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Known to the Romans as Serendivis, the Arabs as Serendib, the 
British as Ceylon, and the modern world as Sri Lanka, this large 
island off of the Indian subcontinent beholds a true world of its 
own. A little south Asian, a little Indonesian, with a flavour 
hearkening back to its history as a Chinese trading post, this 
teardrop shaped piece of land off of south-east India has rightly 
earned its reputation among birders and general naturalists as 
a heaven on Earth. Pumped with endemic species, second only 
to New Guinea for endemic-species-per-metre abundance, a 
suite of spectacular birds and butterflies, some of the best 
safari outside of Africa, friendly people, and consistently ranking 
as one of the safest tourist destinations available, Sri Lanka has 
A LOT to offer. That’s not to mention the world’s finest tea and 
some of the best food in Asia.

Blue-tailed Bee-eater is common throughout this island

Our Ceylon Sojourn began north of the bustling capital of 
Colombo at a quaint hotel near the international airport. 
Chosen for its surroundings, we visited a neighbouring wetland 
to see the likes of Yellow Bittern, Grey-headed 
Swamphen, White-breasted Waterhen, Brown-
headed Barbet as well as Common, White-throated 
and even Stork-billed Kingfishers, and this was all before 
breakfast. Breakfast itself was interrupted by our first Sri 
Lankan endemic - a Crimson-fronted Barbet singing 
loudly from a tree above the hotel swimming pool. Does 
birding get any better?! 

Orange-billed Babbler is a very common Sri Lankan endemic



Our first base for the tour was the picturesque Kithulgala. Our 
hotel sat above the false River Kwai where we spent our 
mealtimes with binoculars on full alert as Alexandrine, 
Rose-ringed and Layard’s Parakeets flew to and from a 
fruiting tree, Crested Hawk-Eagles cried mournfully 
across the river and Green Imperial Pigeons and Sri 
Lanka Grey Hornbills flew from treetop to treetop, often 
perching momentarily before a flock of noisy Sri Lanka 
Hanging Parrots surely scared them off. Stork-billed 
Kingfisher and White-rumped Munia became meal 
companions.

Chestnut-backed Owlet

Birding within and beside the forest over the course of a 
couple of mornings and afternoons, we managed to pull 
together an impressive list of birds. A nearby resort area was 
our first foray, holding Yellow-fronted Barbet, stunning 
Black-backed Dwarf-Kingfisher which gave way above 
average views, our first skulking Spot-winged Thrush, a 
party of Grizzled Giant Squirrels, the first of many Sri 
Lanka Green Pigeons, and the star of the show, an 
eventually co-operative endemic Chestnut-backed Owlet. 
Endemics don’t come much cuter or fierce than this guy, and all 
in one tiny little package. The long-perched Shikra and 
Common Hawk Cuckoo could hardly compete with birds 
like those previously mentioned on display.

Black-backed Dwarf Kingfisher is as beautiful as it is difficult to say



Our forays into the park itself involved a precarious rickety bridge 
crossing, and a rather serene drift across the river on a pontoon 
boat. Along the way, and along the trails, we came across our first 
Sri Lanka Junglefowl, which apparently have no fear of 
tuktuks, as well as the absurdly skulking Green-billed 
Malkoha which despite its best efforts, was eventually seen well 
by everybody. The oddly attractive and bold Legge’s 
Flowerpecker arrived with a covey of Yellow-fronted 
Barbets that fed at eye level for some time, and almost outdid 
the Coconut Hopas we were offered by a local chef-
extraordinaire. Further on we found the Sri Lanka endemic 
subspecies of Brown-capped Pygmy Woodpecker, as well 
as Sri Lanka Flameback AND Scarlet-backed 
Woodpecker, quite the trunk-smashing haul for one site!

Sri Lanka Junglefowl - a true ‘chicken’

Our last afternoon saw us catch up with Black-headed and 
Large Cuckooshrikes as well as three species of bee-eater, 
Pale-billed Flowerpecker, Sri Lanka Woodshrike 
and Green Warbler at a nearby rubber plantation before 
we set our sights forth to the lush green emerald in the crown 
of Sri Lanka - Sinharaja National Park.

