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White -shoulder ed lbis, Tmatboey © tour participant John Hopkins

The fourth Oriental Bird Club fund -raising tour had a twist on previous years as we spent a week in
Cambodia followed by two weeks in southern and central Vietnam, exploring these wonderful areas of
Indochina in search of the endemic species that make it so special, and recording an impressive total of

413 species. In Cambodia we first visited the northern plains, home of the critically endangered Giant Ibis

and White -shouldered Ibis, both of which we saw wonderful ly on multiple occasions. White  -rumped
Falcon, Chinese Francolin and Spotted Wood, Brown Wood and Oriental Scops Owls made for a good
supporting cast before we moved to the grasslands of the Tonle Sap floodplain. Here we had quit e brilliant

views of several Bengal Florican along with Manchurian Reed Warbler, Sarus Crane and Pied Harrier.
Finally a cruise along the Mekong produced the recently described Mekong Wagtail and playful Irrawaddy

River Dolphins. A week in south Viet nam took in stunning views of Bar -bellied and Blue -rumped Pittas,
Germainbés Peacock Pheasant, Green Peafowl and Blythoés Fr ogm
highlands of Dalat provided plenty of endemics including stunning views of Collared and Or ange - breasted
Laughingthrush, Grey -cr owned Croci as, Vietnamese Cutia and .OunMimander f ul

week in central Vietham was highlighted by Sooty Babbler, Limestone Leaf Warbler, Indochinese Wren
Babbler, Indochinese Green Magpie, Bla ck-hooded and Red -tailed Laughinthrush and to top it all off,
several Black -crowned Barwing.



Meeting up for the first of several scrumptious Khmer lunches we headed straight for the temples of

Angkor. Visiting Ta Prohm and Angkor Wat temples gave us a nic e introduction to  these architectural

delights that even the most ardent birder has to stop to admire. Birding around the temples was a

welcome introduction to the regions common er species and a few of the more desirable species. Starting

with the showpiece Angkor Wat we headed to the surrounding forest, a sweet ly-singing Hainan Blue

Flycatcher took little effort followed by a surprisingly co -operative and showy Pale -legged Leaf Warbler , a

brief Black Baza and rather bett er views of several Shikra.

Ta Prohm, 6the jungle templ ebd, was a delight in the | ate af
some spectacular shadows on the crumbling root -infested walls. The parakeet colony overhead comprised

large number of rau cous Red -breasted Parakeet and smaller number of the less social Alexandrine

Parakeet, and as dusk approached Asian Barred Owlet and a roosting White -rumped Shama tried

unsuccessfully to conceal themselves in the gathering gloom.

Up and out early on our f irst morning was to become standard over the following three -weeks, this
morning particularly so, as we went in search of the first of our critically endangered targets, Bengal
Fl orican. As the sun rose so did the St ndrunberd of Giedhand bi r ds,

Eastern Marsh Harrier including a wonderful male of the former. Migrants where present in numbers,

including several showy Bluethroat, skulking Lanceolated Warblers and Pintail Snipes. Eventually two

female Bengal Floricans were sat out enjoying the early morning sunshine in the ever -deminishing
grasslands.

Spotted Wood Owl and White -rumped Falcon, Tmatboey © James Eaton

With the heat soon engulfing us we headed north into the remote Preah Vihear pr ovince, passing through
the ever -changing mix of cultivation, forest and road works; reaching our destination, the small rural

village of Tmatboey in time for our first of several pleasant meals here. We had two full days exploring the

different micro -habitats within the open, dry dipterocarp forest that surrounds the village and we
managed to pin -down most of our hoped  -for species.

The northern plains of northern Cambodia rose to prominence 10 years ago with the discovery of a small

population of the crit  ically endangered Giant and White -shouldered Ibis. As each year passes both species
have become noticeably less shy and this year was no exception as we watched 10 White -shouldered lbis
fly in to their roosting tree on the first evening and a pair of Giant Ibis sitting above their feeding area
shortly after first light the following morning! This was just the beginning as we obtained plenty of flight

and perched views of both species during our stay.

