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Just recently returned from more hot and humid 
rainforests in SE Asia. Fortunately this was planned to be 
our last hardcore birding trip to these parts of the world. 
Chasing just 3 more world families, there were 2 up for 
grabs here- The Bornean Bristlehead, and the Malaysian 
Railbabbler, while we would also be keeping an eye open 
for the Crested (Shrike) Jay which while not yet in its own 
family in IOC has been recognised as such by 
HBW/Birdlife. 
 

I consider myself extremely fortunate to have never missed any world family that I have chased- yes 
good planning and an excellent local private guide helps, but you need the gods to be with you as 
everything from poor weather to illness, or just “that’s Birding” can always get in the way. I was 
really concerned about these two birds. The Bristlehead is an arboreal insectivore, which ranges over 
big distances feeding high in the canopy (and the dipterocarp forests of Borneo are the tallest rain 
forests in the world). There is nowhere specific to look for this bird- you just have to be in the right 
habitat, wait to hear the small flocks in which it travels calling to each other (a very distinctive call) 
and try to track it down from there. The Railbabbler too has a large range but he is a forest floor 
dweller. Again you have to listen out for his very distinctive whistle and track him down from there . 
For every 10 who hear him calling only a couple are lucky enough to actually see him. So the 
challenge was on! 
 
We flew into Singapore ahead of our onward flight to Koti Kinabalu in Borneo, and spent 3 days 
playing tourist in Singapore. What an impressive city! A true role model for all big cities of the world. 
The architecture is stunning- the Marina Bay Sands hotel with its top deck straddling all three towers 
and the surrounding gardens on the bay are what an eco-friendly city should be about. We stayed in 
Chinatown and ate in the local street markets each evening- really good food and cheap beer ( by 
Singapore standards that is). 
 
We planned to spend 16 days in Borneo. We had booked a private birding tour with Borneo Eco 
tours. We were going to have 4 different guides over the 5 lodges we were visiting. Wasn’t quite 
sure how this was going to work but it did work brilliantly-  we had 4 of the best local guides- who all 
spoke good English- that we have had anywhere in the world. I have only the highest praise for 
Borneo Eco tours as this turned out to be one of the best birding tours we have ever done. I had no 
idea that Borneo (Sabah) was so geared up for the “eco-tourist” but they have 4 great (really 
superior accommodation) rainforest lodges which were full of Europeans doing their “jungle 
trekking” or just chasing down a possible view of Orangutans, Pygmy elephants, Proboscis monkeys 
or one of the many dozens of different species of squirrel we saw there.  
 
We were made to feel very special- our own 10 seater minivan ( with its own wifi) for the drive to 
the Hill Lodge at Mount Kinabalu (montane forests here not lowland rain forests)- then on to Sepilok 
and a new guide- where we birded the Rainforest Discovery centre. The lodge was 2 kilometres away 
from the forest so we were transported in and out 
twice a day. From Sepilok we  had a fast two hour 
transfer 75 kilometres up the Kinabatangan river ( on 
a 15 seater boat which looked like a Customs or 
Police Patrol boat) to the Sukau Rainforest lodge 
(owned by Eco Birding Tours and rated one of the 
unique eco- friendly Lodges in the world by National 
Geographic). All birding here was done by boat- and 
yes we had our own driver and guide ( same guide we Black and Red Broadbill  Black and Red Broadbill  



had at the RDC centre. We had 3 days great birding 
here before transferring to Tabin- a new guide and 
our own 4wheel drive vehicle to explore the reserve 
before moving on to the Borneo Rainforest lodge in 
the Danum Valley with another new guide who 
drove us around in an electric (golf type) buggy for 
our last 3 days. This was a brilliant lodge- stunning 
food and accommodation. And  I should say all this 
came at a very reasonable price- everything was 
included- all night drives and walks-boats, buggies, 
visits to Orang and Sun bear rehabilitation centres- 

for just over $6000 a head. Never in my wildest 
dreams did I think Borneo would turn out like this. 
 
Returning to Malaysia brought us back down to earth with a bump. Malaysia is Islamic so you have 
to put up with loudspeakers calling the faithful to prayer 5 times a day- There is no alcohol or pork 
unless you visit a Chinese restaurant- I will leave you to guess where we ate most nights. The country 
is a mixture of first world cities with dirty uncared for suburbs and a third world rural environment 
where most of the toilets are eastern knee tremblers and you struggle to find a clean western toilet. 
The country is covered with oil palm plantations which stretch for hundreds of kilometres and 
surround the few remaining rain forests.  
 
