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Sri Lanka 27 November – 10 December 2010 

Owain Gabb
1
, Micky Maher, Tim Sykes & Stuart Thomas 

This is a summary of a just under a fortnight of birding in Sri Lanka. 

During the course of our trip we worked our way around many of the better-known birding sites in 

the southern and central parts of the island, starting at Kithulgala and Sinharaja, moving south-east 

to Tissamaharama, Yala and Bundala, then north again to Nuwara Eliya, Horton Plains and Kandy.  

The principal aim for the majority of the tour was to see the endemic birds, but we were also keen to 

try for leopard and as many other mammal, reptile and butterfly species as possible.  We finished 

our formal itinerary with a couple of days at Mirissa on the south coast.  This is becoming one of the 

best areas in the world to see (Indian) blue whale, another major target of our visit. 

We hope that this account, which provides detailed information on the birds, wider natural history, 

sites, accommodation and travel, gives other birders a good basis from which to plan their future 

visits and understand what they might see. 

Booking 

We booked our trip through A. Baur & Co (Travel) Ltd (www.baurs.com).  The itinerary was gradually 

refined to meet our aims through discussion between Tim and Perry Viswalingam (email: 

tourism@baurs.com).  Perry provided excellent support throughout, picking up on all of our requests 

and queries and ensuring that the logistics of the trip were very smooth.  We are also indebted to Dr 

Chas Anderson, Craig Robson and Amila Salgado for help and advice provided prior to and during the 

course of the trip.  

Our driver and guide on the ground was Susantha Weerappulige (Susa).  A former national park 

ranger, Susa’s all-round knowledge of natural history and field-craft were excellent.  He was 

particularly sharp when birding in the forest and worked incredibly hard to try to help us see the 

birds we wanted.  His network of forest ranger contacts also meant we frequently got to know about 

birds that other groups did not get close to.  In addition to this, he helped us understand details such 

as how much and when to tip (porters, other hotel staff and forest rangers), organised packed 

breakfasts and lunches, tweaked the itinerary at our request so that we could try for additional 

species, was happy to provide cultural and historical information, and was very pleasant company 

throughout. 

The cost of an individual tour will depend on factors such as the number of participants, duration of 

the stay, the species you want to see and the sites you want to target.  It is therefore most sensible 

to work up a cost based on an agreed itinerary with Baurs (or another established outfit e.g. 
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Jetwing).  The trip can either be paid for (on arrival) in Traveller’s cheques or American dollars.  In Sri 

Lanka the SL Rupee is taken throughout.  At the time of our visit £1 was equal to approximately 175 

SL Rupees. 

Sri Lanka Airlines run a direct service from Heathrow Terminal 4 to Colombo Bandaranaike.  The cost 

of a ticket was £560 return, with a flight duration of around 11 hours.  

Getting around 

It is prohibitively expensive for a tourist to hire a car in Sri Lanka, and in any case you would be well 

advised to get a driver, as driving yourself around would be incredibly stressful.  Sri Lankan roads are 

generally of reasonable quality, although have a tendency to wind considerably, particularly around 

Kithulgala, Sinharaja and en route to Nuwara Eliya and Horton Plains.  Road-works are widespread 

and can cause considerable hold-ups.  Traffic speed is generally slow, with few drivers tending to 

exceed 60km/h even on open stretches of the better quality highway. 

The major complications lie in trying to negotiate town traffic, with tuk-tuks, vans and buses taking 

absolutely no prisoners among seething masses of vehicles, and in surviving the death-defying  

overtaking manoeuvres routinely practiced by most drivers (the bus drivers take the greatest 

liberties).  Alternatives to driving are using the cheap and reportedly reliable bus and train network. 

The air-conditioned mini-bus provided by Baur and driven by Susa proved ideal for a group of our 

size.  It was easy to get some sleep during the journeys between sites and there was ample storage 

space.  Susa kept the vehicle clean and tidy (despite the very changeable weather), and negotiated 

all complications calmly (including flooded roads, a problem with the steering fluid and occasional 

aggressive [as opposed to simply reckless] motorists).  His knowledge of the Sri Lankan road network 

was excellent, and this frequently enabled us to take back roads where our chances of seeing 

additional species and interesting habitat were maximised. 

Sources of Information 

We found the combination of the following ornithological guides useful: 

• Rasmussen, P. C  & Anderton, J.C.  (2005).  The birds of South-east Asia (the Ripley guide).  

Smithsonian Institute / Lynx Edicions; 

• Grimmett, R., Inskipp, C & Inskipp, T.  (2008).  Pocket guide to the birds of the Indian 

subcontinent.  Helm, London; and, 

• Harrison, J.  (1999).  A field guide to the birds of Sri Lanka.  Oxford University Press. 

Other ecological guides that proved valuable were: 

• Das, I & De Silva, A.  (2005).  Snakes and other reptiles of Sri Lanka.  New Holland, London; 

• Wijeyeratne, G.  (2008).  Mammals of Sri Lanka.  New Holland, London. 

• Wikramanayake, A & Wikramanayake, A.  (2006).  Butterflies of Sri Lanka.  Privately 

published. 

• Bedjanic, M., Conniff, K & Wijeyeratne, G. (2006).  Dragonflies of Sri Lanka and Southern 

India.  Jetwing Eco Holidays, Colombo.   
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We also took a map of the country, purchased through Stanfords (London) and the Lonely Planet 

guide.  On-line trip reports were, in the main, disappointing, with the Jetwing reports being the most 

informative.  The Jetwing website has a number of useful natural history publications that you can 

download http://www.jetwingeco.com/index.cfm?mid=6&id=6. 

Other Requirements 

Anyone with a history of travel sickness would do well to take a suitable variety of pills, as the long 

drives between sites, frequently on windy roads, can make you feel queasy (particularly after the 

long flight).  None of us suffered badly with stomach problems during the trip, but we played it 

relatively safe in terms of where we got our food from, only occasionally going to street vendors.   

Mosquitoes were present but numbers were low during our stay, and while most of us took nets 

(and further nets were provided in most of the hotels), those who didn’t use them were not heavily 

bitten.  Advice on malaria was inconsistent prior to the trip, and only one of us ended up taking anti-

malarials.  Leeches were far more of a problem (albeit a non-dangerous one), being present 

everywhere but the ‘dry’ lowlands.  They were particularly prevalent at Sinharaja and Kithulgala 

(although Stuart managed to pick up the largest leech Susa had ever seen at Hantara).  Wearing 

leech socks, which are a pre-requisite in the forests, and applying DEET to your shoes, considerably 

reduces the numbers of leeches that you pick up. 

You need various jabs prior to travel.  These can be easily sorted out with your local surgery. 

An adaptor plug that works in India does not necessarily work in Sri Lanka.  It s recommended that a 

plug is bought in Colombo at the start of your visit or you arrange in advance for your driver to pick 

one up and reimburse him.  Adaptors are very cheap away from the airport. 

Weather 

Rain is Sri Lanka is often prolonged and heavy.  Lightweight waterproofs are therefore 

recommended.  We were unlucky during our visit, as a low pressure system in the Bay of Bengal was 

sending wave after wave of wet weather through the country.  Colombo recorded its highest rainfall 

over a 24-hour period in 18 years, and thousands of people lost their homes as a result.   

The weather did affect our trip with between a half and a third of daylight hours lost to persistent 

heavy rain.  The rain (sometimes accompanied by blustery winds) tended to set in in the afternoons, 

although at Nuwara Eliya and toward the latter end of our stay (at Mirissa) we effectively lost entire 

days of birding and the whale watching boats were unable to leave harbour due to rough seas.  

Notwithstanding this, our inconvenience was nothing in comparison to the long term effects the 

weather will have had on people’s lives, so it would be churlish to complain too much. 

The temperature was pleasant, at around 27 Degrees.  The only places we experienced cold were at 

Nuwara Eliya (where the hotel had no heating and the weather was very wet and windy), on Horton 

Plains (where it was dreary and very wet), and on a night drive near Tissamaharama.  Taking a fleece 

is advisable. 
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Daily Summary 

In the following day-by-day account a summary of the itinerary and background information is set 

out in italics followed by a detailed description of what was seen. The species lists for the trip (birds, 

mammals, butterflies, dragonflies etc) are included in Appendix 1 and additional photographs of 

some of the species recorded in Appendix 2.  The bird list, both in terms of vernacular and Latin 

names follows Rasmussen & Anderton (2005), although where other (non intuitive) vernacular 

names are in widespread use these have been added in brackets in the body text of the report for 

clarity. 

Day 1 (27/11/2010).  Bandaranaike to Kithulgala 

Following the arrival of our flight in the early afternoon of 27 November, we made easy progress 

through arrivals and picked up our bags.  We were met by a representative from Baur in the main 

hall of the airport, sorted out payment quickly and were introduced to Susa.  Having loaded up the 

van, we proceeded to Kithulgala Rest House, a journey of approximately 4 hours.  Starting off 

travelling through lowland rice paddies, during the last couple of hours of travel we gradually 

ascended along winding minor roads into the forest.  Despite relatively regular stops, we still arrived 

at the hotel with about half an hour of daylight left.  The view from the terraces over the nearby 

Kelani River (the location for the filming of the Bridge over the River Kwai) and rainforest is 

spectacular.  

Stops en route to Kithulgala mainly resulted in a range of common species being recorded.  These 

included stork-billed, common and white-throated (Smyrna) kingfishers, yellow-billed babbler, Asian 

openbill, Brahminy kite, scaly-breasted munia, purple sunbird, red-vented bulbul and white-bellied 

drongo.   Our first endemic, Ceylon swallow, was the most notable sighting, and a brown-headed 

barbet perhaps the showiest species seen. 

Day 2 (28/11/2010).  Kithulgala 

The trip proper got underway on Day 2.  We started at dawn (around 06:00) in the grounds of 

Kithulgala Rest House, then headed a few minutes up the road to work some gardens on the forest 

edge.  Returning after a couple of hours for breakfast, we set out again mid-morning.  Having crossed 

the Kelani River in a dugout canoe (with stabilising outrigger), we birded our way slowly through the 

village, before heading up a rough stone path into the forest.  We followed this track for around 40 

minutes before reaching some enclosed rice paddies.  The area supports Serendib scops owl, and 

Susa left us to scan around the edge of the paddies for forest species while he went off to search 

some nearby potential roosting habitat for owls. 

 Following a couple of hours in the area, we left the site and started to head back.  Torrential rain 

began at around 13:30.  Initially we tried to wait it out in the village, where a kind local offered us all 

some shelter and a cup of tea.  When the rain eased, approximately an hour later, we re-crossed the 

Kelani (now in spate) and headed back to the hotel.  The respite was temporary, however, and 

birding ended for the day due to the persistent heavy rain.  



5 

 

 In the evening we met UK birder Steve Bunn and girlfriend Claire, who were also with Baurs, and 

whose itinerary largely mirrored our own.  We were to cross paths regularly during the remainder of 

the trip.  

The grounds of the rest house held our second endemic bird, Ceylon hanging-parrot (we were to see 

this species far better later in the trip), as well as a gold-fronted leafbird and oriental magpie-robin.  

Having reached our main pre-breakfast site, we immediately encountered a further endemic, green-

billed coucal, singing in the canopy.  Other endemics easily picked up in the area were Ceylon rufous 

(orange-billed) babbler, Ceylon grey hornbill, black-capped bulbul and, the highlight, a spot-winged 

thrush which provided exceptional views and was confiding enough to allow photographs to be 

taken. 

The most difficult target (endemic) species for the area, chestnut-backed owlet, took some time to 

track down.  We initially heard a distant bird responding to Susa’s tape, and by moving slowly 

towards the source of the call we eventually pinned down an apparent pair in a tree.  These lovely 

little birds gave excellent views, and Tim was able to get some good photographs.  Other species 

seen while looking for the owlets were square-tailed black bulbul, black-rumped flameback, purple-

rumped sunbird and Tickell’s blue flycatcher.  As we returned to the van, considerable study of a leaf 

warbler determined it as a greenish (as opposed to the far commoner bright green), and we also 

recorded an Asian brown flycatcher.  A final scan of the trees where we had parked resulted in the 

final pre-breakfast endemic, a Ceylon (pompadour) green pigeon, while the first of many crimson 

rose butterflies was seen in flight. 