Our brief forays into the forest pre -dawn and post -dusk proved rewarding ; our dusk search for Spotted
Wood Owl was cut short as we found the bird fast asleep. While a Collared Scops Owl flew around, a

Brown Wood Owl distracted us with a distant hoot before flying straight in, silhouetted against moo nlit sky
before coming to life perched in our beam before whereupon it was  pestered by several Greater Racket -
tailed Drongo and Red  -billed Blue Magpies!

Our final night -birding led us to the tiny Oriental Scops Owl and after giving us a b it of a run -around he
posed brilliantly close -by on several occasions, this being the sedentary, vocally distinct form from the

migratory, montane -br eedi ng Chinese 6speciesb. Final |l ysidefarus.l eepy Spot
The number of woodpeckers in this forest type is quite astounding, several great views of the striking

Black -headed, a mesmerised White  -bellied and best of all, four huge Great Slaty Woodpeckers doing their

thing, waving their wings around, calling incessantly, perching one on top of another while peering down

at us with their huge, black eyes. The last main target of this area, White -rumped Falcon took a bit of

searching until we ventured further away from the village and a female flew in to inspect us as we walked
through her ter ritory, regularly zipping overhead with its distinctive, undulating, fast -flapping flight before



perching up nicely on several occasions. Amusement was found nearby as a canopy -dwelling Cambodian

Striped Squirrel eyed up a tree at the edge of its jumping r ange, then chickening -out before heading back
and leaping out only to fall just short and was sent spinning downwards where it hit the ground some 15

metres below its intended target I fortunately it survived!

Walking through the forest over our six bird ing sessions brought a whole range of enjoyable species which
we were able to watch at length due to the open nature of the forest. The more notable species including

a circling Indian Spotted Eagle, recently confirmed as a breeding species in Cambodia aft er several
provisional field records (most of which has occurred on our tours!), several universally scarce Brown

Prinia, grotesque Lesser Adjutant, a range of raptors including two Short -toed Eagle (2 ™ for Cambodia),
Changeable Hawk Eagle, Rufous -winged Buzzard and Oriental Honey Buzzard, several Chinese Francolin,

three species of parakeet included several gorgeous male Blossom -headed, Banded Bay Cuckoo, White -
browed Fantail, Ruby -cheeked Sunbird, Large and Common Woodshrikes, Yellow -footed and Orange -
breasted Green Pigeons, Oriental Pied Hornbill, arboreal Indochinese Bushlark, regular Large and
Indochinese Cuckooshrikes, Gold  -fronted Leafbird, beautifully marked Chestnut -bellied Nuthatch, bullish
Burmese Shrikes, Black -hooded and Black -naped Orioles and a whole stack of other wonderful birds i a

quite remarkable area particularly given the views of all of these species.

Bengal Florican, Wat Pra Hut and Crested Treeswift, Tmatboey © James Eaton

Bidding farewell to the bush we headed back to the Tonle Sap floodplain to bird a wonderful mosaic of
grassland. After admiring the much underrated, yellow -hued Plain -backed Sparrow we began our walk in

the grassland quickly locating two male Bengal Florican in the rice -field. Heading through the g rasslands
up popped a couple of Small Buttonquail and even a pair of the declining Blue -breasted Quail, hundreds of
Red-throated Pipits and both Oriental Skylark and Australasian Bushlark song -flighted overhead.
Approaching some taller grass a brief churr indicated the presence of a wintering Manchurian Reed
Warbler that took some time to pull out but eventually succumbed, in the intervening time we enjoyed

watching the large numbers of Sand Martin flying through (no Pale Martins unfortunately!), and severa |
Sarus Crane flew -by to feed more distantly.

Last up was a striking male Pied Harrier quartering close to our vehicles along with several less - striking
though still mighty attractive Eastern Marsh Harriers.

Venturing to a different area of grass and sc rub the following morning, a scrub -fringed pool played host to
numbers of Black -browed Reed and Oriental Reed Warblers. The Black -broweds in particular were nice to
study after the previous days grass -loving Manchurian Reed Warbler. The calls of Lanceolate d and Dusky
Warbler betrayed their presence as Brown Shrikes proved a little more conspicuous! The harriers passed

over in numbers totalling over 200 from their unknown roosting site and Black -shouldered Kites hovered
close -by. The hed gerows were favoured by Yellow -breasted Buntings and Baya Weaver though a White -
shouldered Starling and Racket  -tailed Treepie proved less visible.

