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Ivory - breasted Pitta, Halmahera                           © Rob Hutchinson/ Birdtour Asia  
 
Although the driving force behind this tour was the chance to find the Hylocitrea, now a monotypic bird 
family Hylocitreidae  and other headline species like Wallaceôs Standardwing and Maleo, all left with the 
knowledge that these islands of Indonesia offer some of the finest birding in the world and with 89 species 
endemic to the Sulawesi subregion possible, and 36  Moluccan endemics to be sought, this is a must -visit 
destination for all keen  world birders. This tour was a huge success and it is difficult to pick highlights but 

the fine views of no less than three Geomalia, Purple -bearded Bee -eater, Sulawesi Ground Dove, Maleo all 
endemic kingfishers including fine views of Scaly Kingfisher an d a host of endemic night -birds stand out 
on Sulawesi. Halmahera was likewise extremely successful with the likes of Purple Dollarbird, Ivory -
breasted Pitta, Wallaceôs Standardwing and Moluccan Owlet Nightja r seen in super quick time which 
allowed us to ex plore other areas and add to the scientific knowledge of the avifauna with the first photos 

and sound ïrecordings of óHalmaheraô Leaf Warbler. 
 



The group assembled in the city of Makassar in southern Sulawesi ready for our adventure and on our first 
morning we headed off to the limestone karst forests of Karaenta for our first set of new and exciting 
birds. The most important bird was Black - ringed  White -eye since it is restricted only to this southern area 

of Sulawesi and we saw them easily along with our first of several other endemics like Sulawesi Babbler, 

fly -over Golden -mantled Racquet - tails, Silver - tipped Imperial Pigeons and a Sulawesi Serpe nt Eagle which 
was mobbed by a Spotted Kestrel when it landed. A trio of ópiedô birds appeared in quick succession; 
Piping Crow, White -necked Myna and Sulawesi Crested Myna. Two distinct subspecies were noted; 
sanfordi  Sulawesi Dwarf Hornbill and albicolli s White -necked Myna, and a restricted range primate; Moor 
Macaque.  
 

  
  

Cinnabar Boobook and Diabolical Nightjars, Lore Lindu  
 

  
 

Pygmy and Cerulean Cuckooshrikes, Lore Lindu  
 
A detour on the way to the airport took in a productive area of fishponds where not only Australian  Reed 

Warblers and White -shouldered Triller, but also a fine array of wa ter -birds  were seen with Red -necked and 
Long - toed Stints, Rufous Night Heron  and Java n Plovers the highlights.  Then it was time for our short 
afternoon flight into th e centre of the island to Palu and a drive east to our home for the next five nights 
right on the edge of Sulawesiôs largest national park, Lore Lindu. The drive itself already gave us new 
birds like Short - tailed Starling, White -bellied Imperial Pigeons, Purple Needletail and some distant 

Knobbed Hornbills.  



Our exploration of Lore Lindu began in earnest the next morning, albeit a relaxed start as we enjoyed the 
parade of new sp ecies near Lake Tambing. These include some stunners like Ashy Woodpecker, Cerulean 
Cuckooshrike , Malia, Blue - fronted Flycatcher, Fiery -browed  Myna and Yellow -billed Malkoha, while others 

like Lesser Sulawesi Honeyeater and Sulawesi Babbler were appreciated but less inspiring! The lake itself 

held a small group of Sunda Teal but a flyover Small Sparrowhawk was too fast for most. After lunch we 
headed back again to the same area but this time set off on a narrow forest trail where within a matter o f 
minutes one of the tour highlights appeared as a Geomalia hopped up onto a log ahead of us and posed in 
full view! After a patient wait a second bird appeared giving even closer and more prolonged views to 
leave us elated at getting such great views part icular with so little effort.  
 