After breakfast we added some further common species in the village gardens on the other side of 

the Kelani.  These included white-rumped munia, common tailorbird, yellow-browed bulbul and 

oriental white-eye.  Invertebrates included 3-spot grass yellow and chocolate soldier butterflies, 

vagrant emperor dragonfly and the damselfly shining gossamer wing.  Good numbers of combtail (an 

endemic fish) were noted in a forest edge pool.   

The trip into the forest was relatively uneventful.  We heard some Ceylon spurfowl, and added pied 

flycatcher-shrike (bar-winged flycatcher shrike), brown-breasted flycatcher, grey wagtail and blue-

tailed bee-eater to the trip list.  There was no sign of Serendib scops owl, but there were some good 

non-avian species including Sri Lankan kangaroo lizard (endemic), green forest lizard, blue mormon 

butterflies, the impressive giant wood spider, and giant millipedes.  

Day 3 (29/11/2010).  Kithulgala, drive to Sinharaja, Blue Magpie Lodge garden 

We made a pre-dawn start (04:30).  Susa had arranged an early ferry across the Kelani and we 

marched through the village into the forest.  The aim was to listen for Serendib scops owl, as any pre-

dawn calls would provide a good indication of likely roosting location.  We returned mid-morning for 

breakfast, before starting the 4.5 hour drive to Sinharaja.   

Having checked in to the Blue Magpie guesthouse, we spent some time in the grounds, which are 

good for birds, mammals and reptiles.  The news then came in that a pair of Ceylon frogmouths had 

been located by one of the Sinharaja rangers while searching for Serendib scops owl.  We therefore 

finished the day with a short ride in a jeep, followed by a 40 minute hike along a well-surfaced track 
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to the roosting location (these often vary from one day to the next).  The views across the valley were 

superb. 

Despite hearing a calling Serendib scops owl, we could not track a roosting bird down in the forest at 

Kithulgala.  During the couple of hours we spent searching, Tim found another chestnut-backed 

owlet, we heard more spurfowl, and saw the endemic Layard’s striped squirrel.  In the village we 

added our first (new) endemic bird of the day, yellow-fronted barbet.  Two individuals showed well 

in low bushes for several minutes, with a brown-headed barbet also present.  Green forest lizards 

posed for photographs, and our final new species at Kithulgala was an oriental honey buzzard picked 

up by Steve Bunn soaring over the forest during breakfast. 

On the way to Sinharaja we stopped periodically to grill raptors, adding crested hawk-eagle, crested 

serpent-eagle and black eagle to the trip list.  Loten’s sunbird was noted during one such stop, and in 

forest edge habitat within half an hour of the Blue Magpie we picked up the uninspiring white-

browed bulbul. 

In the Blue Magpie garden a pair of endemic crimson-backed flamebacks showed well in a tree, with 

other new birds comprising common species such as white-browed fantail and Asian paradise 

flycatcher.  The skies above were teeming with activity, and in addition to the commonest species, 

Asian palm swift and Indian swiftlet, we noted a single little (house) swift, and small numbers of 

crested tree swift, brown-throated needletail, blue-tailed and chestnut-headed bee-eaters.  A 

sambar (deer) was seen on the hill above the lodge. 

We then headed off to see the frogmouths.  This proved straightforward, with the two birds being 

watched for some time at their roost in dense vegetation (above a stream tucked behind a tea 

plantation).  Photographs were taken without apparent disturbance: a really charismatic and 

beautifully primeval-looking species.  Along the track we saw a troop of purple-faced leaf monkeys 

and two endemic bird species, Ceylon crested drongo and Ceylon scimitar babbler.  Other notable 

sightings were tree nymph butterflies, which drifted actively around the canopy, a dark race giant 

squirrel and our first small woodpecker, lesser yellownape.  A green vine snake, a mildly venomous 

species, was noted at the Blue Magpie on our return. 

Day 4 (30/11/2010).  Sinharaja 

Sinharaja is a National Park, Biosphere Reserve and World Heritage Site.  It comprises mid-altitude 

primary natural rainforest with numerous mature trees, small pools and streams, and extends over 

11,250ha (112.5 km2).  There are various paths through the area, but many of these are not wide 

enough to be fruitful for birding. As such, birders tend to walk back and fore along the same wide 

forest track until all the key species have been seen.  The terrain is very easy. 

A relatively early start.  We  took breakfast at 05:30 and left the Blue Magpie in a jeep before 06:30.  

Following a short drive up to the entrance to the reserve, where we signed the visitor book and 

picked up a forest ranger (this appears to be obligatory as all groups we encountered were 

accompanied), we re-boarded the jeep (stopping en route to search for Ceylon spurfowl), and spent a 

further 30 minutes travelling up a very rough track until we reached a small guardhouse at the start 
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of a wide trail.  We spent the day walking this trail, almost completing two full circuits before 

persistent heavy rain ended birding for the day at 16:00. 

The stop on the way up the hill resulted in excellent views of Ceylon spurfowl.  Susa had tried taping 

for the species several times (in response to hearing calls) during the previous couple of days, but 

this was the first time that birds seemed to respond.  An apparent pair spent a couple of minutes 

working their way steadily around us, crossing the path we were on at one point and giving excellent 

views.  Other new species in the area were orange minivet and common iora, and we saw a large 

water monitor. 

The forest at Sinharaja is not an easy area to work.  There are relatively few breaks in the canopy, 

and you are reliant on encountering flocks of birds in trees and scrub adjacent to the track.  Some 

relatively close flocks were not seen well due to their being high in the canopy or among dense 

vegetation, and there were long periods when nothing was seen. 

The first endemic bird in the forest was Ceylon junglefowl.  Junglefowl were not wary at Sinharaja, 

loitering at the guardhouse to try and pick up food and following us along the track.  Other species 

recorded toward the start of the walk were pale-billed and (the endemic) Legge’s (white-throated) 

flowerpecker, and we also picked up a white-faced starling (endemic), initially perched on the top of 

a distant tree and then in flight. 

There was then a very quiet period of about an hour during which we noted dark-fronted babblers 

foraging in track-side vegetation, black-naped blue monarchs in the canopy, and a perched shikra (a 

species which proved common in the lowlands).  This break in activity allowed us to concentrate on 

the stunning butterflies, such as glassy tiger, clipper, tree nymph, great crow and common rose.  

Reptiles included Sri Lanka kangaroo lizard, common skink and a Sri Lankan keelback water snake 

hunting combtails in a small forest pool. 

We then encountered our only large flock of birds of the day, although the vast majority were 

Ceylon rufous babblers.  Among the babblers was a superb male Malabar trogon, but we could not 

connect with the ashy-headed laughingthrushes that Susa could hear.  Further down the track we 

picked up scaly thrush in damp shady woodland, while spot-winged thrush seemed relatively 

common in the area with several sightings over the day. 

As we walked back along the track for the second time we had views of red-faced malkoha on two 

occasions, a very attractive and unusual species that moved awkwardly in the canopy.   Other 

endemics were brown-capped babbler, (flyover) Ceylon hill-myna and several Ceylon white-eyes in 

the trees of a garden near the guardhouse.  We heard Indian pitta on the way down the hill, and on 

our return to the Blue Magpie Lodge a female Indian blue robin and a brown mongoose were noted 

around the compost heap behind the buildings. 

Day 5 (01/12/2010).  Sinharaja 

The second day at Sinharaja followed the same itinerary as the first.  Again, despite spending 

considerable time walking the track we connected with very few good flocks of birds.  The best flock, 

frustratingly, coinciding with the onset of torrential rain in mid-afternoon.  Our relatively quiet time 
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at Sinharaja does not appear to be the norm, as the forest is famous for having some of the most 

species-diverse waves of birds in the world. 

Susa reported that two Serendib scops owls had been heard calling locally, one in the forest reserve 

and another near where we had seen the frogmouths, but his network of park rangers could not 

locate the day roost of either bird (although they did keep finding frogmouths!), despite their forest 

field-craft being light-years ahead of our own.  Birding was abandoned by 15:00 due to continuous 

heavy rain. 

A predominantly slow day began watching an enormous water monitor on the Blue Magpie compost 

heap.  A pair of crimson-backed flamebacks was near the Sinharaja Visitor Centre building, but we 

recorded very little by way of new birds as we made our first transit through the forest.  We had 

brief views of ashy-headed laughingthrush, better views of scaly thrush than we had enjoyed the day 

before, and we also found a stunning male Indian blue robin.  The butterflies, including tailed jay, 

cruiser, glassy tiger, gladeye bush-brown and lemon migrant, a particularly brutal looking spider and 

pied parasol damselflies provided some compensatory interest. 

On our second foray down the track we hit a good flock of birds.  As well as numerous rufous 

babblers, other species present included ashy-headed laughingthrush, a red-faced malkoha, a lesser 

yellownape and several velvet-fronted nuthatch.  Frustratingly a white-faced starling moving low 

through the canopy was only seen by a few of our group.  As we moved further along the track, 

trying to keep up with the birds, we got excellent views of a male Legge’s flowerpecker, at which 

point the heavens opened.  Birding then effectively ceased for the day due to persistent heavy rain. 

Day 6 (02/12/2010).  Sinharaja, Udawalawe and Tissamaharama 

Despite spending two full days at Sinharaja, we had not encountered Ceylon blue magpie.  This 

species is relatively common, noisy and frequently encountered in the area (as virtually everyone 

queued up to tell us).  It is also hardly inconspicuous, being large, bright blue, red and white!  Susa 

had never been involved in a trip where the species had not been seen, but despite nailing down 

difficult species such as spurfowl and chestnut-backed owlet, we had come nowhere near one. 

Needless to say, Serendib scops owl was looking even less hopeful at this stage! 

It was with blue magpies in mind that we decided to work the forest edge around the village before 

heading off on the long drive towards Tissamaharama.  During this subsequent drive, which due to a 

fair bit of stopping for birding and some flash-flooding of local roads, took over 6 hours to complete, 

our only really fruitful stops were in the Udawalawe National Park.  The dry zone is far more 

productive in terms of number of birds seen than the wet zone, and the mix of lowland forest, thorny 

scrubland, grassland and water-bodies in the park resulted in a welcome variety of easy to see bird 

species – a total contrast to the forest at Sinharaja.   

The Lake Wind Hotel at Tissamaharama, which we reached with a few hours of daylight left, 

overlooks the large Tissa Wewa Lake, created historically by the damming of local water courses.  It 

is a stunning backdrop, and in the evenings large numbers of egrets, herons, cormorants, mynas and 

parakeets commute along the edges to roosting sites while, conversely, the fruit bats start to wake 
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up.  Sadly, yet again, torrential rain limited our late afternoon birding to merely scanning the lake 

from the covered veranda of the hotel. 

Our early morning walk through the village at Sinharaja was successful.  A common rat snake (a large 

specimen which Tim photographed), stork-billed kingfisher, Ceylon hanging-parrot and some 

oriental white-eyes were noted, and we then came across a party of several Ceylon blue magpies in 

mature trees near the river.  Stunning birds, and another endemic for the list.  Susa was hugely 

relieved.  Better was to come however, as over breakfast we were told that one of the forest rangers 

had at last found a roosting Serendib scops owl and that we could go and see it. 

Our party, together with Steve Bunn and Claire, boarded the jeep and headed to near where we had 

seen the Ceylon frogmouths a few days before.  A few minutes’ walking and we were again among 

scrub near a stream behind a tea plantation.  Serendib scops owls reportedly tend to roost between 

2 and 10 feet from the ground, often among vegetation with hanging dead leaves (which may be a 

deliberate strategy to maximise camouflage).  This bird, even when you looked directly at it using 

your binoculars, was difficult to pick out from the distance we were at (approximately 10 metres 

away), and how the ranger found it among huge amounts of similar impenetrable scrub was fairly 

awesome – especially as these guys tend not to use binoculars, relying on eyesight alone. 

We attempted not to disturb the bird, taking turns to view it through a telescope before Tim and 

Stuart took some record shots.  It opened its eyes periodically, but appeared otherwise 

unconcerned.   Naturally, this species was close to the top of our ‘hit list’ as it was only discovered in 

2001 and was described as new to science as recently as 2004.  The bird was predominately rufous-

orange on the upperparts with a much paler rufous-orange wash and thin black vertical arrowhead 

streaking to the underparts.  The iris was yellow and it showed a pale, pinkish bill and legs.  A 

stunning bird. 

Everyone was elated with the sighting of this rare endemic species, while the aim of seeing all of the 

endemics was suddenly back on.  White four-ring butterflies, the orb spider Argiope anasuja and a 

greater coucal were noted on the way back to the jeep.  Half an hour later we had packed the van 

and were on the road to Tissamaharama. 

