P birdtourASIA

specialists in asian birding tours

Sabah, Borneo

20 ™ November i 4" December 2011

Leader: James Eaton

Participants: Nick Baker, Alain Jortay,
Peter and Rosemary Royle, Mark and Frances Sullivan

Bornean Banded Pitta, Poring Hot Springs © James Eaton /Birdtour Asia

Borneo once again  proved 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.

During our two weeks we birded three differe nt areas, culminating in a total of 278 species including 43
endemi cs. We bega bestaknowmlocalitye oMosnt Kinabalu. Highlights were many, but particularly
noteworthy were apair of Whiteheadds TrogomWwhonebeadbdbsr Spi ther hunger c
the ever -friendly Friendly Bush Warbler, Fruit -hunter, all endemic barbets, and a glowing Bornean Banded

Pitt a calling above the undergrowth.

The alluvial floodplain of the Kinabtangan River again produced wonderfu | views of a pair of Bornean Ground
Cuckoo in super quick time, plenty of hornbills and our first mammalian highlight as a Red Giant Flying

Squirrel glided straight for us and some outstanding Bornean Orang -Utan sightings.

Leaving the best till last, birdi ng from the luxury at the Borneo Rainforest Lodge provided us with a whole

array of Sundaic species and yet more endemics including Blue -headed and Black -crowned Pittas lighting up
the understory,  a last -gasp Bornean Ground Babbler, completing the Borne an hornbill set, 4 species of trogon,
and, the bird -of-the -tour, the enigmatic Bristlehead.

We began the tour at the Rafflesia Reserve, set at a slightly lower altitude than much of the accessible forest

on Mount Kinabalu , it lends this area a subtly diffe rent avifauna including several key species which are more

difficult on the rest of our route. Our roadside birding was slow with us suffering from a lack of fruiting trees,

gale -force winds and eventually succumbing to some torrential rain , but other than that it was most

enjoyable ' Afly -over Whiteheadds Spiderhunter, -hdoded kasghimggthrusBes,n deur and R



first Bornean Treepi es, vivid T e mmi -sided &lewerpg@cker,b Orientak Honey n d
Buzzards, unusually low -perched Bo rnean Leafhirds and 6 Sundad Ashy Drongos whil e
teased us by calling incessantly, concealing themselves in the high canopy .

As we settled into our accommodation at lunch -time we were surprised to find a pair of Pygmy White -eye
feeding 2 barely fledged chicks right next to our veranda, giving us our best -ever views of this widespread
but seldom -seen endemic.

Driving into the cloud and rain for lunch at Mount Kinabalu  we spent much of the afternoon waiting for the
weather to turn, as is often the case here. Eventually it did, for an hour or so, which we more than made the

most of with a quick  -fire run of cracking endemics 7 firstup was a Bornean Green Magpie  actually feeding ON
the wet road, thista  xon has just been split in a recent paper from Javan Green Magpie, previously subsumed

under 6tSdaiolréed Green Magpi eo. As we watched a pair from t
notice a Bare -headed Laughingthrush feeding above us! Jumping ou t of the vehicle revealed a medium -sized -
bird flock, consisting of 3 Bare -headeds booming from the mid -canopy, a pair of Checker -throated and
Maroon Woodpeckers,  Bornean Whistler, Yellow -breasted and Mountain Leaf Warbler and Mountain Tailorbird.
Feeling | ucky we ventured onto a trail briefly ifwithin 5 minutes we had bagged a
sat silently in the mid  -storey, one of the mountains most notoriously difficult species , our first Eye -browed
Jungle Flycatcher and a confiding Bornean S tubtail singing just metres from us before the heavens opened on

us once again.
Full of optimism with the clear skies the following morning was only increased by the sudden, close calls of a

Bornean Frogmouth, though oddly and most surprisingly it cleared off, to call distantly away from the road, at

least we heard it anyway! A morning on the trails through the beautiful forest, full of orchids was spent

intensely searching for the holy grail of the mountain, and after an hour we succeeded, as f irst a female,
shortly followed by a male Whiteheadbds Trogon appeared
glowed in the gloomy conditions. Other than that the trails were typical ly quiet, a confiding Eye  -browed Jungle
Flycatcher singing its sw eet, rarely -heard song, the occasional flock of Rufous -hooded and Sunda
Laughingthrushes being accompanied by Bornean Green Magpies, Hair -crested Drongo (potentially yet
another endemic split!) and Bornean Treepies, while our first Bornean Whistling Thrush appeared along the
stream.
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Whiteheadds Trogon an deyE, WMgumKindhdiui t e