 
 

Sulawesi Masked Owl and Purple - bearded Bee - eater, Lore Lindu  

 
Our next day it was time for our first assault on the famed Anaso track , home to some exciting 
possibilities, not least the Hylocitrea. The morning began well as light broke when a Red -eared Fruit Dove 
was illuminated in the spotlight giving great views of the colours, then a pair of Chestnut -backed Bush 
Warbler on the trail and a stunning pair of Diabolical Nightjars at their day - roost, huddled side by side as 

we soaked in their intimate feather details. As we made our way higher the  birds continued to flow as we 
all added Streak -headed White -eyes, Yellow -and -green Lorikeets (all so far at high speed!), Greater 
Sulawesi Honeyeater, several fly -over Mountain Seri ns and our first Sulawesi Hawk Eagle. Our first 
Hylocitrea appeared briefly but frustratingly only a few got glimpses, and likewise with a skulking Maroon -
backed Whistler, so we continued with our search. Our first Purple -bearded Bee -eaters were a little d istant 
(much better later!) then the moment arrived as we reached our highest point and after some work our 
views of a pair of Hylocitrea improved until we were enjoying great looks at the groups most desired bird 

which is now in a family all of its own. P redictably after all the hard work we had more encounters on the 
walk down but also great views of 2 Sulawesi Hawk Eagles overhead, good views of Grey -headed Imperial 
Pigeons and amazingly another Geomalia which we were able to carefully following along th e trail for quite 
some time.  

Next morning we were rested enough to make a start on seeing some of the endemic owls so pre -dawn 
found us already up in the montane forests and soon watching firstly a cute Sulawesi Scops Owl and then 
right at dawn a very obli ging Cinnabar Boobook of the distinctive but undescribed Lore Lindu taxon, which 

perched several times just overhead. Our great start continued after breakfast with a Sulawesi Thrush 
collecting worms from the roadside and at the same time a Great Shortwing  began calling from the nearby 
forest. Great Shortwings are always sneaky but with careful positioning we enjoyed fantastic views of this 
individual which perched right in the open in front of  the whole group! The forest was  a little quieter this 
morning b ut we did find most of our missing targets like the strikingly -patterned Pygmy Cuckooshrike and 
a Tonkean Macaque was an excellent mammal addition. O n a forest trail Sulawesi Pygmy Woodpecker, 

more Pygmy Cuckooshrikes, a brief Black -billed Koel and at leas t 2 Blue - faced Parrotfinches that certainly 
gave us neck -ache as they fed high in the canopy.  The afternoon was spent at slightly lower altitudes 
which bought a new set of birds such as Sulawesi Cicadabird and Sulawesi Blue Flycatcher. Grasslands 
held an e ndemic subspecies of Tawny Grassbird which is currently known only from this area in Sulawesi 
and overhead Sulawesi Swiftlet allowed us to study all the salient features of this distinctive species which 
surprisingly is still classified as a sub -species of  Moluccan Swiftlet by some authorities.  
Another visit to the Anaso track the next morning concentrated on the lower slopes and although our 

efforts for Sombre Pigeon drew a blank again we did get excellent compensation from our first Crimson -



crowned Flower pecker and amazingly a Sulawesi Ground Dove which wandered onto the track in front of 
us! There were of course old favourites like the Purple -bearded Bee -eaters, Malia, both Cerulean and 
Pygmy Cuckooshrikes, Sulawesi Pygmy Woodpecker and yet another Hyloci trea for us to appreciate and as 

we made our way back for lunch a stunning male Crimson -crowned Flowerpecker gave superb views 

perched on roadside wires.  Another afternoon along the lower valleys added Black Eagle, Rufous -bellied 
Eagle, a large flock of Pu rple Needletails, Ivory -backed Woodswallows, close views of perched White -
bellied Imperial Pigeons and what appeared to be a juvenile accompanying an adul t of the undescribed 
Muscicapa  flycatcher which still evades formal description more than 14 years after its initial discovery. 
Those with the energy made an excursion further down the valley after dinner and were rewarded with 
great looks at a very vocal Sulawesi Masked Owl and after a long and patient battle, a very smart 
Speckled Boobook.  