Our introduction to Sinharaja was wild. A frantic, sweaty, 
steamy, muddy, slippery, sweary scramble up a steep slope took 
us to our first and most desired endemic of this location - a 
superb roosting Serendib Scops Owl. Only recently 
discovered, this was a monster find and one we were ecstatic 
to see.

Legge’s Flowerpecker is a bold and common endemic



Time spent at the National Park headquarters found us in 
absolute awe of one of the best birds in the world - Sri 
Lanka Blue Magpie. A small family group were visiting a 
well-placed feeder and showed little of the normally-shy 
behaviour these birds display in the forest. The feeder was also 
visited by Yellow-browed Bulbuls and Indian Blue 
Robin, whilst the car park played host to two absurdly tame 
Emerald Doves. At a far-flung gate of the reserve we found 
a tame group of Black-capped Bulbuls and a Green 
Vine Snake before commencing our work on the trail.

Red-faced Malkoha is even better than it looks in the book!

Along the beautiful forest trail that we spent two mornings on we 
found bountiful wildlife. Cocky Sri Lanka Junglefowl harassed 
us for food, and received nothing for their effort. Sri Lanka 
Woodpigeon surprisingly showed well and at length, despite 
the ir usua l ly shy behav iour, as d id Grey-headed 
Laughingthrush which required a lot of shifting and sliding to 
get into position. Dark-fronted and Brown-capped 
Babblers babbled us along the trail regularly whilst Spot-
winged Thrushes were positively abundant. Sri Lanka 
Scimitar-babbler made their first appearance and wowed the 
crowd, but it was the several Red-faced Malkohas that we 
had exceptional views of that really stole the show here. Not only 
a rare bird, and an endemic, but also an absolutely stunning looker, 
this is what every endemic bird aspires to be, and is one of the 
main reasons Sri Lanka is mentioned in excited whispers by 
birders worldwide. 

Sri Lanka Blue Magpie is always on the top of the ‘must see’ list



Significantly trickier, and by far the trickiest bird on the island, 
is Sri Lanka Thrush. Some of us were extremely lucky with 
Saman, our local guide, and Lisle spread across a dense patch of 
forest pin-pointing a perched bird for those within grabbing 
distance, before it disappeared as they are renowned to do. 
Much effort and slogging through leech-infested forest found us 
several more glimpses, and fleeting views of one individual 
hopping its way through the leaf litter, but little more. We had 
been exceptionally lucky to begin with. Consolation though 
came in the form of abnormally good extended views of both 
Sri Lanka Myna with its dangling nape skin, and Sri Lanka 
Drongo, a forest specialist, as well as a nesting Black-
naped Monarch and several gaudily beautiful Malabar 
Trogons. 

Sri Lanka Spurfowl really gave us the runaround this year

Before leaving Sinharaja we made one final vigil at a 
local blind to see if the elusive Sri Lanka 
Spurfowl would visit. Luck was with us, finally, 
after two fruitless visits, as we had a short but very 
very sweet visit by a male and female pair of 
spurfowl. To make things sweeter we also found 
White-faced Starling nearby, though on our 
first morning, and on our final morning found a 
Slaty-legged Crake that would have showed 
well had a feral dog not tried to grab it as it 
emerged. With wild success behind us, we journeyed 
on to the coast…

Spot-winged Thrush is common but always worth stopping for



The diversity of experiences in Sri Lanka is astonishing, and 
for our 2020 tour we have altered the itinerary to include a 
visit to the coastal town of Mirissa. Why, you ask? Well, the 
biggest animal on the planet, of course. Our main reason for 
visiting the coast was to undertake a boat trip to look for 
the legendary Blue Whale which occurs off of Sri Lanka 
in good numbers during January and February. We were very 
fortunate on our trip, with many close encounters including 
one whale that swam directly beneath our boat. Not to 
mention the Indian Ocean Spinner Dolphins that 
played supporting cast alongside a Swordfish, several 
Green Turtle and Common, Greater Crested and 
Whiskered Terns.