An initial series of stops adjacent to a tank and a partially inundated grassland at Udawalawe, 

resulted in a range of familiar and unfamiliar species (from a European perspective) being recorded: 

among the common and wood sandpipers, black-winged stilts and grey herons, were painted storks, 

lesser whistling ducks, Indian peafowl and a paddyfield pipit.  White-bellied sea eagle, spot-billed 

pelican and Malabar hornbill were noted flying over, while the most ubiquitous species over the next 

few days, little green bee-eater, appeared on every fence line.  Other fauna included Indian 

elephants, water buffalo (although we were informed the latter were domesticated animals), 

flapshell turtles, land monitors and a plain tiger butterfly. 

A further stop in an area of dry scrub a few kilometres further on allowed photography of a pair of 

black-winged kites, with a coppersmith barbet found in the same tree.  Indian black robin (often 

referred to as black-backed robin in Sri Lanka) is relatively common throughout the dry zone, and we 

also found the beautiful Jerdon’s leafbird and recorded our first group sightings of Indian roller in 

nearby scrub. 
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Tissa Wewa is a good place to brush up your cormorant identification, as all three Sri Lankan species 

are generally present (although we failed to see great cormorant here).  Large numbers of oriental 

darter also occur, while other common species on and around the lake margins are gull-billed tern, 

black-headed ibis, pheasant-tailed jacana, moorhen, little grebe, purple swamphen and Asian 

openbill.  We also noted lesser pied kingfisher (pied kingfisher), and were rewarded for watching the 

passage of egrets and black-crowned night herons toward roost sites with two fly-by black bitterns.  

Day 7 (03/12/2010) Yala and Bundala National Parks and a night drive 

A very full but thoroughly enjoyable day started with a pre-dawn trip to Yala National Park (04:30 

start).  We spent the first half hour outside the park looking for mammals and night-birds with the 

aid of torches.  This was followed by a jeep safari through Yala that lasted until just after midday, 

during which we took a short break on a beautiful sandy shoreline for lunch.  We then moved on to 

Bundala National Park, approximately an hour away, where we boarded another jeep.  The rain held 

off, and we managed to get a full afternoon of birding – although the light was very poor for the last 

few hours.  In the evening, Tim and Owain, together with Steve and Claire (who were also staying at 

the Lake Wind Hotel) and their Baur tour leader hired a further jeep and arranged a three-hour night 

drive on back-roads between Tissamaharama and the edge of Yala National Park.  This cost a total of 

6,000 rupees (about £35). 

The accessible area of the national park at Yala is characterised by dry lowland monsoon forest with 

large shallow pools and semi arid thorny scrubland.  It is an excellent place to see leopard, and Susa, 

who was always realistic in assessing our chances of seeing our targets, stated that we had a 50/50 

chance of success.  Unfortunately we did not see leopard, as the high recent rainfall had resulted in 

sightings becoming unpredictable; even elephants were proving hard to locate for some parties.  

Bundala National Park, by way of contrast, comprises a mosaic of brackish lagoons, salt pans, 

marshes and arid scrub, and is excellent for waterbirds.  It became a Ramsar Site (a Wetland of 

International Importance) in 1990. 

The early morning start proved fruitful, as we found good numbers of Indian (little) nightjar outside 

the park, and also recorded a Richard’s pipit, a few golden jackals, black-naped hares and a 

variegated kukri snake.  Further hares and jackals were noted in the national park. 

The first bird species encountered inside Yala National Park was barred buttonquail.  Two birds were 

present in short grassland adjacent to the track, and we were to see further individuals toward the 

end of the safari.  Other species noted close to the vehicle over the course of the morning were the 

distinctive Jerdon’s bush lark, small parties of ashy-crowned finch-lark (ashy-crowned sparrow-lark), 

oriental skylarks, paddyfield pipits, Indian silverbills and two stunning Brahminy starlings. 

Shallow pools and adjacent wet grassland held good numbers of waders.  Together with the familiar 

redshank, greenshank, Eurasian curlew, marsh and common sandpipers, little stints, turnstone, 

Kentish and little ringed plovers, were Pacific golden plovers, yellow-wattled lapwings, lesser and 

greater sand plovers.  The most impressive wader, however, was great thick-knee.  Small numbers 

were present around the edges of the larger pools and in nearby damp grassland.  Other waterfowl 

included spoonbill, painted and woolly-necked storks, striated herons, and large numbers of lesser 

whistling duck. 
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Species recorded among low dense thorny scrub included Asian koel, the very attractive orange-

breasted green pigeon, yellow-fronted pied woodpecker, tawny-bellied babbler, black drongo, jungle 

prinia, the ceylonensis race of hoopoe and a brown shrike of the race lucionensis.  We had to work 

hard for our cuckoos, however.  Only grey-bellied cuckoo seemed common, although with 

perseverance we eventually added both Jacobin and common cuckoo to the list.  The park ranger 

sitting alongside our driver was quiet for most of the day, but his moment of glory came when he 

picked out an Indian (little) nightjar at its roost on a low branch close to the edge of the track.  The 

bird was only a few metres from the jeep and allowed photographs to be taken in perfect light. 

As the scrub became more broken and structurally diverse, a sirkeer malkoha was seen making a 

series of short flights between some of the taller stands, before settling and showing well, albeit 

relatively distantly.  Black-headed cuckooshrike and small minivet were also present in this habitat, 

and eventually we tracked down one of the birds of the day, a blue-faced malkoha.  Equally 

impressive, although far more common place, was a crested hawk-eagle which seemed oblivious to 

the jeep as we approached to within ten metres of its perch. 

We also recorded two vagrants to Sri Lanka at Yala.  A Pacific swift was noted over one of the larger 

pools.  Its size, white rump and forked tail were the key identification features, and we were able to 

get some record shots.  There appear to have been few records of the species in Sri Lanka – maybe 

as few as four have been submitted to the Sri Lankan Ornithological Society (although an on-line 

search suggests there are further records that have not been formally submitted).  The second 

vagrant was a female Amur falcon, which was noted perched confidingly (notwithstanding a 

damaged-looking wing) on the top of a bush adjacent to a track (allowing numerous photographs to 

be taken). 

Large numbers of wild pig, spotted deer and grey langur and (wild) water buffalo occur throughout 

Yala, and we also recorded several ruddy mongooses, the dry zone race of the endemic toque 

macaque and a few sambar deer.  Mugger crocodiles occur in many lowland water-bodies, and one 

of the more macabre sightings of the trip was watching one trying to eat a large spotted black turtle.  

The crocodile had the turtle in its jaws and was attempting to break open its shell.  Fortunately for 

the turtle it eventually escaped as the crocodile tried to manoeuvre it into a better position for 

crushing, and was seen disappearing across the pool with no obvious ill-effects. 

Butterflies at Yala included lesser albatross and great orange tip, which were both common, dark 

blue tiger and the exquisite jezebel.  The strandline of the beach was good for marine bivalves and 

top shells, and ghost crabs were common. 

At Bundala our first new species was a sand martin (sand martin has been split by some authorities 

with pale martin being the species present in Sri Lanka), perched on an overhead line among barn 

swallows.  More important, in terms of the trip, was the endemic Ceylon woodshrike.  None of us 

got more than adequate views however.  Several female garganey were on a shallow pool and a 

group of Indian stone-curlew kept the tally ticking along, but our most impressive early sighting was 

a Ceylon birdwing (butterfly).  Massive. 

Watching the margins of a reedbed eventually produced an Indian reed warbler and a yellow bittern.  

Several large crocodiles were hauled out around the edge.  Further down the track a party of pintail 
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snipe, flyover Caspian and great crested terns, and zitting cisticola were all additions to the trip list, 

but the light was now poor and bird activity was slowing down.  We spent some time trying to see 

Indian pitta, which is abundant at Bundala, but despite numerous calling birds close to the vehicle, 

none ventured into the open.  

The night drive proved a worthwhile exercise: we got good views of a palm civet crossing a track; 

had two encounters with jungle cat (a solid animal with uniformly dark upperparts and light 

underparts that is appreciably more robust than a domestic cat); found a (presumed) pair of the 

endemic golden-fronted civet in a tree on the edge of Yala; and recorded the distinctive Indian gerbil 

(identified principally by its hopping style of crossing roads).   We also recorded good numbers of 

Indian nightjar in virtually all habitats we drove through. 

Day 8 (04/12/2010).  Travel to Nuwara Eliya, Welimada Surrey Estate, Victoria Park 

The majority of the day was spent travelling to Nuwara Eliya.  We set off relatively early (around 

06:30), spent a few hours at Welimada en route and, following booking into our hotel, spent just over 

an hour birding Victoria Park in increasingly heavy rain and poor light. 

 The part of the Welimada Surrey Estate that we explored comprised steep woodland with few 

obvious paths.  Some parts were fairly impenetrable, and it was difficult to see into the canopy.  

Victoria Park, in contrast, is a highly managed public space with lawns, artificial water-bodies and 

flower beds.  Neither site would appear to offer huge potential for seeing quality birds, but both 

proved otherwise. 

Following numerous near-misses over the previous few days, the first bird we saw at Welimada was 

Indian pitta.  All of us got excellent views.  Other species active in the litter layer were forest wagtail, 

a stunning male orange-headed thrush and an apparent pair of pied thrush (the first time Susa had 

seen the species at this site).  The pied thrushes flew into some low shrubs, which allowed for 

extended views and photographs to be taken. 

The group ‘miss’ at Welimada was brown wood-owl.  We flushed two birds from day roosts, both of 

which flew directly away from us and could not be relocated.  Only Micky got good views.  We did 

get excellent views of the endemic dusky (dull) blue flycatcher, however, which was common in the 

woodland, while other species included grey-headed canary-flycatcher, large-billed leaf warbler, 

great tit (grey tit / Asian grey tit) and an ashy prinia.  Ceylon woodpigeon took quite some effort, 

however, and we spent considerable time working our way slowly through the woodland and 

scanning the canopy.   Eventually a bird was located, although it flushed before we could all get on it.  

A second bird was seen in flight some time later. 

Birding Victoria Park was difficult due to the rain and deteriorating light.  Other than the pied 

thrushes (for which the site is well known), grey-headed canary-flycatchers and an Indian robin, we 

could only find widespread species such as oriental white-eyes and purple-rumped sunbirds.  

Kashmir flycatcher, for which this is a reliable site, was nowhere to be seen, and this was to prove 

the theme for the next few days.  A bonus species, recorded on roadside wires between Welimada 

and Nuwara Eliya, was a hill (Pacific) swallow (with further ‘probables’ flying around in the 

background). 
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Day 9.  (05/12/2010) Horton Plains National Park, Victoria Park 

Horton Plains National Park comprises pockets of cloud forest among wide tracts of windswept 

montane wet grassland on a plateau that is in excess of 2,000 metres above sea level.   The area is 

particularly notable for its flora, which includes tree ferns and rhododendrons, and has a very high 

rainfall.  Unfortunately for us the weather was appalling during our visit, with driving rain and 

blustery winds.  This made birding very difficult, and limited the extent to which it was useful to 

explore the area on foot. 

It took approximately an hour to reach the national park along winding roads, and we left our 

overnight accommodation well before dawn to ensure we arrived at first light.  As the weather 

continued to worsen we left Horton Plains before midday, heading back to Nuwara Eliya to have 

another crack at Victoria Park. 

The all-important endemic species that we were aiming to see at Horton Plains were Ceylon 

whistling-thrush, Sri Lanka bush-warbler and yellow-eared bulbul.  Our first new species of the day 

was far less inspiring however - Indian blackbird.   

The whistling thrush has a reputation for being difficult, but we got lucky.  We quickly found two 

birds in low vegetation on the edge of a track-side pool, and these showed well for several minutes.  

One bird then moved into a rhododendron (Rhododendron arboreum ceylonicus), providing further 

good views.  To add to our fortune, a Sri Lanka bush warbler showed briefly close by, a crested 

goshawk was seen sheltering from the rain in a tree, and a Sri Lanka woodpigeon was seen in flight.  

We also found a freshly dead common rough-sided snake on the road. The rain, which had been 

persistent, but generally light-to-moderate, now became heavy. 

A short walk down the track secured yellow-eared bulbul.  Susa told us that when the weather is 

good bulbuls are everywhere here.  Our views (of several birds) were good but brief.  We then drove 

a few kilometres of the track through Horton Plains, but the blustery wind and driving rain made 

getting out of the vehicle an unattractive option.  It was extremely disappointing not to be able to 

explore the area, however, as it seemed exactly the sort of place where a bit of hard work could turn 

up something good. 