With the weatheid shéokhifngroddkinch we decided to push our |
Friendly Bush Warbler, restricted to just Mount Kinabalu and its neighbouring mountain, Trus Madi. A White -
browed Shortw ing showed -off for as long as we needed, followed by some ultra -confiding endemic Mountain
Black -eyes though it took us a little longer than expected (and hoped!) until we finally heard the buzzy notes

of our target,  after a short dash  and wait for us all to gather i n anticipation as our ever -friendly Friendly Bush
Warbler popped up from the undergrowth to inspect his intruder, circling us and singing from the trail -side,
leaving us all very satisfied, especially as on the walk back down we hit upon a party of noisy, inquisitive
Mountain Wren Babblers  to round off the day nicely.

With our grand success so far on Mount Kinabalu we opted for a return to the Rafflesia Reserve T

unfortunately the sun refused to show and the morning produced much of the same as our previous visit,
though a few Mountain Barbets finally put in an appearance and we were even shown a blooming Rafflesia T
the endemic Rafflesia pricei , restricted to the mid  -altitude slopes of the Crocker Range. The middle of the day
was largely anoth erwash -ou't , though we did add Bornean Swiweé finhllg got aa t
break in the mid -afternoon, finding a fruiting tree T no wonder the barbets had been so quiet, they were all

here! Bags of Mountain Barbets were busy feeding on the fruit, a couple of bulky Gold -whiskereds also
appeared, as did a nicely -scoped Bornean Barbet , numerous bulbuls including Bornean and Cinereous, and

our first Bornean Spiderhunter (previously known as Grey -breasted, then Bornean, then Streaky -breasted,
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and now, after genetic work, is back to being the endemic, Bornean!). As the afternoon turned into evening a

Bornean Forktail finally made an appearance in the roadside drain for us all to admire.

For yet more variety , the following day we wen t to the relative lowlands of Poring Hot Springs where setting
out pre-dawn (via a bat -hawking Brown Wood Owl) got us into the good forest for sunrise and despite keeping
expectations to a minimum, explaining how quiet and boring Poring can be, we had an amazing run of birds
following a few of the usual Poring inhabitants i Yellow -bellied Warblers, Sooty -capped Babbler and Brown
Fulvetta. First up was a terrific White -necked Babbler sat up calling to us, 20 metres later a mind -blowing
mal e Bornean Banded Pitta glowed in the undergrowth before jumping up, and calling from an exposed perch

for 5 minutes or so  (funnily enough we had missed this species on our Borneo tours since we wrote the paper
splitting the species 18 months a go!), without moving we then enjoyed a calling Rufous -collared Kingfisher,
before being interrupted by a pair of Red -bearded Bee -eaters! A break in the canopy revealed some Giant
Swiftlets in a tight group, typically moving quickly through. The next couple of hours along the river were
quiet but on our return a feeding party held Large Woodshrike, Maroon -breasted Philentoma, Hair  -crested
Drongo and Banded Woodpecker. Hot and sweaty an d o6l eechedd we erefjeshipentd dnd ouc h,
second Rafflesia, Raffl esia keithii, before it was back up to the mountain where birding in the mist brought us

a Fruit -hunter perched out just overhead T just a shame the mist largely took away the birds striking
plumage ! A couple of Golden -naped Barbets giving great vie ws but a Chestnut -backed S cimitar Babbler
feeding at 1850m  was most unusual , far above its usual elevational range.

