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You never seem to get a direct connection across 

these Indonesian Islands. So having flown via Bali to 

reach Jakarta and overnighted there after meeting 

up with the land agents and three of our party, it was 

back to the airport the following morning to meet 

our guide and Bill, Will and Gill ( that always tickled 

me) who had flown in from Java. We were heading 

for Lore Lindu a National Park on the coast north of 

Palu on the island of Sulawesi. We had to change 

planes in Makassar and finally arrived in Palu little 

knowing that had we been here 4 weeks later we 

would have been caught up in the terrible tsunami 

and earthquake- Such are the twists of fate. 

We had a 3 hour drive to the little village of Wuasa beyond which lay the NP. We stopped at a rice 

field along the way looking for Pale-bellied Myna’s- No luck but we did see Chestnut and Pale-

headed Munias and a field full of Wood Sandpipers.  

Our accommodation in Wuasa while basic was better than expected- we even had a flushing toilet- 

though some were not so lucky! The food throughout the tour was also better than expected- 

ranging from good in the bigger hotels to chicken, fish or rice (and sometimes chips) in the out of 

town stays. Photography was horrendously difficult here. Poor light until 9.00 in the morning just as 

the birds are beginning to quieten down, so you had to content with shooting on high ISO’s with the 

birds always 10 metres further away than needed for a good shot. I think I am beginning to feel my 

age these days lugging a six kilogram camera and lens around all day. 

 

Our first day we birded mainly along the road close to a small resort next to lake Tambing which 

offered us distant views of Sunda Teal.  But a little earlier before first light we had brief views of 

Cinnamon Boobook and then just after dawn we found Sulawesi Thrush feeding on the verge. 

Turquoise and Rufous-throated Flycatchers were also up early. The birding was hard work with poor 

views obtained of most birds. Even the Fiery-browed Starlings were not very co-operative but we did 

see some good birds – the Pygmy Kingfisher, several new White-eyes, Fruit Doves and Imperial 

Pigeons. Our evening owling session was not a great success although we did have good views of an 

Eastern Grass Owl over the rice fields as dusk was falling. 

 

The next day was my big day. We were heading up the 

Anasa track to the upper reaches of the forest to look 

for the Hylocitrea. Never have I had to work so hard for 

a new family bird. It took us 5 hours to walk the 6 

kilometres to the top of the mountain and there in its 

favourite tree sat the Hylocitrea. Way up in the canopy 

it took some time for me to find it and then it moved 

just 10 centimetres away where its head was behind a 

bunch of leaves just leaving its flanks exposed. And from 

there it never moved at all. So not the greatest sighting 

but sometimes beggars can’t be choosers. The walk 



back down took only half the time as the trip up, but 

then we were not stopping to photograph the 

Satanic Nightjar we found on the way up. 

 

We had one more day of good birding in Lore Lindu 

finding Knobbed Hornbill, Purple-bearded Bee-

eater, Sulawesi Hawk and Serpent Eagles, Golden-

mantled Racket-tail and Citrine Lorikeet. There 

were Cuckoo-shrikes, Flycatchers. Monarchs, 

Whistlers, Cuckoos and that strange looking bulbul-

like bird called the Malia. 

 

More owling found Sulawesi Scops Owl, and before we knew it, it was time to return to Palu. We 

tried again the Pale-bellied Myna but found a Javan Myna instead and flushed a Red-backed 

Buttonquail. We had to return again to Makassar before flying north to Manado en route for 

Halmahera. Our guide let us down for an afternoon birding there and we spent hours fruitlessly 

searching for Scaly-breasted Kingfisher which was conspicuous by its absence- our only reward being 

a Barred Rail and a Speckled Boobook sleeping away a hot afternoon in the forest.   

 

We flew from Manado landing on the spectacular little volcanic Island of Ternate before heading on 

to Buli in Halmahera.  Our rooms in the Hotel Rita in Subaim village were a real surprise- can you 

believe a TV and an aircon in Halmahera! Halmahera lies further east of the Wallace line than 

Sulawesi and it is here that you can find the most westerly Birds of Paradise (BOP’s). Just two in fact- 

The Paradise Crow which looks disappointingly just like a crow and the bizarre Standardwing. We did 

see one lone Standardwing before visiting a lek at Foli on our second full day on the island. 