On return to Nuwara Eliya the rain eased slightly, and we decided to head straight to Victoria Park 

for a couple of hours.  The weather rapidly deteriorated, however, and there was little moving 

around worthy of note.  The afternoon and evening was variously spent sleeping, drinking beer and 

Arrack (with and without coke), moaning, and watching cricket followed by the West Brom v 

Newcastle match on the hotel telly (it finished West Brom 3 - Newcastle 1). 

Day 10 (06/12/2010).  Victoria Park, travel to Kandy, Hantana 

A final crack at Kashmir flycatcher in Victoria Park in persistent moderate rain preceded the 3-hour 

drive to Kandy.  The weather improved as we descended, and having checked in to the Hotel Suisse 

and had some lunch, we headed to Hantana.  This area comprises tea plantations, large gardens and 

marginal land and rises above Kandy.  We birded from the road for several hours looking for 

parakeets coming in to roost, the final endemic bird species for the list - Ceylon small barbet, and 

anything else of interest. 
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We missed out on the Kashmir flycatcher at Victoria Park despite another hour and a half of 

searching.  Tim managed to photograph Indian pitta, we found some yellow-eared bulbuls, got some 

fleeting views of pied thush, added Sykes’s warbler to the bird list and dusky striped squirrel to the 

mammal tally.   

At Hantana we rapidly found a Ceylon small barbet, excavating a nest hole on the underside of a 

branch high in a roadside tree.  We all got extended views and were able to take photographs.  

Tawny-breasted babbler was common in the tea plantations, and we saw our first lesser hill mynas.  

Susa picked out a besra on a distant power-line which flew before a scope and tripod could be 

assembled.   

As the afternoon moved on, parakeets were more in evidence.  After considerable searching we 

managed to locate a male and female plum-headed parakeet in a tree, and a group of Alexandrine 

parakeets flew over.  Ceylon hanging-parrots showed extremely well in an area of low scrub, we got 

excellent views of Layard’s parakeet and a common rough-sided snake was seen crossing the road. 

Day 11 (07/12/2010).  Udawattakele Royal Forest Park, Kandy Botanical Gardens 

Udawattakele is a former royal forest close to the centre of Kandy.  The habitat mainly comprises 

dense mature woodland, there is a large woodland pool and a network of tracks.  We set off 

relatively early, at 06:30, and walked a circular route through the area, scanning the canopy for 

forest birds.  After approximately 2 hours, the rain started, and the weather then closed in for the 

day.  During a period of brief respite we headed to the botanical gardens in Kandy, but the rain soon 

restarted, and became heavy and persistent for the rest of the day.  As such, following the morning 

visit to Udawattakele, we got very little birding done. 

The major target at Udawattakele was forest eagle-owl (spot-bellied eagle owl), which tends to roost 

in a tract of woodland near the pool.  Unfortunately, as we walked along the track we saw the bird 

flush away from us through the forest canopy.  The woodland was quiet, with no flocks of birds 

located.  We added white-rumped shama to the trip list, and saw a number of Tickell’s blue and 

brown-breasted flycatchers.  The highlight, however, was a brown fish-owl, roosting on the limb of a 

tree overhanging the pool. 

We saw very little in the botanical gardens.  A few Asian koels were recorded before the rain became 

torrential; we noted an Asian paradise flycatcher and watched the local white-throated kingfishers 

as they efficiently hunted crabs and frogs near the shelter we were sitting in. 

Day 12 (08/12/2010).  Udawattakele, Kandy to Mirissa, Centauria Hotel (Embilipitiya) 

We started the day by re-visiting Udawattakele at dawn to search for forest eagle-owl.  We had 

already checked out of the Hotel Suisse, and were thereafter able to start the mammoth drive to 

Mirissa.  We didn’t stop a great deal, once for a cup of tea at a nice roadside cafe, then at the 

Centauria Hotel near Embilipitiya to look for Indian scops owl.  We arrived at the Paradise Beach 

Hotel in Mirissa at about 15:30, just in time for the heavens to open.  As such, we headed for the bar, 

and drank some beer overlooking the beach. 
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This time we were luckier at Udawattakele.  Working as a team and moving slowly, we initially saw 

the forest eagle-owl flying through the canopy, and were able to relocate it perched close by shortly 

after.  We watched the bird for around 15 minutes and were able to get some photos before we left 

it in peace.  On the road to Embilipitiya we saw ashy woodswallows in several places, but nothing 

else of note.  The Indian scops owls (there were two birds present), were straightforward, although 

views were not brilliant as the birds were high in the canopy of a tree in the car park of the hotel.  A 

superb banded peacock butterfly was basking in the sun close by.  When we reached Mirissa, there 

was nothing to be seen on the beach or inshore waters at Paradise Beach, and we were all tired after 

a day on the road.  

Day 13 (09/12/2010).  Kirale Kele Eco Tourism Zone 

We visited the Mirissa Water Sports Centre at Mirissa Harbour (www.mirissawatersports.com) at 

06:00 to see what the chance of a boat leaving harbour that day was.  We already knew there was 

very little, however, as the wind had picked up overnight, and the swell was considerable.  After an 

hour of deliberation, we were told that a boat was unlikely to go out that day, and certainly wouldn’t 

be going out that morning.  We called back at 13:00 to have this confirmed (after a brief walk around 

the harbour to see if anything was around).  It continued to rain for most of the day, but the wind 

gradually eased, giving hope for the next day. 

Susa, meanwhile, had been out looking for birding sites, and had come up with a rather good one. 

Kirale Kele Eco Tourism Zone comprises an area of varied freshwater habitats, with considerable tall 

riparian vegetation, scrub and freshwater channels.  We were itching to get out (other than Micky 

who stayed in the hotel to sleep), and managed to get in a few hours of birding without getting 

completely drenched.  It is possible to drive around the site on mud and gravel tracks, and we 

alternated between walking stretches and doing reccies of tracks in the van.  We returned to the 

hotel at dusk. 

There was very little at the harbour in the morning.  The fishermen were mending their nets and 

unloading large fish, including tuna.  We noted a common sandpiper and a striated heron, as well as 

commuting gull-billed terns and a few Brahminy kites. 

We did not have great hopes for Kirale Kele, but the site was, in fact, very good.  An early view of a 

black bittern, which flushed from an area of mangrove, a shikra or two, numerous egrets, purple 

herons, black-crowned night herons and lesser whistling ducks were present, but the attraction of 

the site was the possibilities it seemed to offer with regards to crakes and rails.  New birds included 

ashy drongo and Blyth’s reed warbler in the scrub, plain prinia and Baya weaver and, the highlight, a 

watercock, in the marshy areas.  The second yellow bittern of the trip was also found (the first had 

been seen at Bundala).  Damseflies included pied parasol, which was abundant, and the showy 

variable flutterer. 
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Day 14 (10/12/2010).  Pelagic from Mirissa 

We went to the harbour at 06:15.  The sea had calmed down considerably, and we were told that a 

trip was possible.  We left harbour at around 07:15, but were only able to spend a couple of hours at 

sea, getting to approximately 10 nautical miles from shore, before the skipper informed us that due 

to the worsening sea state he would be turning round and returning to harbour.  

As noted previously, one of the principal aims of the trip was to see blue whale, as Sri Lanka offers 

one of the best opportunities in the world to do this.  Dr. Chas Anderson, a Cetacean expert based in 

The Maldives, in correspondence with Micky, had told us that the taxonomy of northern Indian Ocean 

blue whales is not currently definitively worked out, but that animals seen off Sri Lanka appear to 

belong to a distinct local subspecies, the Indian blue whale (Balaenoptera musculus indica).  There 

was a dearth of information about how likely we were to see blue whales in trip reports, but Susa had 

seen them on all of his previous 6 trips.  His unblemished record was about to be tested.  

The end of the formal tour was at midday, when Susa drove Owain up to Colombo for his return 

flight.  The rest of the guys had extended their stay to allow further whale watching trips, and to try 

again for Kashmir flycatcher. 

The seas were initially fairly calm.  A few miles offshore we picked up a group of birds that included 

brown noddies and bridled terns.  Further bridled terns passed by periodically, but the chop 

increased steadily, making it difficult to get on them.  As we got to about 9 miles out the boat 

started to pitch to the extent where it was difficult to use binoculars.  A lot of water was flying 

about, and a couple of waves came over the sides.  We were eventually ushered to the stern and 

told that we would be heading back to harbour.  This was obviously extremely disappointing, but the 

chances of seeing blue whale in this sort of sea state were pretty minimal.  Near to harbour, but still 

in deep water, a small whale, probably a young Bryde’s, was seen by Tim as it rolled tightly.  

Unfortunately, we could not relocate it. 

Postcript 

After Owain left us, we had a further ten days in Sri Lanka.  The aims were to watch and photograph 

cetaceans and hopefully seabirds from our base in Mirissa, clean up on any outstanding target birds, 

and drink girly cocktails in the sun. 

We elected to extend our stay at the Mirissa Beach Hotel for a further seven nights, moving to a 

bungalow which cost $118 (£76.40) per night (full board) for three people (as negotiated on our 

behalf by Baur).  During this time we undertook a further three pelagic trips with Mirissa 

Watersports.  The total cost of a pelagic trip (which lasts up to six hours) is RS 8900 (£52).  We found 

Mirissa Watersports to be a responsible, eco-friendly outfit.  They would always make a great effort 

to point out animals, but not to approach too closely (as we witnessed with another operator on at 

least one occasion).  Stu also managed to gently haggle them down on price for our repeat-business 

(as our hotel was offering cheaper trips).  While at Mirissa, Tim had an afternoon of Scuba Diving and 

took in a local snake farm. 

As we had missed Kashmir flycatcher at Nuwara Eliya we then concocted a plan to take a seven hour 

taxi trip to try for it again during the last few days of the trip.  The weather seemed against us, but 
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we nevertheless decided that this was a higher priority than other options such as more pelagic 

birding and whale-watching or returning to Yala.  We figured we’d get at least a couple of hours at 

the flycatcher on the evening of the 16th, the whole of the next day and possibly a couple of hours in 

the morning of the 18th to find it if needed.  

The taxi from the hotel at Mirissa cost RS 13000 (£76).  It was an hour late coming in the morning, 

but the driver was a decent chap called Sami.  We mentioned we were going to try and see a bird.  

Mistake.  Sami frequently stopped to show us birds, until we fairly forcefully told him we needed to 

get to Victoria Park as soon as possible (to be fair he did show us a brilliant flock of several thousand 

black-tailed godwits, which was totally gripping!).   

After a couple of failed attempts we finally picked up a cheap hotel close to Victoria Park.  Rooms 

were RS7000 (£41) per night for two doubles (with the loudest snorer gaining the coveted single-

occupancy room!). We had landed in Nuwara Eliya during the largest Buddhist festival of the year, 

Pulman Poya, so it was fairly difficult to get a hotel at a reasonable rate, although there were many 

around. We were also told by the hotel manager that all of the buses and trains were packed with 

travellers and that the only way to get back to Negombo for our flight would be another taxi.  This 

was a shame as we all wanted to experience the rail journey from the Highlands.  A taxi to the airport 

via Kandy cost RS13000 (£76).  

Our final night was spent in Negombo.  We stayed at a family-run hotel just off Beach Road for 

RS2500 (£14.50) per double. The evening was spent at the Rodeo Bar and we ate at an Italian 

restaurant on beach road.  Surprisingly, despite the chaos being played out at Heathrow (it had 

snowed extensively in the UK and temperatures were very low resulting in widespread travel 

disruption), our flight via the Maldivan capital of Male was only delayed by two hours.  As we 

stepped through customs Owain was there to pick us up and we headed back to his place in Reading 

for the night before heading home the following morning. 

The three further pelagics we took out of Mirissa were fantastic.  On the first we saw at least four 

Indian blue whales, and a Bryde’s whale which surfaced a dozen or so times.  The views of the blues 

were immense, the initial huge blows on the horizon were spectacular, the fluking amazing, and on 

occasion the whales were as close as fifty metres from the boat.  They were noted at approximately 

thirteen nautical miles from port.  The Bryde’s whale was close in on the way back to Mirissa, 

probably just where the shelf edge drops away, and very close to where Tim had picked up a 

probable on our first, less successful trip. One wonders what could be seen by taking a boat along 

the shelf edge, instead of constantly heading into deeper water for the blue whales.  