Mountain Black -eye and Mountain Wren Babbler, Mount Kinabalu

Our final full day in the area saw us returning, once again, to the Rafflesia Reserve but full of optimism with

the fruit ing tree stake d-out from dawn resulting in plenty of barbets once again , but this time, after a bit of a

run-ar ound, a Whiteheadbs Spiderhunter eventually cal med down
before flying up to the tree -tops to continue  his wheezy, nasal calling. A few other bits and pieces showed up

i more Blue-and-white and Mugimaki Flycatchers, Oriental honey Buzzards and a fantastic Bock
Cuckoo sat up singing ,t hough our | ong wait for ser pentctawlargibplagfroman!l yodo pr
pair of Bl ythés Hawk Eagl es. Back on the mountain in search
feeding on the trail and a small party of Fruit -hunters passing through the canopy. A couple of hours in the

early morning once a gain produced a calling Bornean Frogmouth with the same results as our first morning

but a nice pair of Pale -faced Bulbul saved the morning before the storm descended upon us and we drove

through the miles upon miles of Oil Palm estates until we reache d the lowlands of Sepilok for a late lunch.

After enjoying a Thick  -billed Spiderhunter at our lodgings we headed for our first experiences of the Bornean

lowland rainforest. Predictably, th e afternoon was rather quiet after being greeted by the usual pair of
Copper -throated Sunbirds by the car -park then a nice pair of Black Hornbill and perched Long -tailed Parakeets
kept us entertained until the evening, when a calling Barred Eagle Owl remained just out of reach but led us

to our first Orange -utan. Later, from the comforts of the sturdy canopy walkway we had a thrilling encounter
with a Red Giant Flying Squirrel that not only offered nice close views feeding, but even produced a glide

straight for us in our beam, landing so close we could hear the thud agai nst the tree -trunk! A pair of Brown
Boobook were scoped overhead, the trees so high her,weweleat des
still some 40m below  them!

The following morning saw us returning to the same spot, though as with the previous day work men and a

generator underneath the walkway , made sure the immediate area was mostly devoid of birds! The highlight

of the morning was our three broadbills, all giving great looks i raucous Black -and-red, confiding Banded and

a cute Black -and-yellow. A pair of Bornean Black Magpies perched up for unusually prolonged views, with

other birds from the walkway including displaying Black -winged Flycatcher Shrike, Fiery Minivets, Green lora,

Ashy Tailorbird and Thick - billed Flowerpecker. Getting away from th e noise we had a quick check of the trails,

a family of Rhinoceros Hornbill preened overhead, totally oblivious to the excitement below them, then a pair



of very showy Fluffy -backed Tit Babblers croaked and clicked around us , a Rufous -backed Kingfisher lit erally
glowed in the dark . A welcome surprise came in the form of a White -fronted Falconet typically perched on a
tiny snag over -looking a clearing, then secondly, a flushed Green Sandpiper!

Bornean Orang - utan, Kinabatangan © James Eaton /Birdtour Asia

After a late breakfast we headed towards our next destination, via nesting Bat Hawks , and a late morning

stop at Gomantong Caves (and another pair of Bat Hawk!) . A great experience to explore these immense

caves full of bats, swiftlets, guano and cockroaches! Once again a pair of rare White -bellied Munia were

nesting inthecave,t hough it wasnot weheesokeemoa!sMios impogantly for birders, we were

able to find some Mossy  -nest Swiftlets on nest, a species unidentifiable in the field from Black -nest, which we

also saw nesting, in large numbers, way, way above us. Unfortunately no Edible -nest nests were present but

we saw them in the field previously at Sepilok. The luc rati ve O0Bi r dsareNse pdapulaSan the @Ghinese

market that the  harvested nests can cost upwardsof $40 00 per kil o, quite remarkabl e co
bit of saliva!

Starting to hear our stomachs rumble we continued to the jetty and soon got whisked away by boat to our

lodge, situated along the forested banks of the Kinabatangan River. After the usua | warm welcome (by both

staff and our first Stormds Stork!) and sumptuous | unch we ju
cruise; Grey -headed Fish Eagl e, Wa | d maic & &Vhite H-bellikd WB@dgetker flying overhead

and our fourth broa  dbill of the day 1 a typically noisy party of Dusky Broadbills in the riverside trees. A group

of Proboscis Monkey kept us entertained for much of the time , always one of the most wanted mammals of

the tour, as the female and young jumped from impressive h eights under the watchful eye of the huge,

waistcoat -wearing male

The night -cruise produced a good number of photogenic Buffy Fish Owl, roosting Stork -billed and Blue Eared

Kingfishers but mammals w ere thin on the ground 7 though amusi ngly for some more t han others - as
depending on where you were sitting in the boat some disg runtled Proboscis monkeys peed on us from above

while we watched a Reticulated Python waiting for its prey on the riverbank!

