs the next day and

while some took the opportunity to relax around resort, the rest of us flogged up the sweaty Langanan

Waterfall trail in search of some of the difficult birds that frequent these mid -altitude forests. The morning

was ce rtainly bird -filled and we found some superb fruiting trees which attracted an amazing parade of

frugivores including Red -throated, Mountain, Bornean, Gold -whiskered and Bornean Brown Barbets,

Crimson -breasted Flowerpecker  and Scaly -breasted Bulbul but sur pri si ngly no Hoseds Broad
sever al hours of waiting. Ot her species more than made amend
Babblers, Red -billed Malkoha, Green Broadbill and some exciting flocks containing Buff -rumped and

Checker -throated W oodpeckers, Brown Fulvetta, White -bellied Erpornis, Spotted Fantail, Banded Broadbill

and Yellow -crowned Barbet. Highlight of the morning though was undoubtedly the stunning Blue -banded

Pitta which appeared right beside the trail, a great reward after our unsuccessful searches at Danum



Valley. The afternoon back up on the mountain was again quiet but our efforts found a delightfully
confiding pair of Mountain Wren Babblers, and then near the end of a long day a male Fruithunter had us
running up the road fo  r great views of this often difficult and elusive endemic which was after all our
efforts to find it, was duly voted as bird -of -the -trip!

Red -bearded Bee -eater, Sepilok

Another full day on the mountain allowed us to add Mountain Black -eye, Bare -headed Laughingthrush,
Bornean Forktail and a stunning family of Red -breasted Partridges to our tally, then on our final morning

we headed higher up the mountain hoping for a couple of missing specialities. The first of these took a

while to locate but once foun d the recently -split Pale -faced Bulbul gave excellent views and we could
continue higher up the steep summit trail. On the way a pair of White -browed Shortwings gave unusually
good looks then Giant Swiftlets appeared right overhead for prolonged viewing ju st as some distant high -
pitched song drew attention to a Friendly Bush Warbler. This individual proved as friendly as we hoped

and after a little coaxing he was singing away from just a few meters away for us to admire.

Stops for roadside Brown -backed Need letails and Rufous -bellied Eagle provided entertainment during the
drive across to Sepilok where we arrived in time for some afternoon birding on the canopy walkway. The

walkway provides great views into the surrounding forest and on this afternoon we were treated to eye -
level views of Bushy -crested Hornbills, Black Hornbill, White -bellied Woodpecker, Streaked Bulbuls and y et
another group of Bristlehead , giving a total of four sightings during the tour. We dedicated the first few

hours the next morning to the nearby forest trails which were very lively with Bornean Black Magpies, a

fly -past Long -billed Spiderhunter, White  -bellied Woodpeckers, Rufous Piculet, Fiery Minivets, great views

of Short -tailed Babbler and a much admired (especially by Pat!) Red -bear ded Bee -eater. Next stop after
leaving Sepilok was the impressive Gomantong Caves, a great experience to explore these immense caves

full of bats, swiftlets, guano and cockroaches! Most importantly for the birders, all four species of swiftlet

could be saf ely identified by their distinctive nests; Glossy Swiftlets near the entrance together with good
numbers of Black -nest and Mossy -nest Swiftlets, and at least 40 nests of the Edible -nest Swiftlets which
are so popular on the Chinese market that the harvesting of these nests is extremely lucrative with 1kg of
edible nests fetching  a remarkable $2000  on the open market! We also found a smart Blythod
a sleepy Orang -utan, Rufous -backed Kingfisher and Banded Bay Cuckoo before it was time to ¢ ontinue to
our lodge in the heart of the jungle, on the banks of the Kinabatangan River, where we received a

wonderfully warm welcome and settled in to enjoy the remoteness and solitude of the lodge.

An Orang -utan and a pair of Maroon  -breasted Philentomas  were in the lodge garden but the real action
came when we took our first boat ride onto the river in the afternoon. The m ammals were the highlight
with g reat views of Proboscis Monkey and Sunda Silvered Leaf Monkey but there were also good sightings

of Wr inkled Hornbill and Lesser Adjutant while Black -headed Bulbul, Black -and -red Broadbill and Malaysian
Blue Flycatcher were new for the trip. In the evening we took to the river again for a night -spotting cruise
and we were not to be disappointed as a Buffy Fish Owl was spotted within minutes and proved to be the

first of no less than 8 sightings. After a brief Leopard Cat and roosting Blue -eared and Stork -billed
Kingfishers the undoubted highlight came when a calling Oriental Bay Owl was located by Rob and s tuck



around long enough for everyone to make a rather muddy transfer to shore for ultra -close views of this
gorgeous bird. Amazingly as we began our cruise again another Oriental Bay Owl was spotted clinging to

the side of a riverside tree and this time we  enjoy ed views of the rear of the bird. W e headed back
sati sfied to the lodge via a large R eticulated Python.  Undoubtedly the stars along the Kinabatangan River
are the Bornean Gorund Cuckoos but they have been extremely difficult to find this year with on ly a few

visitors getting sightings or even hearing the birds so the excitement was palpable when within 30

minutes of leaving the lodge the next morning we were listening to no less than 2 pairs belting out their

calls from either side of the river! Not s urprisingly this was our main focus of attention for the morning as

they called away for some hours and although viewing was very difficult through the thick riverside

vegetation most of us managed some views of these enigmatic birds. With Little Green Pig eon, Stor més
Stork and Wall aceébs Hawk Eagle also under the belt we headed
Orang -utans munching on fruits in the lodge gardens. The lodge grounds also provided birding excitement

with another St or moysof Baff -mecked Waodpdclkemand a pair of striking Black -throated

Babblers all available. The afternoon was something of a washout, with rain curtailing our efforts for the

most part and Common Hill Myna, Orange -backed Woodpecker and Waltheawybdéds Hawk E
of note.

Oriental Bay Owl and Buffy Fish Owl, Kinabatangan River

Our departure on the boats was delayed the next morning by a Hooded Pitta in the garden which was seen

by all and a pair of Stormds Storks per chediVespenganuchpfthen t he
morning cruising a quiet tributary and logged several new species including Lesser Fish Eagle, Changeable

Hawk Eagle, Oriental Honey Buzzard, Long-tailed Parakeets and Crimson -winged Woodpecker while

improving our previous looks at Malaysian Blue Flycatcher and Black -and -red Broadbills. No less than two

more White -fronted Falconets were seen and while a strongly calling Giant Pitta was only glimpse d, a male

Blue -headed Pitta gave stunning views and more than made amends for our brief views at Danum. We

finished the tour in style with stunning looks at a particularly obliging Chestnut -necklaced Partridge that

just didndédt want t o |eeva sael ouogoodbyesitethe,delighduflydelpful lodge staff and

made our way back to Sandakan and the culmination of a most enjoyable tour.

For information regarding our tours to Borneo please click here . Alternatively please contact us via e-mail
or phone +44 1332516254  regarding organising a custom tour to Borneo.

More Photos from the tour
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Whiskered Treeswift and Grey -chested Jungle Flycatcher, Danum Valley
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White -crowned Hornbill and Streaky -breasted Spiderhunter, Danum Valley
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Unidentified Tarantula at Danum aIIey and Maroon Léa}z Monkey at Mount Kinabalu

Banded Broadbill at Poring Hot Springs and Short -tailed Green Magpie at Mount Kinabalu