We also saw some excellent seabirds on the first trip including a single lesser noddy, brown noddies 

and a wedge-tailed shearwater.  Perhaps these scarcely-seen seabirds were a product of the low in 

the Bay of Bengal, which had so affected our itinerary.  On the second trip we saw five (plus) Indian 

blue whales at fifteen miles out, and an obliging school of at least ten Risso’s dolphins, including a 

calf. Also noted was a first calendar year pomarine skua (five metres above our heads whilst we 

were waiting for a blue whale to surface). We also had close views of two green turtles.  Our third 

trip on the 15
th

 December resulted in two Indian blue whales. 
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We arrived in Nuwara Eliya on the evening of the 16
th

 December and had two hours of birding at 

Victoria Park. It was not without success, and the weather was OK if overcast.  A slaty-legged crake 

was found going to roost in a tree (a welcome bonus), a beautiful male Indian blue robin and an 

Indian pitta were seen, and forest wagtails and grey-headed canary flycatchers were conspicuous.  

However, there was still no sign of our target, Kashmir flycatcher. We were a little despondent as we 

left at dusk as we knew that the park would be full of (festival) visitors the next day, possibly causing 

too much disturbance for us to be in with a realistic chance of seeing the bird.  Nevertheless, next 

morning we were out at dawn and seeing lots of great birds: pied thrush, Ceylon scaly thrush, forest 

wagtail and Sykes’s warbler – but still no flycatcher. 

The park was starting to get busy by 8:30am when Tim and Stu headed off to bring back some 

breakfast.  On the way out, and with binoculars and cameras stashed away in rucksacks, a Laurel and 

Hardy moment ensued as the lads pretty much tripped over a male Kashmir flycatcher in a Causurina 

tree close to the Park entrance, some distance from the usual stake out.  We enjoyed brilliant views 

of this stunning bird for around twenty minutes.  Then it was gone.  We birded the park for a further 

couple of hours before it became even busier and we headed back to the hotel.  A further visit to 

Victoria Park at dusk, when disturbance had died down, resulted in repeat views of the male Kashmir 

flycatcher, with a ‘bonus’ female nearby.  Also a reasonable photo of a scaly thrush was obtained, 

when two magpie robins, an Indian blackbird and two scaly thrushes entered into a turf-war on the 

path at dusk. 

Birding challenges, hits and misses 

In birding terms we did pretty well in Sri Lanka, seeing all the endemics
2
, although the rain resulted 

in an overall trip total below what we had anticipated.  We were undoubtedly fortunate, however, 

as other groups failed on chestnut-backed owlet, Ceylon spurfowl and Serendib scops owl during the 

course of our stay.  Ceylon whistling thrush is obviously a species that many have struggled with in 

the past, scaly thrush was hard work at Sinharaja, and it is easy to see how you could fail to connect 

with white-faced starling or Sri Lanka wood pigeon, or spend considerable time searching for green-

billed coucal.  There are few real gimmies among the endemics however (as witnessed by our 

struggle to see Ceylon blue magpie!), and only a few such as Ceylon rufous babbler, black-capped 

bulbul and Ceylon junglefowl are virtual certainties if you go to the right areas.  Catching up with 

forest eagle-owl, which is not endemic to Sri Lanka but is extremely difficult to see on the Indian 

subcontinent, was a huge bonus. 

                                                             

2
 Ceylon (Sri Lanka) bay owl (Phodilus assimilis) was last seen in Sri Lanka at Sinharaja in 2007.  It is not 

endemic, as it also occurs in South India (although given the likely lack of understanding of its ecology it is 

possible that it could be speciated in future).  There are currently no known sites for the species in Sri Lanka, 

with Sinharaja and Kithulgala being among the likeliest places in which it may persist / occur.  Birders should 

seek up to date info with regard to the species before their trip from their tour company.  An article detailing 

what is currently known about the owl can be found at: 

http://www.birdandwildlifeteam.com/downloads/24.pdf  
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Species that we didn’t see well or missed completely during the organised tour were brown wood-

owl (with only Micky getting acceptable views) and Kashmir flycatcher.  We simply needed a little 

more luck with the wood-owl and better weather for the flycatcher.  Victoria Park is a reliable site 

for the latter, but much of the habitat around Nuwara Eliya is potentially good for the species.  The 

guys picked it up after the conclusion of the organised tour, but a lot of hard work was involved. 
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Accommodation 

The accommodation varied considerably in terms of luxury.  No information on cost is provided here 

as the logistics of our tour were organised by Baur who secured deals.  Most of the places have 

websites and this information could be easily pulled together as required.  Many hotels have English 

options for breakfast and dinner, and these will often be served to you if you are unaware of the 

alternatives.  We chose the Sri Lankan menus in almost all instances.  Staff in the lower budget 

lodges and hotels tended to be the most friendly and accommodating, but service was excellent 

throughout. 

Kithulgala Rest House, Kithulgala 

We spent the first two nights at Kithulgala Rest House.   

The bedrooms were basic en suite twins: they were clean, had fans but no air conditioning (and 

were therefore a bit stuffy), ceiling mounted hooks for mosquito nets and a reasonable shower. 

The bar was less basic than others we were to encounter (until our arrival in Kandy) in that in 

addition to Lion Beer a variety of other alcoholic drinks were available.  We stuck to the Lion, which 

is fairly pokey at 4.8% and not too gassy.  The beer was the cheapest of the trip here at 240 Rupees a 

660ml bottle. 

Evening meals comprised salad / coleslaw, toast, excellent soup (a feature of the whole trip) and nasi 

goreng (an Asian rice and vegetable dish with sliced sausage and topped with an egg).  Breakfast was 

fairly typical of the rest of the trip, with fruit juice followed by string hoppers (rice noodles), fish 

curry, dhall, kiri hodi (a sauce infused with spices and chillies) and polsambol (a spicy coconut dish).  

The rule of the house was that guides could not eat with the rest of the guests, which we felt was 

ridiculous.  However, Susa had alternative company as another Baur guide and long-term colleague 

was at the hotel. 

http://www.reddottours.com/142/kitulgala-rest-house-accomodation-profile.htm   

Blue Magpie Lodge, Sinharaja 

The third and fourth night were spent at the Blue Magpie.   

This was the most basic accommodation that we visited.  Electricity was provided in the morning and 

evening by a generator, and water temperature was limited to what could be achieved through the 

use of solar panels.  The charm of the place was that we were in the heart of Sinharaja, however, 

and the garden was superb for birds, mammals and reptiles (the less desirable and locally ubiquitous 

leeches were also present). 

The en suite rooms were basic, with a mosquito net over the twin beds.  At night a range of 

luminescent insects (some of which were in the room) and the noisy activities of the local civets 

provided the backdrop.  Reports of occasional visits to the bedrooms by tarantulas, make checking 

your shoes in the morning advisable.   
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The shower was very basic and provided a steady dribble of water.   The room was not particularly 

clean, and at least one of the pillows smelt strongly of damp.   

Beer, coke, sprite and water, as well as tea and coffee, were always available, while the food was 

very good Sri Lankan fair.  Having heard of our willingness to try Sri Lankan food, the chef tried us 

out on a mixture of Rotis and rice cakes at breakfast, as well as a ‘chutney’ made from lime and 

chillies.  The staff were exceptionally friendly here, and the overall experience excellent - if not for 

the faint hearted. 

http://www.reddottours.com/187/the-blue-magpie-lodge-accomodation-profile.htm  

Lake Wind Hotel, Tissamaharama 

The fifth and sixth night were spent at the Lake Wind Hotel. 

This was a modern building with an open plan dining area and panoramic views over the nearby 

lake.  The twin rooms were air-conditioned and clean, and the beds comfortable.  We were able to 

get some laundry done by arrangement with reception, although this proved quite expensive, and 

due to the humidity and frequent rain we were unable to dry it out (resulting in some nasty damp 

clothing smells for the next few days).  The showers provided a steady flow, although one did 

temporarily fall to pieces (to be repaired by staff the same day).   

The meals were again very good, with curried potatoes, beans and salads as well as the usual fish 

and chicken curries.  In the evening the pumpkin soup was excellent, as was the grilled chicken in a 

black bean-type sauce.  The only alcohol available was Lion beer, with the usual soft drinks and tea 

and coffee always on tap. 

http://www.lankaholidays.com/holiday-homes/accommodation_details-12524.html  

Leisure Village Hotel, Nuwara Eliya 

Due to the poor weather, we spent considerable time in this hotel during out two days based in 

Nuwara Eliya.  We were given twin en suite rooms with an additional box room for storage of clothes 

and other belongings.  The showers were very good. 

The staff were very helpful, even arranging for a bottle of Arrack to be picked up from the town.  A 

first floor communal lounge allowed us to watch television, including Premier League football.  The 

hotel is a large orange building on the hill above the lake, but had no sign, so may prove difficult to 

relocate (there also appears to be no reference to it on line).  There are numerous other hotels in 

the local area. 

The food included an excellent mulligatawny soup, and the staff were more than happy to cook up 

some Sri Lankan specialities once they knew that we enjoyed the local food.  
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Hotel Suisse, Kandy 

The ninth and tenth nights were spent at the Hotel Suisse. 

The hotel is located near the shore of the lake in Kandy, and the grounds have a large colony of 

flying foxes.  Passage of egrets, cormorants, parakeets and mynas towards communal roosts is 

considerable in the evenings.  You cannot leave windows open due to marauding bands of 

macaques.   

The hotel is a large building that shows signs of wear and tear in places and has a ‘Days of the Raj’ 

feel.  A billiard room (with a very old snooker table), a plush bar and an outdoor swimming pool are 

all present, and you can get massages and arrange cultural trips as required.   

The place left us with a few mixed feelings: the fact that Susa was not permitted to eat with us 

(again) was wrong, but he seemed to simply accept this in his usual relaxed way; everything (internet 

time, use of the billiard table etc) was charged, with the staff regularly asking whether you wanted 

to pay immediately or add costs to your tab (to the point where it became clear that this was hotel 

policy); and, the elaborate dining area and immaculate dress of all the staff was all a bit much for a 

bunch of fairly unfussy travellers.  

On the plus side, the location is excellent, and it is a short walk around the nearby lake to the 

Temple of the Tooth or into the centre of Kandy.  Having a beer on the veranda in the evening was 

very pleasant, and the bar is very well stocked.  We all tried one of the hotel cocktails, which don’t 

come with any great recommendation.   The food was generally good, and there was greater variety 

than elsewhere (although on our deal we had to stick to the set menu).  The bedrooms had 

mosquito nets, and the bathrooms were the first we encountered to have baths in them, as well as 

complimentary shampoo etc. 

http://www.hotelsuisse.lk/ 

Paradise Beach Hotel, Mirissa 

The eleventh and twelfth nights were spent at Paradise Beach, after which Owain left for Colombo 

with Susa. 

Located on the beach front, the buffet-style breakfast and dinner gives the hotel the feel of a 

package holiday destination.  The beach is pleasant, although beaches further west appear prettier, 

and it is a short walk to the nearby harbour. 

We had the usual twin bed en suite rooms.  It took a little time to make it clear that we were not 

happy with the double bedrooms we had been allocated, and we later realised that the porter had 

opportunistically tried to hit us all independently for a tip (with some success). 

The buffet food was very good, being varied and interesting, although kicking our heels in the 

pouring rain during an enforced day off we were frustrated that lunch was served so late (14:00).  As 

a result, three of the four of us ordered burger and chips from the snack menu – not to be 

recommended.  The deserts were more varied here than elsewhere in Sri Lanka, with milkshakes and 
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cakes as well as fruit.  The bar served a variety of alcoholic and non alcoholic drinks, with Stuart and 

Micky rapidly homing in on some particularly girly cocktails. 

http://www.paradisebeachmirissa.com/paradise_beach_club_mirissa.html  
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Appendix 1.  Species Lists 

In the species lists below, we have followed the nomenclature of Rasmussen & Anderton (2005) with 

regard to birds, Das & Da Silva (2005) with regard to reptiles, Wijeyeratne (2008) for mammals, 

Wikramanayake & Wikramanayake (2006) for butterflies and Bedjanic et al (2006) with regard to 

dragonflies and damselflies.  Endemic species have been highlighted in red type. 