Next morning we eagerly set off in hope of one of Borne o O0\ery best endemic T the Bornean Ground Cuckoo.

This year has seemingly been a very difficult period to see them (a swith most of Borneods bir
extreme dry conditions), however, we neednodt have wor paired as
jumped up on to a branch, agitated, calling back -and -forth, tails pumping T the views were much closer than

usual due to our strategic positioning in a tiny stream. A couple more views later just increased their sheer

awesomeness, k e e pi n@0% uepordJvahnhis sadosrite bird! Elated, we just enjoyed the rest of

the morning cruising along the quiet tributary; a close -perched Violet Cuckoo shimmered in the sun, a few

Stormés Stork circled round, Moust ac hand-froHaw&mCsokeoi kepanf éads
on the boat! Little Green Pigeon, Yellow -rumped Flowerpecker, and finally, 3 excited female White -crowned

Hornbills were  pulled in. Orang -utan were busy today, with 4 seen, including 2 impressive males, one of which

was seen by our dining area during | unch, alacdmfwBearted Pigs. St or moé s
Typically the afternoon was rather quieter; Wrinkled Hornbills flew -by in the distance, A family group of

Bushy -crested Hornbills fed by the riverside , another 3 White -crowned Hornbill appeared though this time 3

males, a pair of White  -fronted Falconets were sat on the same snag as 12 months previous and a Malaysian

Hawk Cuckoo gave great views, both several times in flight and sat overhead, calling. Ou r night -walk



produced little other than a Brown Wood Owl, muddy ankles , and a Common Palm Civet , though later on a

Malay Civet ventured out into the open by the dining area to enjoy some left -over fish!

A final morning  cruise tied up some lose ends; final ly we found a perched Wrinkled Hornbill, enjoyed yet more

Proboscis Monkeys, a small troop of Sunda Silvered Langur and yet another huge Orang -utan. Cruising along

with forest on one side, Oll -palm on the other we had plenty flying about T atleast8 Storm 6s St or ks, Les
Fish Eagle, more kingfishers, hornbills, and plenty of Pink -necked Green Pigeon. After another fine meal, we

said are good -byes to the delightful staff and boatmen and, leaving the best till last, headed for the Borneo

Rainforest Lodge in  time for an almighty downpour and wonderful dinner. During our four -night stay some of

us went out each night on the night -drive, picking up a variety of mammals T the three common flying
squirrel s; Bl ack, Red Giant and t he assaet tvivd, @ wadsiBormeand.dris and Mal ay C|
a good number of ridiculously confiding Sambar, a species that is in steep decline across much of its range

due to its inability to recov er from heavy -hunting pressure, and a big surprise as a Moon Rat (it is actually a

giant shrew!) attempted to run away in front of the vehicle. Night -birds were typically in short supply, some

distant hoots of a Reddish Scops Owl accompanied the usual Buffy Fish Owils. Diurnal mammals were noted

occasionally, a couple of big m ale Orang -utans i named Abu and Gaman, the former having a lie -in on his

bed till at least 7, Maroon Langur on a couple of occasions , Short -tailed and Collared Mongoose were each

seenonce ,and the worldoés small est squi rr elusall Puitha itsrcutdhgsgangevega ui r r e |
occasions.

Bornean Fireback and Black -crowned Pitta, Danum Valley

Whiskered Treeswift, Danum Valley and Bornean Ground Cuckoo, Kinabatangan
Diurnal birding was a joy, as usual here. We spent much of the first two days birding the road due to a
blinding omission  from our lists thus far, though funnily enough we finally picked -up Bor neo &snousmo st
bird, Bristlehead on the trail s on our second afternoon . Their distant cries led us to an anxious wait and dash

deep into the forest where we eventually found 5 bouncing around in the canopy , in what appeared to be



pairs displaying to each o ther, turning back -and -forth , bouncing on a branch in close proximity to each other

for 15 minutes before flying off and leaving us elated! Two Giant Pittas called away in the distance during this
time but wunfortunately we cathboughsoine dompersdiontwasdom ddarvie formof a
male Cinnamon -rumped Trogon.