 

 
 

Hyloci trea (above) and Geomalia (below), Lore Lindu  
 

 
 
Our last morning in Lore Lindu was spent at lower altitudes and there even after four days there were still 

treats in store; we were finally able to find Yellow -and -green Lorikeets which would perch for us to admire 

them in the scope, likewise Superb Fruit  Doves performed, a Little Bronze Cuckoo was added and two 
separate male Maroon -backed Whistlers were seen, elusive as always but seen by most. And there was 



another Hylocitrea of course! In the afternoon it was time to make our way back across to Palu but  before 
we enjoyed the luxury rooms and hot showers of our hotel we squeezed in a visit to a scrubby riverbank 
wh ich was infested with Savanna Nightjar , Little Bronze Cuckoo gave great views and Pale -headed Munia 

were seen well. Barred and Red -backed Butto nquails were quite elusive this time with only a few seen and 

all in flight only.  
The next day gave us chance to fully relax as we flew first from Palu to Makassar, then onwards to 
Manado before driving south -west to Kotamobagu . We did though find time for  a productive stop at an 
area of rice paddies with muniaôs of three species proving abundant, several mingling Java Sparrows, 
White -browed Crake, Buff -banded Rail and Cinnamon Bittern on show.  
 

 
 

Savanna Nightjar and Litt le Bronze Cuckoo, Palu  

 
Our visit to the reserve at Tambun the next morning got off to a flying start when the first bird to appear 
was our main target, a pink - flushed Maleo which bobbed nervously up in the trees as we admired from 
below.  The morning continued with more excellent  birds including our first Finch -billed Myna, Sulawesi 
Triller , Pale  Blue Monarch, Sulawesi Black Pigeon and Bay Coucal. Even  as the temperature began to rise, 

a group of Ivory -back Woodswallows gave fabulously close views as a pair of Purple -winged Roller s called 
raucously as we watched them in the canopy.  Taxonomic interest was provided by the musschenbroeki  
form of Drongo Cuckoo which is often justifiably split on vocal grounds and a Gorontalo Macaque loafing in 
the canopy was an excellent primate additi on. A brief roadside stop found Wandering Whistling Duck and 
an Oriental Darter, then a fine pair of Spotted Harriers, the first of four for the day.  
The afternoon visit was to the scrap of forest at Torout which began with and adult and juvenile Speckled 
Boobook roosting in some derelict buildings before taking a raft across the river into the forest. Not long 

after entering the forest we scored a major target as a Maroon -chinned Fruit Dove fed overhead, but the 
forest was otherwise quiet so we made our wa y to the forest edge where viewing was much easier and 
this area was thronging with bird activity.  Golden -mantled Racquet - tails were the most conspicuous as 
they raided the nearby corn crops but before long we had added Ornate Lorikeets, Blue -backed Parrot s 

and a stunning Yellow -breasted Racquet - tail to the collection. Pied Cuckooshrikes perched conspicuously in 
the treetops alongside Sulawesi Triller and two  Grey -headed Imperial Pigeons gave prolonged looks. It 
was difficult to leave but we did finish the day with a responsive Black -billed Koel although it much 

preferred zooming overhead than perching!  
The following morning was taken with some gentle roadside spotting but the quality was still high and we 
soon enjoyed nice close views of White -necked Myna, Sulawesi Triller and Sulawesi Cicadabirds before 
careful searching of the numerous Sulawesi Hanging Parrots finally produced their diminutive relative, the 
Pygmy Hanging Parrot. As the day began to heat up even more it was the turn of the raptors, firstly 
kettles of migrating Chinese Goshawks then several each of Sulawesi Serpent Eagle, Sulawesi Hawk Eagle, 

Black Eagle and Rufous -bellied Eagle, then at least two Sulawesi Honey Buzzards. The afternoon was 
spent battling to try and get views of some skulking Isabelline Bush -hens but only a few of us managed 
views before we decided to try our luck at some nearby marshes where we just had time to add Black -
backed Swamphens before rain ended play for the day.  
 