BIRDS 

  English Name Latin Name Notes 

1 Little grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis capensis Large lowland water-bodies 

2 Wedge-tailed 

shearwater 

Puffinus pacificus One noted on a pelagic off Mirissa 

3 Spot-billed pelican Pelecanus philippensis Initially seen at Udawalawe (where one flew over our heads 

and further birds were in the distance), then at other large 

water bodies including Tissa Wewa 

4 Little cormorant Phalocrocorax niger Common.  Three species of cormorant and oriental darter 

occur at Tissa Wewa 

5 Indian shag Phalocrocorax fuscicollis Common.  Three species of cormorant and oriental darter 

occur at Tissa Wewa 

6 Great cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo sinensis Noted on a pelagic off Mirissa following the end of the organised tour 

7 Oriental darter Anhingha melanogaster Numerous in lowlands in freshwater bodies of varying size.  

Some roosts of large numbers of birds 

8 Little egret Egretta garzetta garzetta Common in freshwater areas including rice paddies 

9 Great egret Egretta alba Less common than little and intermediate egret in the areas 

we visited 

10 Intermediate egret Egretta intermedia intermedia Common in freshwater areas including rice paddies 

11 Grey heron Ardea cinerea cinerea Common 

12 Purple heron Ardea purpurea manilensis Recorded relatively regularly in lowland wet areas 

13 Eastern cattle egret Bubulcus coromandus Abundant 

14 Indian pond heron Ardeola grayii grayii Abundant 

15 Striated heron Butorides striata javanicus First noted in Yala, also present in Bundala and on the coast at 

Merissa 

16 Black-crowned night 

heron 

Nycticorax nycticorax nycticorax Common at Tissa Wewa.  A good roost was located at Kirale 

Kele 

17 Yellow bittern Ixobrychus sinensis Single birds at Bundala and Kirale Kele 

18 Black bittern Dupetor flavicollis flavicollis Initially seen at Tissa Wewa (two commuting birds), then a 

brief view at Kirale Kele 

19 Painted stork Mycteria leucocephala Appeared common at Udawalawe, Yala and Bundala 

20 Asian openbill Anastomus oscitans Common 

21 Woolly-necked stork Ciconia episcopus episcopus Recorded in a mixed species roost at Yala 

22 Black-headed ibis Threskiornis melanocephalus Birds roost with cormorants at Tissa Wewa, and were also 

recorded at Yala 

23 Eurasian spoonbill Platalea leucorodia leucorida Typical wetland habitats in small numbers 

24 Lesser whistling duck Dendrocygna javanica Relatively abundant in undisturbed areas of shallow 

freshwater in the lowlands 

25 Garganey Anas querquedula Recorded on the edge of Bundala in typical shallow freshwater 

habitat with emergent vegetation 

26 Oriental honey-buzzard Pernis ptilorhyncus One over the forest near the Kithulgala Rest House 
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BIRDS 

  English Name Latin Name Notes 

27 Black-winged kite Elanus caeruleus vociferus Two birds in a tree at Udawalawe National Park allowed 

photographs to be taken 

28 Brahminy kite Haliastur indus indus Common throughout 

29 White-bellied sea-eagle Haliaeetus leucogaster First noted at Udawalawe, with several more sightings in the 

lowlands over the course of the rest of the trip 

30 Crested serpent-eagle Spilornis cheela spilogaster Mainly noted in wet zone.  Several good views en route 

between sites 

31 Crested goshawk Accipiter trivirgatus layardi One roosting at Horton Plains (in terrible weather) 

32 Shikra Accipiter badius badius Common in the lowlands.  We also found a perched bird in 

Sinharaja 

33 Black eagle Ictinaetus malayensis perniger Several flyovers during the first few days of the trip 

34 Crested hawk-eagle Spizaetus cirrhatus ceylonensis  Common throughout.  A bird at Yala provided excellent photo 

opportunities 

35 Mountain hawk-eagle Spizaetus nipalenses kelaarti Noted at altitude during a short comfort break on the way up 

to Nuwara Eliya 

36 Amur falcon Falco amurensis An adult female provided excellent views in Yala.  The flight 

feathers appeared damaged.  The species is an uncommon 

migrant / vagrant to Sri Lanka and the record has been sent to 

the Oriental Bird Club 

37 Ceylon spurfowl Galloperdix bicalcarata Heard at various locations in Kithulgala and Sinharaja.  We 

eventually got excellent views of a pair just off the main jeep 

track up to Sinharaja 

38 Ceylon junglefowl Gallus lafayetii Present along the main track through the forest at Sinharaja.  

Tame.  Also noted in lowland areas such as Yala 

39 Indian peafowl Pavo cristatus First seen at Udawalawe.  Very common at Yala.  Display noted 

at Bundala 

40 Barred buttonquail Turnix suscitator leggei Three encounters at Yala.  Birds mobile and difficult to 

photograph 

41 Slaty-legged crake Rallina eurizonoides amauroptera A roosting bird was found in Victoria Park, Nuwara Eliya 

42 White-breasted 

waterhen 

Amaurornis phoenicurus phoenicurus Common in wetland areas throughout 

43 Watercock Gallicrex cinerea cinerea One at Kirale Kele 

44 Purple swamphen Porphyrio poliocephalus First noted at Tissa Wewa, but common in suitable wetland 

habitats throughout lowland Sri Lanka 

45 Moorhen Gallinula chloropus indica Frequent in suitable freshwater habitat 

46 Pheasant-tailed jacana Hydrophasianus chirurgus First noted at Tissa Wewa, but common in suitable wetland 

habitats throughout lowland Sri Lanka 

47 Pacific golden plover Pluvialis fulva A few birds at Yala 

48 Little ringed plover Charadrius dubius curonicus A single at Yala 

49 Kentish plover Charadrius alexandrinus Appeared common at Yala 

50 Lesser sand plover Charadrius mongolus albifrons Appeared common at Yala 

51 Greater sand plover Charadrius leschenaultii One or two with lesser sand plover and Kentish plover at Yala 

provided a basis on which to compare features 

52 Yellow-wattled lapwing Vanellus malabaricus First noted at Yala.  Far less common than red-wattled lapwing 

53 Red-wattled lapwing Vanellus indicus lankae Common throughout lowland areas including rice paddies 

54 Pintail snipe Gallinago stenura A small flock at Bundala 



26 

 

BIRDS 

  English Name Latin Name Notes 

55 Black-tailed godwit Limosa limosa Noted on the road between Mirissa and Nuwara Eliya 

56 Eurasian curlew Numenius arquata orientalis A few at Yala 

57 Common redshank Tringa totanus Common in suitable habitat 

58 Common greenshank Tringa nebularia Frequent in suitable freshwater habitat 

59 Marsh sandpiper Tringa stagnatilis Common in suitable habitat 

60 Wood sandpiper Tringa glareola Common in suitable habitat 

61 Common sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos Common in suitable habitat 

62 Ruddy turnstone Arenaria interpres interpres A single at Yala 

63 Little stint Calidris minuta Small numbers at Yala 

64 Black-winged stilt Himantopus himantopus himantopus Common in suitable habitat 

65 Indian stone-curlew Burhinus indicus Relatively common at Bundala 

66 Great thick-knee Esacus recurvirostris Common at Yala and Bundala 

67 Pomarine jaeger (skua) Stercorarius pomarinus A first calendar year bird was noted during a pelagic off Mirissa 

68 Gull-billed tern Gelochelidon nilotica nilotica Common in suitable freshwater and inshore marine habitat 

69 Caspian tern Hydroprogne caspia In flight at Bundala 

70 Great-crested tern Thelasseus bergii In flight at Bundala; also from pelagic trips off Mirissa 

71 Little tern Sterna albifrons Common in suitable habitat 

72 Bridled tern Sterna anaethetus Common during first pelagic trip 

73 Whiskered tern Chlidonias hybrida hybridus Common in suitable habitat 

74 Brown noddy Anous stolidus pileatus Noted on a pelagic off Mirissa 

75 Lesser noddy Anous tenuirostris tenuirostris A single bird noted on a pelagic off Mirissa 

76 Feral pigeon Columba livia Common around human habitation 

77 Ceylon woodpigeon Columba torringtonii Seen at Welimada Surrey Estate and in flight at Horton Plains.  

Not necessarily straightforward, and we did not all enjoy good 

views 

78 Spotted dove Streptopelia chinensis ceylonensis Abundant 

79 Emerald dove Chalcophaps indica robinsoni Noted with regularity in the wet zone forest 

80 Orange-breasted green-

pigeon 

Treron bicinctus leggei Relatively abundant in Yala 

81 Ceylon green-pigeon Treron pompadora Seen once in forest edge habitat near Kithulgala Rest House 

82 Green imperial-pigeon Ducilla aenea pusilla Common in forest in the wet zone 

83 Ceylon hanging-parrot Loriculus beryllinus First seen at Kithulgala Rest House, with good views near the 

Blue Magpie Lodge at Sinharaja and brilliant views at Hantana 

(Kandy) 

84 Alexandrine parakeet Psittacula eupatria eupatria Particularly easy to see at a roost in Udawattakele Forest Park.  

Common in the Kandy area 

85 Rose-ringed parakeet Psittacula krameri millanensis Common in lowland Sri Lanka 

86 Plum-headed parakeet Psittacula cyanocephala cyanocephala Excellent views of an apparent pair at Hantana 

87 Layard's parakeet Psittacula calthropae Recorded relatively commonly in the wet and dry zone, but 

often difficult to see.  The best views were of a roosting bird 

low in a tree at Hantana 

88 Green-billed coucal Centropus chlororynchos We were very lucky that this was virtually the first bird we saw 

during day 1 proper at Kithulgala.  We didn't see another 

during the trip 
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BIRDS 

  English Name Latin Name Notes 

89 Greater (southern) 

coucal 

Centropus (sinensis) paroti Common 

90 Sirkeer malkoha Taccocua leschenaultii leschenaultii A bird seen well at Yala 

91 Red-faced malkoha Phaenicophaeus pyrrocephalus Seen on at least four occasions during our time at Sinharaja.  

Often sits motionless in the canopy or hops around awkwardly 

92 Blue-faced malkoha Phaenicophaeus viridirostris A beautiful species seen well (after a patient wait) at Yala 

93 Jacobin cuckoo Clamator jacobinus jacobinus One at Yala 

94 Asian koel Eudynamys scolopaceus scolopacea Various locations including the Botanical Gardens in Kandy, 

Yala and Kirale Kele 

95 Grey-bellied cuckoo Cacomantis passerinus Common at Yala 

96 Common cuckoo Cuculus canorus canorus One at Yala 

97 Serendib scops owl Otus thilohoffmanni During our stay birds were known to be present at sites at 

Kithulgala and in two areas at Sinharaja.  Roost sites vary, 

however, and we were lucky to catch up with a bird at virtually 

the last opportunity on our organised tour 

98 Indian scops owl Otus bakkamoena bakkamoena Two birds at a day roost at the Centauria Hotel near 

Embilipitiya 

99 Forest eagle-owl Bubo nipalensis blighi We located a bird at its day roost in Udawattakele Forest Park.  

This took two attempts on different days, as on the first the 

bird flew away without providing good views.  Working as a 

team on the second day we managed to track down a bird and 

got excellent views and some good record shots 

100 Brown fish-owl Ketupa zeylonensis zeylonensis A bird at its day roost on the edge of a large pool in 

Udawattakele Forest Park was the only one of the trip 

101 Brown wood-owl Strix leptogrammica indranee Micky was the only one of us to get acceptable views at 

Welimada Surrey Estate 

102 Chestnut-backed owlet Glaucidium castanonotum Two birds at a day roost in Kithulgala provided a really good 

kick start to the trip, as we got excellent views and good 

photos.  A further bird was found while looking for Serendib 

scope owl on the other side of the Kelani River 

103 Ceylon frogmouth Batrachostomus moniliger Brilliant views of a pair at Sinharaja.  The species appears 

relatively common, and rangers often come across them while 

looking for Serendib scops owl 

104 Indian nightjar Caprimulgus asiaticus First noted just outside Yala National Park entrance, where 

several birds were calling territorially.  Numerous other birds 

during a night drive from Tissamaharama 

105 Indian swiftlet Aerodramus unicolor Common 

106 Brown-throated 

needletail 

Hirundapus giganteus indica Seen relatively regularly, including in good numbers at the Blue 