A drive east, across the mighty Mekong, eventually saw us reach the charming riverside town of Kratie by

themd-afternoon. With time to spare we Vvisited the | ocal mar s
fled from under us offering surprising prolonged, close fly -bys that wouldndt | ook out of
though the Racket -tailed Treepies might! Anot  her fine sunset was accompanied by Pheasant -tailed Jacana,

Black -backed Swamphen, Dusky Warblers and several Blue -tailed Bee -eater.

Our final morning in Cambodia saw us on a boat on the calm Mekong River in search of the recently
described Mekong Wagtail w  hich performed right on  -queue as a pair guarded their territory, singing from
open stems and feeding on the bushy islets. A small colony of Grey -throated Martin was a pleasant
surprise and finally some playful Irrawaddy Dolphins saw us finish our Cambodia leg most pleasantly.



We took an evening flight to Vietnam, arriving in Siagon, and following a hearty breakfast the next
morning we travelled east to Cat Tien National Park. Cat Tien is one of the most important protected areas

in Indochina as it harbours a number of Indochinese endemics, many of which are largely restricted to
Vietnam. With two full days to play with we managed an impressive haul of the parks specialities helped

by the fine weather and some very co -operative birds.

We were particularly | ucky with one of the main targets inside the park, the Galliformes. An excursion into

the open grasslands soon provided us with the wonderful sight of a cock Green Peafowl walking casually

away from the roadside, still in the heat of the afternoon. Along t he main track cutting through the centre
of the park a couple of false alarms brought us to fine Red Junglefowls until a movement in the forest

alerted us to a party of Siamese Fireback, though only the females showed well this time we enjoyed

further view s of males the following day. Scaly -breasted Partridge were found feeding quietly by the

trailside on two occasions but to top off proceedings, with some strategic positioning for a calling Bar -
bellied Pitta a Germainbés Peacocktwhdrethespitta tvas supposed to bet 0 vi ew I
causing some initial identification confusion! Though the pitta could well have shown superbly we stuck

with the pheasant and procured fine views over several mi nut

wanted to go

Mekong Wagtail and Irrawaddy River Dolphin, Kampi Pool © James Eaton

Most of the other big targets of the park gave us few problems; Bar -bellied Pitta stole the show several

times in one morning with four different birds all giving prol onged views either feeding on the trail in front

of us or circling around us, calling. Although vocal , Blue -rumped Pittas refused to budge from the denser

thickets this mattered little as a male was found staring at us not three metres away, seemingly sit ting

still trying to conceal himself for several minutes!

Bl ythés Frogmouth took some f i ndi,mwighfduruninutesmo gountil wesneremnd att e mp
give up , he finally hit the right spot and sat in the spotlight for well over our allocated t ime. Collared

Scops Owl was much more straight forward, waiting for prey from the roadside wires, and Great Eared

Nightjar floated by in the early evening while Large -tailed Nightjars flew around us.

Apart from these stand -out species we recorded a huge number of other highly desirable species.
Woodpeckers included the scarce Black -and -buff , Laced Woodpecker overhead and a vocal pair of Heart -
spotted Woodpeckers at the top of the highest, bare tree! Red -vented Barbet, a regional endemic, sat out
nicely as did Green -eared, Blue -eared and Lineated Barbets. A big family of Oriental Pied Hornbills dust -
bathed on the track ahead of us though the 3 Great Hornbills flying over then back were always going to

steal the show from  their little brother. Orange  -breasted Trogon provided a splash of colour. Asian Drongo

Cuckoo fed at eye -level, and green pigeons were typically in evidence with Thick -billed and Ashy -headed

seen well. Banded Broadbill flew straight in as expected, while in the f eeding flocks we found wintering
Swinhoeds Minivet, Ducky Broadbill s, Gr e daced MioBakbler bdingthe c hi nes e
commonly used English name despite the confusing name of the Grey -cheeked Tit Babbler that occurs on

Java), Scaly -crowned Babbler, confiding Puff  -throated Babbler, Banded Kingfisher, a quietly perched
White -throated Rock Thrush, Spot -breasted and Rufous Woodpeckers, Indian Cuckoo, Forest Wagtail,
Ruby-c heeked, Van Hasselt 6s, -n&ed Susbods, Beownd -bRaokedpand Silver -backed
Needletails, and Blue -bearded Bee -eater. A fruiting tree by our accommodation always hosted the

nomadic Golden -cr ested Myna, over 60 being present on otmemysons, th
by the accommodation which brought about the most luck with a male Japanese Paradise Flycatcher and

Indochinese Green Magpie. A troop of Black -shanked Douc Langur appeared on two days, sitting up with

their beautiful silvery tails, blue faces with big yellow eye - patches.