Indian Peafowl strutting its stuff at Uda Walawe

Back on land we made our way to Uda Walawe National 
Park, ready to take an evening wander along the waterside. 
Here we really started to rake in extra species that 
included Oriental Skylark, Ashy-crowned 
Sparrow-Lark, Barred Buttonquail, Great 
Thick-Knee and a host of shorebirds including Lesser 
Sandplover, Little Ringed Plover, Marsh 
Sandpiper, Common Greenshank and Pin-tailed 
Snipe. We also managed to find Pied and Grey-bellied 
Cuckoos in brushland, as well as Yellow-crowned 
Woodpecker, before dusk fell and we turned our minds 
to night creatures. Watching Asian Elephants graze as 
we waited for darkness, our targets began to sing, and 
before it was even totally dark we had already had close 
and prolonged views of both Indian and Jerdon’s 
Nightjars.

Blue Whale is impressive enough, but a fluker is almost too much!



Back into Uda Walawe at first light, we had some unfinished 
business with a few avian residents. First up was Tricoloured 
Munia which gave itself up in flocks throughout the morning. 
Next came another Asian Elephant, which we couldn’t 
drive past without admiring. Yellow-eyed Babblers came 
next but betrayed the presence of our much-wanted Tawny-
bellied Babbler beside them. Blue-faced Malkoha 
perched in the complete open, a rarity in itself, before we first 
scored good views of Marshall’s Iora then found a roosting 
Brown Fish Owl that caused a traffic jam over a small 
bridge. A brief breakfast stop netted us Hume’s 
Whitethroat but by mid-morning the heat had set in and 
activity had died down, so we decided to call it a day and 
toward our next base near Tissa. 

Blue-faced Malkoha is tricky to get out in the open, 
but when you do… wow!

Arriving in time for an afternoon jaunt to the local wetlands, 
we went in search of new birds in the peasant orange glow of 
evening. Pheasant-tailed Jacanas strutted their stuff, but 
it was with the help of two local boys that we found our 
afternoon highlights. First, a somewhat curious Jungle Owlet 
gave us a bit of a runaround, but a much more sleepy Indian 
Scops Owl was more co-operative in its chosen bamboo 
stand. We finished the day with a visit to a local family’s garden 
where we watched a White-naped Woodpecker inspect 
its nesting hole.



The next day we spent the entire day in Sri Lanka’s flagship national park - Yala NP - home of the Leopard. Almost immediately after 
entering the park we started to see new birds. First, Little Tern, then a remarkably showy Lesser Adjutant that really strutted its 
stuff for us. Next up, for one of the jeeps, was a trio of Asian Leopard, a mother with two cubs, though she quickly disappeared. We 
focussed our attention on the series of pools and scrub and found Baya Weaver, Grey-headed Fish Eagle, Brown-backed 
Needletail and more for our efforts, but it was a duo of astonishing mammal encounters that really made the day for us.

Large male Asian Leopard at Yale National Park

Close encounters with large game are always thrilling. Having a huge male Asian Elephant walk just a couple of feet from the vehicle, 
checking us out, was remarkable. Though not quite as remarkable as when we found ourselves in the absolute perfect position to watch 
a hulking male Asian Leopard walk through the scrub, out into the open, then settle down beside a muddy pond for us to have long 
uninterrupted views of this most majestic of beasts. 



With most of our targets under the belt, we left with little 
pressure at Bundala NP the next morning. Upon arriving, our 
desired Clamorous Reed Warblers were already calling 
in the darkness, and soon made themselves visible with the 
sunrise. A couple of brief Watercock were not as obliging, 
but we all thoroughly enjoyed watching hundreds of striking 
Black-tailed Godwits circling above us and dropping into 
nearby pools. Out on the pans we found many new shorebirds, 
including scarce birds like Small Pratincole and Spotted 
Redshank, and a true Sri Lankan rarity in the form of a 
Broad-billed Sandpiper. Also present were Common, 
G re e n a n d M a rs h S a n d p i p e rs , C o m m o n 
Greenshank, Lesser Sand, Common Ringed, 
Kentish and Little Ringed Plovers, Little Stint, 
Curlew Sandpiper and a single Ruff.