Descending a precipitously steep hill in the dark we arrived to be in place before first light. Despite 

the landowner having built a rather fine viewing platform the only view of just 2 or 3 birds displaying 

was a tiny window up into the canopy. The birds were largely obscured by leaves with just the odd 

glimpse of their bowing display. 

 

We were up early that morning to revisit the Moluccan Owlet-nightjar site which had been rained off 

the day before. We heard lots of calls but only a brief flash for some before it disappeared 

completely. A second chance near the lek was just as 

disappointing. I did however see a Dusky Megapode 

while climbing out of the forest having left the lek a 

couple of minutes before the others. 

 

Access to the forest is extremely limited here and most 

of our birding was done from the main road with its 

attendant traffic hazards. At the top of Gunung 

(mountain) Uni Uni there was a large clearing giving 

views over the forest below and it was here that we 



spent a considerable amount of time. Most 

of the views were of birds in flight or scope 

views if they alighted in the canopy below. 

There were plenty of parrots around – Violet-

necked and Chattering Lory, Red-flanked 

Lorikeet and Red-flanked, Eclectus, and 

Moluccan King Parrots. We had nice views of 

more Fruit doves Sombre Kingfisher, White 

Cockatoo, Moluccan Cuckooshrike and 

Halmahera Cicadabird.  A venture in to the 

forest for Ivory-breasted Pitta was successful. 

Black and Olive-backed Sunbirds showed well 

and Northern Golden Bulbul and Halmahera 

Flowerpecker rounded off a couple of good 

days’ birding on the Island. 

 

Day 9 of the trip saw us returning to Manado via Ternate before our onward flight the following 

morning to Sorong in West Papua. 

 

Remembering how poor the accommodation and total lack of infrastructure was in PNG in 2011, and 

knowing that in Irian Jaya as it then was, it was even worse, it was with some circumspection that we 

flew into Sorong a town on the coast in that part of West Papua known as Vogelkop.  First 

impressions were positive- Sorong is a large busy town filled with traffic- it takes 40 minutes to cross 

from one side of town to the other. Things got even better when we arrived at our hotel- a very 

respectable establishment with all the creature comforts required.  

 

However the reliability of the local guides had not changed in 8 years. He did not pitch- just as our 

PNG guide never arrived in 2011. He lived on Waigeo the island we were due to visit in 2 days’ time 

and had never arrived on the ferry. A last minute replacement for the afternoons’ birding was found 

who proved to be absolutely useless and the trip to Waigeo was brought forward a day. Hopefully 

we would find our guide when we got there. 

 

It is a two hour ferry ride (on a very fast boat) 

across the straits to Waigeo. With the captain’s 

permission we climbed onto the front deck where 

the passengers’ baggage is stowed and hoped for 

something interesting along the way. Wedge-

tailed Shearwaters are the common bird in the 

straits and we saw several of those along with a 

Bulwer’s Petrel which flew in long circles around 

the boat and just before arriving we had a lone 

Streaked Shearwater feeding alongside some 

distant terns. 



Our accommodation on Waigeo was to be at 

one of the several diving resorts scattered along 

the coast of Raja Ampat. The local agents 

changed their plan at the last moment to one 

with apparently superior accommodation. Only 

problem was you had a very steep 5 minute 

walk down the cliff to reach the resort on the 

beach (repeated 4 times a day for the next 2 

days). Fortunately our bags arrived by boat, but 

the guys had to lug everything to the top on the 

way out.  

 

There are several BOP’s on Waigeo including 

Wilson’s BOP- arguably a contender for the most beautiful bird in the world, but our first afternoon 

was devoted to visiting the lek of the Red BOP (oh and yes – our guide was there to meet us off the 

ferry- never did get the full story of what happened the day before). The Red BOP is similar to the 

Greater and Lesser BOP’s on PNG but he has long wires rather than plumes to show off. We enjoyed 

half an hour with 4 or 5 birds displaying high in the canopy while a Golden Monarch showed well 

down below. 