Next it was time  for some true Vietnamese endemics as we headed east to the Dalat highlands. First ly we

made two excursions to Deo Nui San, a beautiful area of hill forest with a winding road cutting through the



heart of it. We made a good start with two feisty Bla ck-crowned Parrotbills jumping towards us, a near -

endemic. White -cheeked Laughingthrush, yet another near -endemic, appeared in a large and noisy but

skittish flock, so typical of the species. The jewel of this forest, Orange -breasted Laughingthrush finally

whistled away their sweet, loud tunes, though with just the one pair heard we had to make some careful

manoeuvring to secure nice, perched views of this bright -breasted beauty before they scurried around us

and away.

Having found a fruiting tree in the a fternoon full of Annam Barbets, we returned full of hope in the early

morning as flocks of Yellow  -vented Green Pigeon flew in and called all around us, though after 15 minutes

of daylight the sun disappeared in the thick fog that was to blight us for the f irst 3 hours of daylight, and

once the sun appeared again the birds were gone! A coupl e

bushes for us, and our only flock of Viethamese Greenfinch of the tour appeared in the mist and
presumably helped us getting wit hin a few metres of them.

Collared Scops Owl and Golden -crested Myna, Cat Tien  © John Hopkins and James Eaton

A Collared Owlet calling from the canopy brought about plenty of agitated passerines including White -
bellied Erpornis, Grey -crowned T its, Indochinese Yuhinas and Black -crowned Parrotbills. As we tired of the
incessant owlet overhead we concentrated on an under -storey flock containing a bucket -load of White -
cheeked Laughingthrush, several Maroon Oriole, yet more Black -crowned Parrothills  and a White -browed
Scimitar Babbler.

Plenty of birds were in full song once the sun appeared, a gaudy Chestnut -fronted Shrike Babbler clicked
away above us (this is an anticipat ed split from other members of the complex ) and likewise the White -
browed Shrike Babbler in the neighbouring tree looks likely to become a Dalat endemic in a four -way split
of White -browed Shrike Babbler . K|l ossés Leaf War bl ers sang al/l a-dbaliedh d us
Eagle soared at various points.

A big surprise was the flock of White -throated Needletail =~ swooshing just over the pass giving scintillating
views in great light T these birds should  still be in Australia!

Based in our comfortable Dalat hotel for two full days we birded a couple of sites. Mount Lang Bian was to

be the most productive as we searched for Collared Laughingthrush, perhaps the mo st striking yet elusive
laughingthrush of the region. Usually the views obtained make the field guide illustration seem rather over

the top but with the views we obtained of 3 birds sat side -by-side preening , a heady mix of  orange, black ,
green and yellow s. The star of the mountain had plenty of competition on this morning, Black -headed
Sibia sang from the tree  -tops, agitated Black -crowned Fulvetta just feet away, ocularis White -spectacled
War bl ers and as we gai ned el lerydartad tormpp@&al. Feeding flockd veee few &vid r b
far between though a couple of good ones contained most of the expected; Chestnut -crowned and Ashy -
throated Warblers, Hu Meudtan Fulvetta c(a suee pfaer split from the sundaic Mountain
however ), Mou ntain Bulbul, Yellow -cheeked and Grey -crowned Tit and a single White -browed Scimitar
Babbler though sadly just a single Silver -eared Mesia appeared highlighting the bird -trapping that still
occurs here.

We ventured a little higher than usual until eventua lly the distant sounds of Viethamese Cutia were heard

and after a prolonged wait the male flew in to a nearby tree, calling away and creeping around the mossy

branches in classic cutia style.

Walking through the pine forest back to the vehicle showed up Grey Bushchat, Chestnut  -vented Nuthatch
and a single Mugimaki Flycatcher.