Though our luck with Giant Pitta didndédt stretch far, our firs
we had a glowing male Blue  -headed Pitta bouncing around in front of us, hopping back -and -fort h in a rather
confused state, fortunately someone wasndét concentrating full
road behind us i luckily five more were to follow giving us a welcome diversion from the pesky pitta. An hour

later we had a Black -crowned Pitta perched 5 metres off the grou nd in full view, softly whistling away.

By spending the first couple of days along the road we also completed the hornbill collection, with a manic -

calling Helmeted Hornbill flying past, along with a couple of Wreathed and wonderful views of a pair of

Wrinkled perched in the sunlight. Raptors were thin on the ground though we did pick up a couple of Rufous -

bellied Eagle and yet another White -fronted Falconet (th  ese used to be tough to find!). We encou ntered plenty

of the usual variety of sundaic babblers and bulbuls during our strolls, and the occasional flash of colour

revealed Scarlet -rumped Trogon, Red -bearded Bee -eater and various malkohas amongst others . Wintering

visitors from further n  orth included Asian Brown and Grey -streaked Flycatchers while corvids were well

represented by a cracking pair of Crested Jay and another party of Bornean Black Magpies.

Back around the lodge, a pair of fabulous Rhinoceros Hornbill would fly in each eveni ng to roost near the

lodge, departing during our breakfast each morning 7 other birds around the lodge were few due to the lack

of flowering bushes, but did include the usual group of Bold -striped Tit Babbler, Malaysian Blue Flycatcher,

Dusky Munia , enjo yable Whiskered Treeswifts (especially watching them in the afternoon downpours!) and

singing White -crowned Shama. The Great -billed Heron appeared on the river on one morning, though a Blue -
banded Kingfisher only showed itself to Fran on one afternoon.

Most of the excitement usually happens on the trails here, though we spent so much time on the road we
were playing catch -up for many of the sundai ¢ species come the final morning . On the higher ground ; Banded
Kingfisher, Grey -chested Jungle Flycatcher, Moustached Babbler and Erpornis showed up, while on the lower

ground we had multiple sightings of Spotted Fantail, White -crowned Forktail and a fabulous two -metre long
Great Argus calling excitedly just metres away from us on the open trail T som ething that will live long in the
memory for all present. The two -prized Cyornis took little time in finding this time around, as a male Bornean

Blue Flycatcher sang his sweet song to us, while the more sombre Large -billed Blue Flycatcher swooped in to

inv estigate us at the first opportunity. Looking at our list on our final night here we realised that we were still

missing several expected species, we can use the two afternoon wash -outs as an excuse for some of those,

but we really pulled our fingers out o n the final morning, which started off worryingly wet until our final two

hours when we managed to notch  -up most of the remaining babblers, male Red -naped and a pair of
Trogons, an unusually showy and stationary Rufous -tailed Shama, brief Chestn  ut-naped Forktail, beautiful
Rufous -chested Flycatcher singing just above the cicada -noise, and literally the final bird of our stay, a
fabulous Bornean Ground Babbler calling from its favourite fallen log, phew!

Great Argus, Danum Valley © James Eaton /Birdtour Asia

Unfortunately, after another fine lunch we had to tear ourselves away from here, head back to Lahad Datu
and take the short flight back across Sabah to our starting point, Kota Kinabalu, for a final dinner while
enjoying the restaurants band wishing Mark a Happy Birthday!



Bornean Whistling Thrush and White -browed Shortwing, Mount Kinabalu
White -tailed Blue Flycatcher and Bornean Banded Pitta, Poring
Bockés Hawk Cuckoo, Raf f | e s i-keadReLaughingtlerusta MtKindbalu e



Rafflesia pricei, Rafflesia Reserve and Rafflesia keithii, Poring
Mountain Wren Babbler and Pale -faced Bulbul, Mount Kinabalu
Whiteheadds Pygmy Squirrel and Friendly Bush Warbler,




Red Giant Flying Squirrel, Sepilok and moth sp, Poring
Copper -throated Sunbird and Rhinoceros Hornbill, Sepilok
Bearded Pig and Sunda Silvered Langur, Kinabatangan
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Stormbés St or k -hiledKingfisher; Kkinabatangan
Saltwater Crocodile and Reticulated Python, Kinabatangan
Bornean Orang  -utan and White -crowned Hornbill, Kinabatangan