 
 

Knobbed Hornbill and Ivory - backed Woodswallow, Dumoga Bone NP  

 
Our morning visit to Gunung Ambang necessitated the earliest start of the tour but this was very 
worthwhile as we watched two separate Cinnabar Boobooks  before first light and as dawn broke we 
embarked on a long battle to see a calling Scal y Kingfisher which finally surrendered to give fantastic 
views. After our picnic breakfast we continued further into the forest, getting nice views of Spot - tailed 
Goshawk (the first of four for the day), a flock of Malia, and after some patient searching a  pair of Matinan 
Flycatchers, one of Sulawesiôs least known birds which has still never been seen in the field away from this 

mountain. After logging our best views yet of Black -billed Koel at the forest edge and our only Black Kite 
of the tour we headed b ack to lower altitudes in search of Isabelline Bush -hen. Our chosen site held a 
productive pond where White -browed Crake, Wandering Whistling Ducks, Common Moorhen and several 

Dusky Moorhen were found. Also of interest here was a Common Kingfisher of the m uch  localised 
hispidoides  subspecies which will surely prove to be another split  in the future and our first pair of White -
rumped  Cuckooshrike . As we made our way around the scrubby margins we finally picked out the 
distinctive screeching of the Isabelline  Bush -hens and with some carefully positioning were about to tempt 

them into view for all.  
 

 
 

Malia and Scaly Kingfisher, Gunung Ambang  
 

A finally morning session at Tambun was relatively quiet in the muggy, overcast conditions but another 
Maleo was seen , our first Japanese Sparrowhawks passed through and a stunning Red -bellied Pitta lit up 



the forest understory. Then it was back to Manado again and a very comfortable night in our plush hotel 
overlooking the city as we excitedly prepared for the next dayôs journey across Weberôs line. The 
shortness of this flight to Ternate belies the fact that we were entering an entirely new geographical zone  

where Willie  Wagtails line the roadside and while woodpeckers are lost from the avifauna, the addition of 

birds -of-paradise is greatly appreciated!  
 

 
 

Purple - winged Roller at Tambun and Speckled Boobook at Torout  
 
The crossing from Ternate to Halmahera was entertaining with highlights such as Bulwerôs Petrels, Bridled 
Terns, throngs of frigatebirds of two species and at least one Aleutian Tern spotted.  As we approached 

Sidangoli we skirted the mangroves, soon finding a striking Beach Kingfisher perched low in the 

mangroves and our first White -bellied Cuckooshrikes. Blue -and -white Kingfishers regularly adorned the 
roadside wires during our drive to Tobelo, flocks of Halmahera Sw iftlets were seen and the Willie  Wagtails 
reminded us that we were firmly in Australasia. The evening visit to the nesting grounds of Moluccan 
Scrubfowl kept us trying until the early hours bu t we never got more than flight views on this occasion 
whereas a Moluccan Scops Owl nearby was much more obliging.   

 

 
 

Blue - and - white Kingfisher and Sombre Kingfisher, Halmahera  
 
After a relatively late breakfast the next morning we headed south again to  the village of Daru and from 

there took a boat out across the bay to the small village to Foli, a crossing which produced both Long -
tailed and Arctic Skuas, Brown Booby among the commoner seabirds. In the afternoon our first journey 



out along the long dis used logging road at Foli got us off to a fantastic start on the islan ds endemics. 
Rufous -bellied Triller, White -streaked Friarbird, Moluccan Starling, Halmahera and Moluccan 
Cuckooshrikes, Grey -headed Fruit Dove, Cinnamon -bellied and Moluccan Imperial Pig eons, White 

Cockatoo and Violet -necked Lories all made their first appearance and more wide ranging species such as 

Northern Golden Bulbul, Blythôs Hornbill and a flock of migrating White-throated Needletails were also 
added. Highlight of the afternoon how ever belonged to the rare Purple Dollarbird that flew right over our 
heads although there was stiff competition from a col ourful pair of Chattering Lorie s. As the day drew to 
an end our first hulking Goliath Coucal was found but it was after dusk when the real action began as 
firstly a pair of Halmahera Booboo k then a Moluccan Owlet Nightjar appeared, the latter likened to a 
delightful mix of owl/frogmouth/nightjar/rat!  
 