Barn Owl giving exceptional looks with two of its young near Tissa

As the day heated up nicely, and the heat haze began to 
shimmer, disrupting our vision, we added a brief but beautiful 
Bay-backed Shrike to our morning list, alongside a single 
cryptic Eurasian Thick-Knee, before turning our sights 
back to Tissa. The afternoon was spent in various fashions. 
Some of us took a walk along the wetland, spending time 
watching a Rat Snake harass some Rose-ringed 
Parakeets. We then split, some returned to the hotel’s 
purpose-built viewing platform to watch the emergence of 
thousands of Indian Flying Fox again, whilst Hari, Susan and 
Lisle went with Saman to look for a local family of Barn 
Owls, which really gave a fantastic display.



Our final ecotype of the tour is the famed ‘hill country’, 
home to the finest teas in the world, and some of the 
island’s most range-restricted endemic birds. We spent our 
first afternoon at a local dumping ground, exotic, I know. 
Despite first impressions, this little heap had a wonderful 
attendance of birds including remarkable views of Sri 
Lanka Whistlingthrush, repeated visits by Sri Lanka 
Scimitar-Babbler, Indian Blackbird and even a 
heart-stopping appearance by a surprise Slaty-legged 
Crake that gave some of the best views imaginable for this 
normally secretive bird!

Dull-blue Flycatcher was our final Sri Lankan endemic bird

Our full day in these hills saw us split between two locations. 
The morning was spent high up at Horton Plains National Park 
where we almost immediately secured laughably super views of 
the mega-skulking Sri Lanka Bush Warbler, before 
focussing our attention on some nearby Dull-blue 
Flycatcher - this just happened to be our final Sri Lankan 
endemic bird - hoorah! The bushes dripped in Sri Lanka 
White-eyes and we got our best views yet of Yellow-
cheeked Bulbul, a brief Blyth’s Reed Warbler was 
seen by some, whilst others enjoyed a Greenish Warbler. 
At the top, Hill Swallow made its first appearance of the 
tour.

Slaty-legged Crake near Horton Plains NP



With a whole afternoon now available and free to dedicate to 
a local town park, Victoria Park, we were confident in our 
chances of finding the three very special birds that this 
surprisingly urban park is famous for. The first came within 
minutes when we spotted a stonking Forest Wagtail 
pumping its way up and down the trail ahead of us. Normally 
shy, this individual was not. Next up came a small stream where 
we found a Kashmir Flycatcher flicking and flitting around. 
Rare throughout its range, this town park is probably the best 
place in the world to see this species. The final specialty took 
more effort, but after some work and muddy bums we all 
managed walk-away views of a perfect male Pied Thrush. 
With a little time to spare, we went in search of Indian 
Pitta in a quiet corner of the park. We were successful with 
this bird too. What an afternoon!

Spectacular Yellow-eared Bulbul in the Hill Country

Our final birding stop of the tour took us Uda Wattakele, a 
small patch of forest behind the town of Kandy, the original 
capital of Sri Lanka. Here we added the likes of Orange-
headed Thrush and White-rumped Shama, a fitting 
end to our birding in this magnificent country. However, a visit 
to Sri Lanka is not complete without two important ‘cultural’ 
stops. The first was at the Glenloch tea factory, to see the 
process that this famous tea goes through before it reaches us 
in the west. The second was to visit ‘The Temple of The Tooth’ 
where the real tooth of Buddha resides, making this the most 
sacred place in Buddhist culture. Unmissable attractions. Whilst 
everybody enjoyed the tea factory equally, Barry was 
particularly blown away by the majesty and significance of the 
temple. 

Pied Thrush at Victoria Park



LEFT TOP: Freshly picked tea is dried 
before its processed.

RIGHT TOP: Buddha’s tooth was 
smuggled to Sri Lanka by the exiled 

prince and princess of India to keep it 
safe from tyrannic rulers.

LEFT BOTTOM: The different parts of 
the dried tea are shown and explained 

before the group is taken for an 
extended taste testing.

RIGHT BOTTOM: The entrance to the 
chamber that hold’s the tooth of 

Buddha



WILDLIFE ENCOUNTERED 