We had a successful transfer through Singapore and across the border to Johor where we met our 
guide- Weng Chun – hell of a nice, efficient guy- a great birder who tried desperately hard to find us 
the 40 odd birds we needed in Malaysia. Weng comes highly recommended- 
www.nature2pixel.com. In our 10 days there we visited Panti , Gunong Arong , Taman Negara, Bukit 
Tinggi and Frasers Hill before returning to Kuala Lumpur for our flight back to Singapore and the 10 
hour flight back to Joburg. 
 
We had an early pick up from our hotel in Kota Kinabalu, said Hi to our guide Adrian and his driver 
and were told we were going birding in the Crocker range on our way to Mount Kinabalu. We were 
spending nearly 4 days on Mount Kinabalu in montane rainforest( no Bristlehead here) because over 
half of Borneo’s endemics can be found on the mountain and of the 48 birds we wanted here, we 
saw 38 of them- a pretty good attempt and despite that we missed all of the so called “top 5”. The 
Whitehead’s trio- the Broadbill, Trogon and Spiderhunter. After 4 days of intensive searching they 
just were not around- another “that’s birding” moment. The other two -Everitt’s Thrush and the 
Fruithunter we came close to – but no cigar. We heard the Fruithunter calling every day but could 
never bring it in. and the Thrush we missed by 60 seconds in the early morning gloom. We drove 
right past it and stopped to look for a Forktail. The birders behind us saw it and stopped but when 

we both walked back down the road it had 
disappeared.  
 
But back to the Crocker range- We got off to a 
brilliant start with 20 new birds including 10 
endemics including all 4 endemic Barbets. We were 
up above 1000 metres, it was nice and cool and the 
birding was relatively easy. Now Mnt Kinabalu is an 
interesting place. Every day nearly 100 people try to 
reach the summit which involves an overnight stay 
on the mountain two hours below the summit before 
leaving in the dark to summit at dawn and spend the 
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rest of the day descending to the trailhead where the 
tar ended. Everyday we birded from before dawn 
(looking for the Thrush and the Eye-browed Jungle 
Flycatcher which we saw most days) and by 9.00 am 
the road was filled with minivans taking the climbers 
to the trail head or with porters on their bikes carrying 
huge loads to the lodge below the summit. They were 
paid 5 ringits a kilogram and would carry up to 40 
kilograms for 6 hours up the mountain. 
 
It was certainly a novelty birding the same 3 kilometre 
stretch of tarred road and surrounding trails for 4 days 
but all the birds we wanted were here it was just a 

question of finding them. And slowly we knocked them off- Mountain Serpent Eagle, Red-breasted, 
Crimson-headed and Bornean Necklaced Partridges, Blue-crowned Hanging Parrot, Bornean Swiftlet, 
Checker-throated Woodpecker, Bornean Leafbird and Bornean Whistler, Bornean Green Magpie, 
and Bornean Treepie, Mountain Wren-babbler and two of the many Bulbuls we were to see on this 
trip – Bornean Black-crested and Cinereous Bulbuls. 
 
We interrupted our birding on the third day to pay a visit to Poring Hot Springs. We were told that 
the largest flower in the world- up to a metre in width -the Rafflesia Pricei was in flower and this we 
had to see. These flowers are a total enigma. Found only in Sumatra and Borneo, they are a parasite 
rooting on lianas. They spend 4-5 years in bud form before flowering for just six days before 
decaying into an evil smelling soggy mess. Private farmers with lianas on their land have leased small 
20 metre patches of land to the Parks board on which these Rafflesia grow and charge 30 ringits to 
tourists to visit these fenced off areas. On the way back to the lodge we stopped to buy some beer- 
beer is expensive in all these muslim countries- only to be told that this Tiger ale had been smuggled 
in from Singapore- no duty had been paid and the fine if caught was 100US$ a can- I don’t usually 
need an incentive to drink a beer or two  but after each beer I thought I had just saved myself 
another 100$. 
 