 

The next day was a big one. We had to be at the Wilson’s BOP lek to be in position before daybreak. 

We needed 3 4x4’s as the track was too rough for the little Toyota Avanzas we had been using. 

 

There were several leks in the vicinity so we split up so that there was a viewing hole in the hide 

(built by our guide) for nearly everyone. And right on cue he appeared in the early morning gloom to 

clean and tidy up his patch, flicking fallen leaves out of the way with ease. We watched him for over 

2 hours until nearly 8.00am by which time the light was nearly good enough for photography. 

During that time he never stopped looking skywards, whether it was to watch for the two females 

who visited briefly for five minutes, or for other threats I don’t know, but he was a very busy guy 

always on the move, with his tail wires changing colour from black to white depending on the light 

reflections. He partially raised his neck 

crest just once but was facing away from 

us so we didn’t see the spectacular 

colours when he did so. Still this bird has 

to be one of the highlights of anyone’s 

birding career. 

 

We were about to leave when a Papuan 

Dwarf Kingfisher flew in to give everyone 

a new bird. The rest of the day was spent 

birding along forest trails though we 

always returned for lunch and a two hour 

break in the heat of the day. The 



snorkelling at the lodge was absolutely brilliant 

and you could even see many fish round the 

corals from the jetty which ran 50 metres out 

over the reef. 

 

Our last full day was spent either birding along 

the river (we visited Waigeo lodge -and found a 

Waigeo spotted Cuscus- an amazing looking 

creature) or along forest trails.  We had lots of 

good birding today- Beach Kingfisher – yes on the 

beach Coconut Lorikeet. Palm and Sulphur-

crested Cockatoos, Brown-headed Crows, and 

Great-billed, Red-cheeked and more Eclectus 

parrots. It was a busy day especially when you had Papuan Frogmouth, and Palm Cockatoos in the 

resort grounds itself. 

 

On our last day we were due to catch the midday ferry which gave us time to use one of the dive 

boats with 2 incredibly large outboards to ferry us 45 minutes offshore to the small island of Merpati 

for some island endemics. Here we found Island Whistler, Spice Imperial Pigeon, Dusky Megapode, 

Channel-billed Cuckoo, Olive Honeyeater, Arafara Fantail, and Moluccan Starling. We could not stay 

for long or we would be stranded by the tide, and soon we were skimming across the waves at an 

incredible speed stopping only for a nice flock of feeding Bridled Terns. The trip back to Sorong was 

fairly uneventful with little seen from the deck. 

 

Our guide came with us and now we could explore the north coast of Vogelkop 3 days later than 

scheduled. Another excellent mornings’ birding was had with Black Lory, King’s BOP and Red-

breasted Paradise Kingfisher being the highlights with the usual supporting cast of more Fruit Doves, 

Fig Parrots, Imperial Pigeons, Whistlers, Trillers and Cuckooshrikes. 

 

The afternoon was disappointing. We returned to the same patch of mangroves where we had seen 

precious little on our first abortive afternoon in Sorong.  The big target was Blue-black Kingfisher 

which was only found when it was too dark to 

see it properly but duly ticked, we had the long 

drive back to the hotel for our farewell dinner 

together. 

 

Despite this being a Highlights tour and despite 

the guiding problems we did in fact see all the 

important birds and on reflection most of those 

available to us. Many of the birds we had seen 

in PNG but 130 were new for us- a respectable 

total in the end. We left having seen only 30 



kilometres of Vogelkop (roughly where the tar ends) and even less of Waigeo. Beyond those limits 

the infrastructure and acceptable hotel standards disappear. Still it is nice to see the trend in tourism 

with new diving lodges appearing- offering the best scuba diving in the world. 

 

The flight home was tedious- back to Jakarta before having to overnight in Surabaya then spending 

the entire day in Hongkong before the 12 hour flight back to Joburg. Nearly 40 hours to get home! 

but at least we missed the typhoon by 24hours! 

 

So quite a marathon- We had 38 different flights – take offs and landings around Australia and 

Indonesia. Won’t be doing that again in a long time! 

 

  



 