Magpie Lodge.  The first record was several birds on the first 

evening at Kithulgala Rest House 

107 Asian palm-swift Cypsiurus balasiensis balasiensis Common 

108 Alpine swift Tachymarptis melba bakeri One seen over the beach at Yala 

109 Pacific swift Apus pacificus One at Yala.  The species is rare, although is likely to be under-

recorded.  The record has been sent to the Oriental Bird Club 

110 Little swift Apus affinis singalensis One over the Blue Magpie Lodge 

111 Crested treeswift Hemiprocne coronata Relatively regularly recorded e.g. at the Blue Magpie, Yala and 

Udawattakele Forest Park 

112 Malabar trogon Harpactes fasciatus fasciatus Noted on several occasions at Sinharaja 
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BIRDS 

  English Name Latin Name Notes 

113 Common kingfisher Alcedo atthis taprobana Common in suitable habitat 

114 Stork-billed kingfisher Pelargopsis capensis capensis Seen relatively frequently among rice paddies, on the Kelani 

River, near the Blue Magpie Lodge etc 

115 White-throated 

kingfisher 

Halcyon smyrnensis fusca Abundant 

116 Lesser pied kingfisher Ceryle rudis leucomelanura Noted at Tissa Wewa and Yala 

117 Little green bee-eater Merops orientalis orientalis Abundant in the lowlands 

118 Blue-tailed bee-eater Merops philippinus philippinus Common throughout 

119 Chestnut-headed bee-

eater 

Merops leschenaulti leschenaulti We struggled to get good views, with the best being of 

perched birds at Bundala 

120 Indian roller Coracias benghalensis indica Occasionally seen in open country 

121 Common hoopoe Upupa epops ceylonensis Noted with regularity in Yala.  The form is distinctive 

122 Ceylon grey hornbill Ocyceros gingalensis Relatively commonly recorded in the wet zone forest, with 

several sightings during our first proper day at Kithulgala 

123 Malabar hornbill Anthracoceros coronatus First noted at Udawalawe, with several more sightings at Yala 

124 Brown-headed barbet Megalaima zeylanica zeylanica Common, particularly in the wet zone forests, forest edge and 

gardens 

125 Yellow-fronted barbet Megalaima flavifrons Seen very well in the village at Kithulgala (two birds), with 

several more sightings over the course of the first week  

126 Ceylon small barbet Megalaima rubricapillus A bird was found excavating a nest hole at Hantara.  It was 

watched for several minutes and provided excellent views.  

The only individual of the trip 

127 Coppersmith barbet Megalaima haemacephala indica Seen in the same tree as two black-winged kite at Udawalawe.  

No other sightings 

128 Lesser yellownape Picus chlorolophus wellsi One in a flocks of birds (including Ceylon scimitar babblers) 

during the walk back from seeing the Ceylon frogmouths 

129 Yellow-fronted pied 

woodpecker 

Dendrocopos mahrattensis 

mahrattensis 

One in scrub at Yala 

130 Black-rumped 

flameback 

Dinopium benghalense First noted at Kithulgala 

131 Crimson-backed 

flameback 

Chrysocolaptes stricklandi We initially had this species in the garden of the Blue Magpie.  

We saw several more in Sinharaja 

132 Indian pitta Pitta brachyura brachyura Heard at numerous locations.  Seen well at Welimada Surrey 

Estate and at Victoria Park, Nuwara Eliya 

133 Jerdon's bushlark Mirafra affinis ceylonensis Common at Yala and Bundala 

134 Ashy-crowned finch-lark Eremopterix griseus Common at Yala.  First noted at Udawalawe. 

135 Oriental skylark Alauda gulgula Several at Yala 

136 Sand martin Riparia riparia One on an overhead line with barn swallows at Bundala 

137 Barn swallow Hirundo rustica rustica Common 

138 Hill swallow Hirundo domicola One with barn swallows on overhead lines close to Nuwara 

Eliya 

139 Ceylon swallow Hirundo hyperythra Frequent 

140 Forest wagtail Dendronanthus indicus Noted at Welimada Surrey Estate and Victoria Park 

141 Grey wagtail Motacilla cinerea melanope Common in suitable freshwater habitats (including in clearings 

in the wet zone forest) 

142 Richard's pipit Anthus richardi richardi One at Yala 

143 Paddyfield pipit Anthus rufulus malayensis Common at Udawalawe, Yala and Bundala 
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BIRDS 

  English Name Latin Name Notes 

144 Black-headed 

cuckooshrike 

Coracina melanoptera sykesi Yala 

145 Large cuckooshrike Coracina macei layardi Tim saw one at Udawattekele 

146 Small minivet Pericrocotus cinnamomeus 

cinnamomeus 

Tall scrub habitat at Yala 

147 Orange minivet Pericrocotus flammeus flammeus Common in forest in the wet zone 

148 Pied-flycatcher shrike Hemipus picatus leggei Noted at Kithulgala 

149 Ceylon woodshrike Tephrodornis affinis We had relatively poor views of this species at Bundala.  The 

only endemic that none of us saw well 

150 Asian paradise 

flycatcher 

Terpsiphone paradisi Both the ceylonensis and paradisi races were regularly 

recorded 

151 Black-naped blue 

monarch 

Hypothymis azurea ceylonensis Common in forest in the wet zone 

152 White-browed fantail Rhipidura aureola compressirostris Common 

153 Black-capped bulbul Pycnonotus melanicterus Common in forest and forest edge in the wet zone 

154 Red-vented bulbul Pycnonotus cafer haemorrhousus Abundant 

155 Yellow-eared bulbul Pycnonotus penicillatus Several in Victoria Park (Nuwara Eliya) and at Horton Plains 

156 White-browed bulbul Pycnonotus luteolus insulae Common in forest edge habitat in the wet zone 

157 Yellow-browed bulbul Iole indica Common at Kithulgala 

158 Square-tailed black 

bulbul 

Hypsipetes ganeesa First noted at Kithulgala and irregularly thereafter 

159 Common iora Aegithina tiphia multicolor First noted at Sinharaja.  Relatively common 

160 Gold-fronted leafbird Chloropsis aurifrons insularis Noted at Kithulgala Rest House and several further sites 

161 Jerdon's leafbird Chloropsis jerdoni First seen at Udawalawe, where we got exceptional views of 

this beautiful species 

162 Brown shrike Lanius cristatus L. c. cristatus was common, with L .c. philippionensis noted at 

Yala 

163 Pied ground-thrush Zoothera wardii An apparent pair were found at Welimada Surrey Estate, with 

further birds subsequently located at Victoria Park, Nuwara 

Eliya 

164 Orange-headed thrush Zoothera citrina citrina A stunning male was found in the woodland at Welimada 

Surrey Estate 

165 Spot-winged thrush Zoothera spiloptera We recorded spot-winged thrush regularly in Sinharaja and 

also got exceptional views in Kithulgala 

166 Ceylon scaly thrush Zoothera imbricata Difficult to see, but we eventually tracked down a couple of 

birds in suitable habitat (which appeared to be dense 

vegetated areas with standing water) at Sinharaja, and also 

found the species in Victoria Park 

167 Indian blackbird Turdus simillimus kinnisii Several birds at Horton Plains, and a ‘pair’ in Victoria Park 

168 Ceylon whistling-thrush Myophonus blighi We were exceptionally lucky, given the very poor weather, to 

find a couple of birds near a trackside pool in the Horton Plains 

National Park.  These birds showed for several minutes, 

although the rain and dull light precluded photographs 

169 Asian brown flycatcher Muscicapa dauurica Slightly less common than the below species in wet zone forest 

170 Brown-breasted 

flycatcher 

Muscicapa muttui muttui Common in wet zone forest 
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BIRDS 

  English Name Latin Name Notes 

171 Kashmir flycatcher Ficedula subrubra Eventually located at Victoria Park (a male and a female bird 

were found) after numerous visits.  Might be straightforward 

in better weather, as Susa did not seem to regard it among the 

more difficult species we were after 

172 Dusky blue flycatcher Eumyias sordidus Seen with ease at Welimada Surrey Estate 

173 Tickell's blue flycatcher Cyornis tickelliae jerdoni Common in wet zone forest 

174 Grey-headed canary-

flycatcher 

Culicicapa ceylonensis ceylonensis Common at Welimada Surrey Estate and at Victoria Park.  Not 

shy 

175 Indian blue robin Luscinia brunnea We located birds at Sinharaja (in the forest and at the Blue 

Magpie) and on several occasions in Victoria Park (Nuwara 

Eliya) 

176 Oriental magpie-robin Copsychus saularis ceylonensis Common 

177 Whire-rumped shama Copsychus malabaricus leggei Several birds were seen at Udawattakele Forest Park 

178 Indian black robin Saxicoloides fulicatus leucoptera Common in lowland Sri Lanka 

179 Pied bushchat Saxicola caprata atrata Common in upland areas, particularly at Horton Plains and 

around Nuwara Eliya 

180 Ashy-headed 

laughingthrush 

Garrulax cinereifrons Recorded on two occasions (several birds each time) with 

flocks of birds moving through the forest at Sinharaja.  A nicer 

bird than the illustrations show 

181 Brown-capped babbler Pellorneum fuscocapillus We tried for this species at Kithulgala without success, but 

found birds relatively easily on the sides of the track at 

Sinharaja 

182 Ceylon scimitar babbler Pomatorhinus melanurus We had numerous views of this species, which appeared 

relatively common at Sinharaja in particular 

183 Ceylon rufous babbler Turdoides rufescens Common in wet zone forest.  Vocal and easy to see 

184 Yellow-billed babbler Turdoides affinis taprobanus Common 

185 Zitting cisticola Cisticola juncidis Initially at Yala.  Appeared common at Horton Plains 

186 Ashy prinia Prinia socialis brevicauda One in woodland edge habitat at Welimada Surrey Estate 

187 Plain prinia Prinia inornata insularis A bird at Kirale Kele 

188 Jungle prinia Prinia sylvatica vailda Several at Yala 

189 Common tailor-bird Orthotomus sutorius Common 

190 Sri Lanka bush warbler Elaphrornis palliseri Seen at Horton Plains while looking for the whistling thrush.  

We got varying views across our group, but further attempts in 

other suitable areas of habitat were foiled by the terrible 

weather 

191 Blyth's reed warbler Acrocephalus dumetorum A bird in scrub at Kirale Kele, and a few in Victoria Park 

192 Indian reed warbler Acrocephalus brunnescens Noted at Bundala 

193 Sykes's warbler Hippolais rama Seen on several occasions in Victoria Park (Nuwara Eliya) 

194 Greenish warbler Phylloscopus trochiloides Noted at Kithulgala and at Bandaranaike Airport.  This species 

is considered to be relatively scarce in Sri Lanka, and the di-

syallabic call was heard on only a few occasions 

195 Bright-green warbler Phylloscopus nitidus Common.  The tri-syllabic call was frequently heard 

196 Large-billed leaf warbler Phylloscopus magnirostris Recorded regularly in wooded areas 

197 Great tit Parus major mahrattarum First noted on the Welimada Surrey Estate, the species is 

relatively common in upland areas 

198 Velvet-fronted nuthatch Sitta frontalis frontalis Several were noted in a flock of foraging birds in Sinharaja, 

with a further bird in Victoria Park 
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BIRDS 

  English Name Latin Name Notes 

199 Thick-billed 

flowerpecker 

Dicaeum agile zeylonicum Recorded infrequently 

200 Legge's flowerpecker Dicaeum vincens Excellent views were had of this species in low shrubs in 

Sinharaja 

201 Pale-billed flowerpecker Dicaeum erythrorhynchos ceylonense Recorded relatively regularly 

202 Purple-rumped sunbird Leptocoma zeylonica zeylonica Common 

203 Purple sunbird Cinnyris asiaticus asiatica Common 

204 Loten's sunbird Cinnyris lotenius lotenia Recorded irregularly 

205 Ceylon white-eye Zosterops ceylonensis Relatively common in the wet zone.  We recorded our first 

near the guard hut on the main trail through Sinharaja, with 

birds noted regularly after this 

206 Oriental white-eye Zosterops palpebrosus egregia Common 

207 Indian silverbill Euodice malabarica malabarica Several birds at Yala 

208 White-rumped munia Lonchura striata striata Common 

209 Scaly-breasted munia Lonchura punctulata punctulata Common 

210 House sparrow Passer domesticus indicus Common 

211 Baya weaver Ploceus philippinus philippinus One in a wet area at Kirale Kele 

212 White-faced starling Sturnia albofrontata A couple of flyover birds and a single with a foraging flock were 

our only encounters with this difficult species.  All were at 

Sinharaja 

213 Brahminy starling Temenuchus pagodarum Two of these beautiful birds were seen close to the track 

during our safari through Yala 

214 Common myna Acridotheres tristis melanosternus Common 

215 Ceylon hill-myna Gracula ptilogenys Several fly-over birds during the walks through Sinharaja 

216 Lesser hill-myna Gracula indica A fly-over at Kithulgala; then excellent views of several birds at 

Hantara 

217 Black-hooded oriole Oriolus xanthornus ceylonensis Common 

218 Black drongo Dicrurus macrocercus minor One at Yala 

219 Ashy drongo Dicrurus leucophaeus longicaudatus One at Kirale Kele was the only bird of the trip 

220 White-bellied drongo Dicrurus caerulescens Common 

221 Ceylon crested drongo Dicrurus lophorinus Noted with a flock of Ceylon scimitar babblers at Sinharaja 

(during the walk back from seeing the Ceylon frogmouths) 

222 Ashy woodswallow Artamus fuscus A few sightings of birds foraging in rice paddies during our trip 

from Kandy to Mirissa 

223 Ceylon blue magpie Urocissa ornata We eventually tracked a few birds down in the village near the 

Blue Magpie Lodge at Sinharaja.  We had heard birds at 

Kithulgala, but there was no sign of them in the forest at 

Sinharaja.  Our struggle to find the species appears to be 

exceptional! 