So after finding the Bornean Whistling Thrush up at the trailhead , a Mountain Black-eye on the road 
and a Black-sided Flowerpecker around our lodge it was time to pack up and get ready for the three 
hour drive back through Poring Springs to Sandakan, Sabah’s second largest city before heading to 
Sepliok on its outskirts and our first lowland rainforest 
 
We had a three hour drive through to Sepilok on the outskirts of Sandakan and arrived late 
afternoon at our very upmarket Sepilok Nature Lodge. We were booked for a night walk through the 
Rainforest Discovery centre that evening. The major attraction here was watching from the canopy 
walk the Red Giant Flying Squirrels launching themselves from the tallest dipterocarp trees and 
gliding 50 metres to another tree and then repeating 
the performance for a second and third time. A walk 
through the forest itself found us a sleeping Diard’s 
Trogon, Black-winged Flycatcher-shrikes and a Slow 
Loris.  
The next morning was going to be our first chance at the 
Bristlehead, but the news was not too encouraging- the 
bird had not been seen for a week but Nexter our guide 
put out the word so people were looking at the 
Orangutan and SunBear rehabilitation centres as well as 
at the RDC itself. We went straight back to the Canopy 
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walk  and walked straight in to our first encounter with 
a wild Orangutan who seemed to have made one end 
of the canopy walk his own private territory. We 
backed off quickly as he walked towards us along the 
canopy rail. Back to ground level and a fruiting tree 
gave us Little Green and Pink-necked Green Pigeons. 
The Kingfisher trail lived up to its name with Rufous-
collared, Oriental Dwarf and Blue-eared Kingfishers 
and a Crested Goshawk. Next up an off trail excursion 
gave us Black-headed Pitta and we had time for White-
chested Babbler- lots of sunbirds- Temmincks, Purple-
naped, Plain and Brown-throated and lots of Bulbuls- 
Red-eyed, Olive-winged, Buff and Yellow vented, 3 

Spiderhunters  and a Green Iora before lunch. 
 
Our late afternoon visit to the RDC saw us back on the canopy walk- nice Black and Yellow Broadbills, 
Black-winged Flycatcher-Shrikes, Fiery Minivets and Greater Racket-tailed Drongos. Of the 
Bristlehead there was nery a whisper. 
 
So to our last morning at the RDC. Back on the canopy the orangutan was in his usual spot. He really 
did not like our guide Nexter. He started advancing on us again but now we had a problem- a pair of 
pig-tailed Macaques had dropped on to the walkway  behind us and were approaching in an 
aggressive manner. We were becoming the meat in a primate sandwich- what to do?? Nexter said 
he would rather face the Macaques than the Orangutan, but we were only two metres away and 
getting really worried before they backed down and hopped back into the trees. We stlll had an hour 
before breakfast and picked up an armchair tick as the Glossy Swiftlet has been split and renamed as 
Plumed-toed Swiftlet.  On the way out we found Raffles Malkoha, Maroon and Buff-necked 
woodpeckers, a Slender-billed Crow and a new bird- a White-crowned Shama.  
 
After breakfast we visited the Orangutan and Sun Bear rehabilitation centres. Both were packed with 
tourists and not really worth visiting. A ridiculous 1000 ringit camera fee meant I left my 400m lens 
behind and we didn’t stay long, treating our entrance fee (paid by Eco tours) as a donation to their 
conservation. Of the Bristlehead- not a whisper! 
 
Nexter was coming with us to Sukau and after lunch we headed to the harbour and our waiting 15 
seater patrol launch for our 2 hour high speed transfer to Sukau, 75 kilometres up the Kinabatangan 
river. We ran into a violent tropical storm half an hour before our arrival and I got seriously worried 
about our boat hitting one of the many floating logs in the river- but these guys make the trip twice a 
day and drive at ridiculously high speeds whatever the weather. 
We had our own private boat with Nexter and our driver. A big outboard took us quickly up the river 
and a small electric motor allowed us to chug 
silently down the tributaries at 5 kilometres an 
hour.  
There are no trails at Sukau so all the wildlife and 
bird viewing is done by boat. The big three- 
Orangutans, Proboscis monkeys and a small 
chance of Pygmy elephants are all available here. 
The storm prevented a night drive but we were 
out on the river at first light next morning. The 
Bristlehead was possible here too but again the 
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bird had not been seen in a week- not good news. 
 
We reached a small tributary a couple of kilometres 
upstream and went into birding mode. We moored and 
managed to call out a Hooded Pitta and a Necklaced 
Partridge flew across the water. But it was becoming 
busier and busier with all manner of crafts motoring 
quickly past us. Time to leave Nexter said and find 
somewhere less busy. At the entrance to the main river 
there were at least a dozen boats  under a tree trying to 

get views of an Orangutan- Piccadilly Circus on the 
Kinabatangan river- who would have thought it?? 