 
 

Halmahera Boobook and Moluccan Scops Owl, Halmahera  

 

 
 

Moluccan Owlet Nightjar and Wallaceôs Standardwing, Halmahera 
 
The next morning was perhaps the most anticipated of the tour as we made the short  (5 minutes rather 
than 2.5 hours endured by previous visitors!) to the new lek site of Wallaceôs Standardwing near F oli. This 
was a wonderful experience as always with the birds displaying well into the morning with wings akimbo, 
breast shields erect and standards waved wildly in the air! That was not all though because there were 

also Paradise Crows present (a ra ther less spectacular bird -of -paradise) and the often -difficult Scarlet -

breasted Fruit Dove showed superbly. Later we tracked down the Ivory -breasted Pitta which had been 
calling distantly for much of the morning and with some careful coaxing had wonderful  views of this huge 



and strikingly patterned pitta calling back from the nearby trees. Another trail heading sown into the 
forest was somewhat overgrown but the efforts to get down were well rewarded with a pair of Sombre 
Kingfishers which obligingly came in right above our heads.  Further stops for Moluccan Hanging Parrot, 

Dusky -brown Oriole, Red - flanked Lorikeets, Cream - throated White -eye and Slaty Flycatcher completed a 

fantastic bird - filled first morning before we headed back to the village to cool off. Our afternoon out along 
the logging road continued to give good birds despite the dull conditions with great views of Great -billed 
Parrot, our first Blue -capped Fruit Dove and Long -billed Crows alongside already familiar species, and yet 
another go rgeous p air of Chattering Lorie s. The latter part of the afternoon was spent trying to see Dusky 
Scrubfowl but the kept us frustrated on this occasion with just brief views for a few as one flew up to roost 
at dusk. After a rainy night the morning dawned dull and bird activity low but we concentrated on our 
much reduced target list, beginning with fantastic views of White -naped Monarch which scolded us from 

close range with both crown and ear -covert feathers erect. Next up were much improved views of a 
flyover Whit e Cockatoo and by carefully positioning ourselves on a side trail we all had views of a Dusky  
Scrubfowl pair that snook onto the trail ahead of us. As the sun came out things started to liven up  with at 
least two Drab Whistlers found, Dusky Honeyeater and our first Common Cicadabird were found  and a 
Grayôs Grasshopper Warbler in full song even here on its wintering grounds and some brief looks were 
had. Finally after some diligent searching we found a smart little male Halmahera Flowerpecker, later 

joined b y a female.  The afternoon was typically hot and steamy but we plugged away and were rewarded 
with quite superb views of a pair of Paradise Crows.   

 

  
 

Scarlet - breasted Fruit Dove and Purple Dollarbird, Halmahera  
 
Having connected with all the major targets so fast we took the opportunity to explore new areas the next 
day so we departed early and not much after dawn , and after a stop for roadside Pacific Baza,  we were 
birding another forested road which in spite of only being a few hundred meters high er in elevation was 

pleasantly cool and the birds very active. The potential of the area was good clear as we soon found 
White -naped Monarch and enjoyed fantastic views of Scarlet -breasted and Blue -capped Fruit Doves. 

Halmahera and Moluccan Cuckooshrikes w ere very conspicuous and Paradise Crows , Chattering Lory, 
Halmahera Flowerpecker  and White -streaked Friarbird very easy to see compared to the considerable 
effort required at Foli.  
Many of the other species seen already at Foli were evident including very vocal Wallaceôs Standardwings 

but we also found our first Golden Whistlers and Spectacled Monarchs.  Most interestingly we could hear 
sporadically what was undoubtedly Phylloscopus  song in the canopy but could not catch a glimpse of 
them.  
As the day heated  up we headed lower down finding a fantastically close Gurneyôs Eagle soaring over the 
road but even better this stop found a beautiful pair of Moluccan King Parrots  which we were able to study 
in the óscope. After lunch we headed to the higher areas again where between the rain showers there was 
more activity which included another pair of Moluccan King Parrots drying off after the rain and nice views 