We concentrated most of our efforts at the small, well -forest valley called Ta Nung. This valley is home to

Dal at 6s most famous and e-tranvpad \Ceociag n drdgynkhown frors a dandful of sites.
Though our afternoon visits generally proved rather unproductive other than the large numbers of Annam



Barbet it was the single morning that we spent here that really came up trumps as the on -form Rob

picked outt he Crocias as soon as | had finished explaining which trees should be carefully inspected! With

the sun hitting the canopy the Crocias were delightful as we were able to watch them feed in the mid -
canopy before flying towards us then back again espec ially as it was the most  -wanted bird of the trip for
several of us.

Feeding flocks came and went, containing several new, exciting species for us; nuthatch -like Rufous -
backed Sibia, Rufous -capped Babbler, Fire -breasted Flowerpecker, Long -tailed, Scarlet an d Grey -chinned
Minivets, Bay Woodpecker, Little Pied Flycatcher, Green -backed Tit, though only Rob got onto the

Indochinese Green Magpie.
The flowering bushes attr act-thoateMBumbirdsoSrdaked SpiderthurdersBBlua ¢ k -

winged Siva, Blac k-crowned Parrotbill and roving White -cheeked Laughingthrushes though a Grey -
cheeked Warbler proved so confiding it made its way high onto the Bird -of-the -tour list! Bulbuls loved this
area in the early afternoon, sunning themselves after bathing under the bushes with 9 species present

including good numbers of Red -whiskered, Flavescent and Ashy.

Inside the forest Orange -breasted Laughingthrushes teased us, singing sweetly from the dense
undergrowth, as did bouncing Grey -bellied Tesias, a Rufous -browed Flyc atcher was jumpy, perching only
briefly a few times and a Siberian Blue Robin favoured the forest edge.

One of the biggest and most welcome surprises near to Dal at

Frogmouth, having chosen a nice looking spot we w aited for dusk and speculatively played a brief snatch
of call only for a bird to alight on the closest branch to us and sit in our spotlight for the next 20 minutes
of fering o6wal kaway vi ews?©o! Our nocturnal f o muarneldoing Itssbest i nc | ude

to impersonate a flying eagle owl, though the excellent perched views followed by a glide indicated
otherwise!

Collared Laughingthrush and Collared Owlet, Dalat © James Eaton

A short flight back  to Sai gon in the early morning saw us say good -bye to three participants and gain one
extra before we took a lunch -time flight north -east to Danang, situated half -way up the Vietnamese
coastline and the gate -way to our central Annam extension. A full afternoonédés drive did 1lit
imagination apart from counting the number of Long -tailed Shrike and White  -breasted Kingfisher along
with a Peregrine snatching a bat in mid -air at our dusk pit  -stop before arriving at Phong Nha village in the

even ing.

An exciting full -day was had inside the usually difficult to access Phong Nha -Ke Bang National Park. The
park protects a vast area of limestone karst forest . Although much of it still remains heavily degraded due

to the intense bombing the re gion received during the American War it still plays host to a number of
mammals virtually unknown outside the park.

The jaw -dropping landscape revealed itself as the light improved with huge, limestone cliffs towering over

us on each side of the beautiful open gorge we walked along in the morning. Literally our first bird was a
Limestone Leaf Warbler that sang its little heart out really close -by, a species only described new to
science last year and known only from the limestone regions of eastern Indochi na. Walking a little further

on some distant brown blobs scurrying along a rock -face didnodét take mapatyofSpotyi dent i fy
Babbler, the foremost reason of our visit! Though distant it gave us a nice impression of how this species

acts as they hop ped around the limestone in almost Wallcreeper -like fashion, a most bizarre stachyris and
what a way to start the day. 30 minutes later we would come across another pair, this time just metres

away as they fed in the dense, roadside undergrowth. Harsh chat tering in the undergrowth led us to play
cat-and -mouse with a Spot -necked Babbler, and after what seemed an eternity of playing hard -to-get it
jumped out of the undergrowth, and being joined by two mates it just went crazy, sitting right out and
calling in cessantly for as long as we wanted. During this frenzy some primates above us eventually came

to sit out on the karst and groom each other, Stump -tailed Macaques, a very difficult species to see well.