 
We found a new tributary further upstream and were immediately rewarded with views of Blue-
eared and Ruddy Kingfishers and we heard the call of a bird I desperately wanted to see- A Storm’s 
Stork – we found a small family displaying in the trees above us and a little further on – two Lesser 
Adjutants- two critically endangered storks in a morning – how about that! Blue-crowned Hanging 
Parrots flew past us, Black and Red Broadbills perched in front of us and Black, Oriental Pied and 
Bushy-crested Hornbills flew up and the river- but not the big one we wanted Rhinoceros Hornbill. A 
pair of Long-tailed Parakeets displayed above us while Bold striped Tit Babblers called all around us 
and we spotted a Bornean Blue-Flycatcher before it was time to return to the lodge. 
 
The afternoon gave us more Hornbills, Broadbills and a Wallace’s Hawk-eagle along with lots of Sea 
and Fish eagles and more Proboscis monkeys - then it was back for one of those potentially $100 
beers. 
 
Our final morning on the river gave us our long-awaited Rhinoceros Hornbill though sadly in truly 
dreadful light, a Chestnut-rumped Babbler and a Malaysian Blue Flycatcher. The afternoon was 
reserved for a visit to Gomantong caves. The boat took us across the river to the jetty where our 
minibus awaited us. We had seen many swiftlets on the river  but it is virtually impossible to 
distinguish Edible Nest from Black nest or Mossy nest Swiftlets in the air. In the caves the edible nest 
swiftlets nests are made from pure saliva and look white, the Black nest swiftlets only use 40% saliva 
and other material making their nest much darker looking while Mossy-nest Swiftlets, as the name 
suggests, use moss in their nest building. So another couple of ticks here but the real spectacle was 
watching 2 million bats leave the cave at dusk to run the gauntlet of the waiting Bat Hawks and 
Hawk Eagles. We had nice views of Wallace’s Hawk Eagle but the Bat Hawks were just dots in the 
sky. The bats leave in waves of a couple of thousand at a time and look like smoke pouring from a 
cave entrance high on the hillside. More nice views of Orangutan- we were really fortunate with this 
beast – this was now our 12th sighting of both large males and mothers with their youngsters and 
our first views of a Red Leaf-monkey. Back to the lodge one of those expensive beers was waiting to 
share my thoughts on those non-existent 
Bristleheads. 
 
Tomorrow we were back by road to Sandakan and 
then onwards towards to Tabin Rainforest lodge 
 
Back in Sandakan we said farewell to Nexter and 
picked up the Tabin transfer bus for the one and half 
hour run through the palm oil to Tabin Rain forest 
lodge. Here we had a large wooden bungalow 
overlooking a quiet stream where the Blue-banded 
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Kingfisher was supposed to hunt. This is one of 
the trickiest kingfishers and several hours of 
stream watching later we still had to find him. My 
first question about the Bristlehead elicited this 
response. Last seen in 2015- only two records in 
last ten years- so it was really going to come down 
to the wire with Danum valley our last real 
chance. 
 
We had a 4x4 bakkie at our disposal at Tabin and 
after an early supper we were out on a night drive 
with our guide Rafael. There were lots of the 
endemic Dusky Munia along the roadside and we 

picked up White-bellied Munia too as darkness fell.   Driving along the edge of the stream we 
spotted a dark shape in the middle of the stream and there was a Buffy Fish Owl, the first of 5 we 
were to see during the drive. Wood Owls were calling around us but we had no response from the 
owl we wanted- Barred Eagle Owl.  
 
The forest was quiet but just as we reached our turn around point there right above us on a branch 
crossing the track was a roosting Crested Fireback- wow what a special bird in a most unusual spot! 
 
We then backed away from the forest into the Palm Oil looking for owls. Found lots of Buffy Fish 
Owls and a Palm Civet high in a tree but little else. We were back in the 4x4 after an early breakfast 
with no specific targets, ready for whatever might come our way. First up was a Black-throated Wren 
Babbler. He was calling a long way off. Rafael had the playback on full volume- deafening if you 
stood by the speaker. Now most guides turn down the volume as the bird gets closer but not Rafael. 
The Wren-babbler was shouting his head off just 3 metres away giving great views and the sound 
waves from the speaker were nearly knocking him off his branch. I had never seen anything like it. 
We saw several new birds that morning- nothing terribly exciting- Long-billed Spiderhunter, Spotted 
Fantail, Brown  Fulvetta, Chestnut-backed Scimitar Babbler, Streaked Bulbul,  Large Wood Shrike and 
others.  An Interesting morning despite the lack of Bristlehead. Our final afternoon drive also gave us 
a couple of new birds- Banded Broadbill, Grey-capped and Crimson-winged Woodpeckers, another 
Rhinoceros Hornbill- again in dreadful light and our first Wreathed Hornbill of the trip. 
 