224 House crow Corvus splendens protegatus Abundant 

225 Indian jungle crow Corvus [macrorhynchos] culminatus Abundant 
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MAMMALS 

  English Name Latin Name Notes 

1 Common flying-fox Pteropus giganteus A large colony is present in the grounds of the Hotel Suisse, Kandy.  

Flying-foxes appear common elsewhere and roosts are frequently 

seen.  The lack of a readily available bat guide meant that some 

fruit bat species and some 'noctule-size' bats were not speciated 

2 Toque macaque Macaca sinica We saw two of the three subspecies.  Difficult to miss around 

Kandy in particular, where they cause occasional havoc at the 

Hotel Suisse and sit around the Temple of the Tooth.  The lowland 

race was seen at Yala 

3 Grey langur Semnopithecus priam Common in Yala and Bundala 

4 Purple-faced leaf 

monkey 

Trachypithecus vetulus Seen well at Sinharaja on several occasions.  Generally in small 

troops of 6-8 individuals 

5 Golden jackal Canis aureus Particularly common in and around Yala 

6 Common palm civet Paradoxurus 

hermaphroditus 

Active in the grounds of the Blue Magpie Lodge and seen on the 

night drive from Tissamaharama 

7 Golden palm civet Paradoxurus zeylonensis Two animals seen in a tree near the edge of Yala during the night 

drive 

8 Indian grey 

mongoose 

Herpestes edwardsii One seen crossing a road on the drive between Tissamaharama 

and Yala 

9 Indian brown 

mongoose 

Herpestes fuscus One on the compost heap at the Blue Magpie Lodge 

10 Ruddy mongoose Herpestes smithii Noted on several occasions in Yala 

11 Jungle cat Felis chaus Animals noted on the night drive from Tissamaharama 

12 Asian elephant Elaphas maximus First seen at Udawalawe.  Regularly noted in Yala 

13 Wild pig Sus scrofa Abundant at Yala.  One was also seen at Udawattakele 

14 Spotted deer Cervus axis Abundant at Yala and Bundala 

15 Sambar Cervus unicolor An animal was seen from the Blue Magpie Lodge.  The species was 

present at Yala, although far less abundant than spotted deer 

16 Water buffalo Bubalus bubalis Wild animals were seen at Yala and Bundala 

17 Layard's striped 

squirrel 

Funambulus layardi Noted at both Kithulgala and Sinharaja.  Chattering call is 

distinctive 

18 Palm squirrel Funambulus palmarum The commonest squirrel species.  Seen regularly throughout 

19 Dusky striped 

squirrel 

Funambulus sublineatus Seen at Victoria Park.  Could be common at Horton Plains, but the 

weather was appalling 

20 Giant squirrel Ratufa macroura Relatively common in Sinharaja, also noted at the Centauria Hotel, 

and heard calling in Kithulgala 

21 Indian gerbil Tatera indica Seen on the night drive from Tissamaharama.  The only clearly 

identifiable small rodent. 

22 Crested porcupine Hystrix indica A quill was found at Udawattakele 

23 Black-naped hare Lepus nigricollis Common in lowland national parks and seen regularly nocturnally 

24 Indian blue whale Balaenoptera musculus 

indica 

Seen on three of four trips out of Mirissa (the first had to turn back 

before reaching the area they tend to be seen in as a result of poor 

weather) 

25 Bryde's whale Balaenoptera edeni A probable on the first pelagic trip and a confirmed animal on the 

second pelagic 

26 Risso's dolphin Grampus griseus A group of at least ten animals (including a calf) were noted on one 

of the four pelagic trips 
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BUTTERFLIES 

  English Name Latin Name Notes 

1 Crimson rose Pachliopta hector Common throughout 

2 Three-spot grass yellow Eurema blanda Common.  We are likely to have overlooked other grass 

yellow species 

3 Chocolate soldier Junonia iphita First noted at Kithulgala 

4 Blue mormon Papilio polymnestor Throughout 

5 Tree nymph Idea iasonia Common in cloud forest.  Beautiful relaxed flight 

6 Clipper Parthenos sylvia A beautiful species seen on several occasions at Sinharaja 

7 Blue glassy tiger Ideopsis similis Common in cloud forest at Sinharaja 

8 Commander Moduza procris Sinharaja 

9 Common rose Pachliopta aristolochiae Throughout 

10 Great crow Euploea phaenareta Two individuals seen at Sinharaja 

11 Tailed jay Graphium agamemnon In an open flowery area near the research station at 

Sinharaja 

12 Great orange tip Hebomoia glaucippe Common at Yala 

13 Glad-eye bushbrown Nissanga patina Sinharaja 

14 White four ring Ypthima ceylonica In a sheltered area with flowering plants at Sinharaja 

(shortly after seeing the Serendib) 

15 Common evening brown Melanitis leda One in a room at the Blue Magpie Lodge 

16 Dark blue tiger Tirumala septentrionis Noted at Yala 

17 Lemon migrant Catopsilia pomona Sinharaja 

18 Plain tiger Danaus chrysippus First noted at Udawalawe 

19 Common jezebel Delias eucharis First seen on the coastal strip at Yala, then at Hantara 

20 Lesser albatross Appias paulina Large numbers ('flocks') on some tracks at Yala 

21 Common banded peacock Papilio crino This stunning butterfly was seen basking in the grounds of 

the Centauria Hotel near Embilipitiya 

22 Lime butterfly Papilio demolaeus One at Mirissa Harbour 

23 Ceylon birdwing Troides darsius One at Bundala 

24 Common (Indian) crow Euploea core Throughout 

25 Cruiser Vindula erota In an open flowery area near the research station at 

Sinharaja 
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REPTILES 

  English Name Latin Name Notes 

1 Green vine snake Ahaetulla nasuta One in the garden of the Blue Magpie Lodge  

2 Common rough-sided 

snake 

Aspidura trachyprocta Freshly dead at Horton Plains, live animal at Hantara  

3 Variegated kukri 

snake 

Oligodon taeniolata One at Yala  

4 Common rat snake Ptyas mucosa In the village near the Blue Magpie Lodge  

5 Sri Lankan keelback 

water snake 

Xenochrophis asperrimus One hunting fish at a forest pool in Sinharaja 

6 Green forest lizard Calotes calotes Common in forests of wet zone 

7 Garden lizard Calotes versicolor Numerous in the grounds of the Blue Magpie Lodge 

8 Sri Lankan kangaroo 

lizard 

Otocryptis wiegmanni Common in forests of wet zone 

9 Asian house gecko Hemidactylus frenatus Often foraging around lights in hotels 

10 Common skink Mabuya carinata One on the forest floor in Sinharaja 

11 Land monitor Varanus bengalensis Very common at Yala and throughout dry zone 

12 Water monitor Varanus salvator Noted regularly, particularly in wet zone 

13 Mugger crocodile Crocodylus paluster Large freshwater bodies.  Abundant Yala / Bundala 

14 Spotted black turtle Melanochelys trijuga 

thermalis 

Common in Yala 

15 Green turtle Chelonia mydas Three at sea off Mirissa 

16 Flapshell turtle Lissemys punctata Large specimens seen in Udawalawe and one found crossing a 

road near Tissamaharama 

 

DRAGONFLIES & DAMSELFLIES 

  English Name Latin Name Notes 

1 Pied parasol Neurothemis tullia First seen in Sinharaja and numerous at Kirale Kele 

2 Green skimmer Orthetrum sabina   

3 Red-veined darter Sympetrum fonscolombii   

4 Shining gossamerwing Euphaea splendens Noted on the Kelani River, Kithulgala 

5 Oriental scarlet Crocothemis servilia A moribund individual on the wall of the Lake Wind Hotel 

6 Crimson dropwing Trithemis aurora While searching for the Serendib at Sinharaja 

7 Variable flutterer Rhiothemis variegata A male at Kirale Kele 
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MISCELLANEOUS 

  English Name Latin Name Notes 

1 Combtail (fish) Belontia signata Common in forest pools around Kithulgala and Sinharaja 

2 Giant wood spider Nephila maculate Common in forest throughout the country, often siting their 

webs across paths, stream beds or holes in the canopy.  These, 

rather disconcertingly, can be at face height, with the spider 

sitting in the middle of the web. 

3 (Orb spider) Argiope anasuja Present along track sides in Sinharaja.  Distinctive web 

4 Giant millipedes Spirostreptus spp. White and dark legged forms are present in the forests.  As one 

of us found out, messing with these can result in irritation of 

the skin! 
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Appendix 2. Photographs 

Appendix 1: Photographs 

More photographs can be found in our on-line album.  We can forward the details on request 

(although it should be ‘googleable’). 

 

Photo 1: Stuart, Micky, Tim and Owain starting 

out at Kithulgala (note the leech socks) 

 Photo 2. Chestnut-backed owlets at Kithulgala 

 

 

 

   

   

Photo 3. A break in the canopy at Sinharaja  Photo 4.  Ceylon frogmouths at Sinharaja 
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Photo 5.  Serendib scops owl at Sinharaja  Photo 6.  Susa, a miserable forest ranger, Micky, Tim 

and Stuart at the field station in Sinharaja 

 

 

 

Photo 7.  Greater coucal, Sinharaja village  Photo 8.  Ceylon junglefowl, Sinharaja 

 

 

 

Photo 9.  Sri Lanka keelback water snake, Sinharaja  Photo 10.  Giant squirrel, Sinharaja 
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Photo 11. Tailed jay nectaring, Sinharaja  Photo 12.  The view across Tissa Wewa from the Lake 

Wind Hotel 

 

 

Photo 13.  The beach at Yala  Photo 14.  Crested hawk-eagle, Yala 

 

 

 

Photo 15.  Painted stork, Yala  Photo 16.  Indian (little) nightjar, Yala 
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Photo 17. Jerdon’s bushlark, Yala  Photo 18. Little green bee-eater, Yala 

 

 

Photo 19. Mugger crocodile with spotted black 

turtle, Yala 

 Photo 20. Oriental darter and little cormorant, Bundala 

 

 

Photo 21.  Great thick-knees, Bundala  Photo 22.  Spotted deer, Yala 
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Photo 23.  Pied thrush at Welimada  Photo 24. Ceylon hanging parrot, Hantara 

 

 

 

Photo 25.  Stuart at the Hotel Suisse  Photo 26.  Kashmir flycatcher at Victoria Park 

 

 

Photo 27.  Indian pitta, Victoria Park  Photo 28. The lads make light of the worsening weather at 

Horton Plains  
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Photo 29.  Magpie robin, Victoria Park  Photo 30. Ceylon scaly thrush, Victoria Park 

 

 

Photo 31. Tickell’s blue flycatcher, Udawattekele  Photo 32.  Forest eagle-owl, Udawattekele 

 

 

Photo 33.  Giant wood spider was common in the 

wet zone forests 

 Photo 34.  Pied parasol was common throughout 
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Photo 35.  Banded peacock, Centauria Hotel  Photo 36.  lime butterfly, Mirissa Harbour 

 

 

 

Photo 37. Indian blue whale, off Mirissa  Photo 38.  Indian blue whale fluking 

 

 

Photo 39.  Indian blue whale blowing  Photo 40.  Rolling 
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Photo 41. Risso’s dolphin off Mirissa (a scarred 

animal) 

 Photo 42.  Green turtle off Mirissa 

 

 

 

 