of White Cockatoo.  
After a very welcome night sleeping in air -conditioning we returned again to this area the next morning 
and most of the same birds were still evident. Our searches were looking in peril when the wonders of 
modern technology which had allowed us to enhance the distant warbler song from the previous day paid 
dividends and we were soon enjoying  great looks at the henrietta race  of Island Leaf Warbler, a complex 

which has been under study for some time and will undoubtedly lead to the splitting of this as óHalmahera 
Leaf Warblerô in the future, and therefore a new bird for Rob too! Happy with our success we made the 



long drive back to Sidangoli and took the bumpy speedboat back to Ternate to toast our success with a 
night in a luxury hotel!  
 

  
 

Great - billed and Green - backed Kingfishers, Tangkoko , Sulawesi  
 

 
 

Lilac - cheeked and Sulawesi Dwarf Kingfishers, Tangkoko, Sulawesi  
 
The short flight back to Manado the next  morning (actually arrives earlier  than it leaves thanks to the time 
difference!) and we were on our way to the final destination, Tangkoko.  A short stop along the way gave a 
taste of things to come with cracking pair of Purple -winged Rollers and with  several top -notch endemics 
still to find, we headed straight into the forest on the first afternoon where  in  spite of the muggy, humid 
conditions  we already found some great birds. The kingfishers were the highlight with great looks at Lilac -

cheeked, Green -backed and in particular a delightful Sulawesi Dwarf Kingfisher. As dusk approached we 
were able to watch Spectral Tarsiers in their s leeping tree as they started to become active but were then 
distracted by a pair of Ochre -bellied Boobooks which stuck around long enough to be óscoped in the 
spotlight.  An early start the next morning caught up another of our missing species, a Sulawesi N ightjar 
which appeared at super -close range then showed well in flight. As we set off into the forest the next 
highlight was a series of three Red -backed Thrushes, the first rather skittish but the others gave us 
excellent studies of this beautifully marke d Zoothera . More endemic kingfishers including a very confiding 

Sulawesi Dwarf Kingfisher gave us plenty of photo opportunities as did a day - roosting Ochre -bellied 

Boobook to complete another great morning in the forest and even back at our lodge there wer e Pied 
Cuckooshrikes, a showy Black -billed Koel and overhead a Sulawesi Hawk Eagle.  



 

 
 

Sulawesi Scops Owl and Ochre - bellied Boobook, Tangkoko  
 
In the afternoon we enjoyed a relaxing boat ride out along the coast and into a mangrove channel in 
search of our final endemic kingfisher. We left earlier than usual to avoid the high tide due in the 

afternoon which is not good for seeing the birds. Our t iming was great and allowed us to enjoy very 
prolonged views of an enormous Great -billed Kingfisher quietly waiting for prey and also White - rumped 
Cuckooshrike and some interesting shorebirds of which Grey - tailed Tattler and Greater Sand Plover were 
new, t hen a Great -billed Heron to complete our journey. We arrived back in time to head up along the 
access road into Tangkoko and from our magnificent lookout over the forest were able to call in two 
groups of Sulawesi Dwarf Hornbills totalling six birds and al so saw again Sulawesi Black Pigeon, White -

bellied Imperial Pigeon, many Silver - tipped Imperial Pigeons and a few Knobbed Hornbills.  

Our last morning in the forest gave us superior views of several Tabon Scrubfowl,  a perched Japanese 
Sparrowhawk,  Ornate Lor ikeets,  a close Ruddy Kingfisher and a pair of Barred Rails feeding quietly by the 
side of the track, although all of these were outshone by the amazing encounters we had with a troop of 
Sulawesi Crested Macaques as they prowled, groomed and played all aro und us!  
 

 
 

Yellow - billed Malkoha and Sulawesi Dwarf Hornbill, Tangkoko  
 
After another relaxing rest watching Sulawesi Hawk Eagles and Yellow -billed Malkoha in the lodge gardens 

we headed back up the access road to finish the tour in style. From our idyllic viewpoint overlooking 
untouched forest all the way to the top of Tangko ko volcano we sat back and let the birds flow;  Silver -