We left at 7.00 am next morning returning once more to Sandakan to meet the Danum valley 
transfer bus with another hour and a half trip to reach the Borneo Rainforest lodge in time for lunch. 
Here we met Shafik our guide for the next 3 and a half days. The answer to my question was – the 
bird had been seen the day before yesterday- so at last possibly there was a real chance of finding 
the Bristlehead. There is only one road into the  reserve and while it was excellent for birding and 
lead past the canopy walk 2 kilometres away, there were some birds you could only find on the 
more difficult forest trails. That afternoon we walked the road spotting a bird I was keen to see- 
White-fronted Falconet. The more open areas allowed us 
good views of Helmeted and Bushy-crested Hornbills, 
Spectacled and Hairy-backed Bulbuls and another White-
crowned Shama. A night walk without Stephanie gave us 
good views of a Large Frogmouth. 
 
Despite booking this trip nine months earlier we had to 
upgrade our room here ( they only have 30 rooms) to a 
“premium villa” as nothing else was available. Yes it cost 
a couple of hundred dollars more but my- was it worth 
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it- This was the best accommodation we have ever 
had anywhere. The balcony overlooking the river 
with its own plunge pool was very private. The 
complimentary mini bar was restocked every day- I 
had finished our personal supply of beers, so 4 free 
beers everyday was a welcome treat. The food was 
brilliant here too- Stephanie finished up almost 
looking like a prawn – she ate so many. 
 
At dawn Shafik arrived in his electric buggy to collect 

us and we headed up the road to find Bornean 
Spiderhunter, Striped Wren Babbler and after some 

effort got good views of Blue-headed Pitta. Then he received a call on his radio- a guide on a jungle 
trail had heard the Bristleheads above him. We were five minutes away in the buggy – we rushed up 
the road- Shafik pointed to the start of the trail and we started playing the call. It took just two 
minutes for three birds to appear- a long way off- high in the canopy moving towards us and we 
watched as they moved from tree to tree before crossing the road and disappearing into the forest. 
Distant views but very acceptable none the less- lots of high fives and a huge wave of relief- wow we 
had found the Bristlehead. 
 
We spent the next couple of hours on the canopy walk – now half its original length as a tree had 
been struck by lightning and they were busy rebuilding the damaged parts. We had nice views of 
Oriental Honey Buzzard, Finsch’s Bulbul, and Whiskered Treeswift. New birds were becoming 
difficult now as we had made a serious dent in our wanted list of 120 species. Another night walk 
that evening failed to find the Gould’s Frogmouth we were looking for but we found a very confiding 
Crested Fireback feeding in the gloom. 
 
Still we had now had another full day and a half to find whatever remained on the list. We left the 
buggy behind and headed into the forest to spend an hour looking for Bornean Banded Kingfisher. It 
was extremely frustrating to have the bird calling close by and not being able to find it. We were also 
trying to find the Crested (Shrike) Jay and had stopped at a couple of spots without success but were 
rewarded with good views of Bornean Black Magpie. Then we heard it- another Bristlehead close to 
the spot where we saw them yesterday. A single bird high in the canopy, still far off, but this time I 
managed to get a shot. More High Fives. Then it was back to the canopy walk and here we could still 
hear the Bristleheads calling. I was desperately hoping for a closer view but it was not to be and we 
had a bare glimpse before they moved off further into the forest. 
 
On our last morning we decided to try for more Pittas. The trail took us past a nice Green Broadbill 
until we heard the Giant Pitta calling in the 
distance. An hour of off trail excursions seemed 
to bring us no closer when we heard the Bornean 
Banded Pitta calling and another half hour got us 
no closer to that bird- a very frustrating way to 
end our stay in the Danum Valley but I was as 
you can imagine still a very happy chappy. 
 
We left the lodge at 1.30 heading back to 
Sandakan for our flight back to Kota Kinabalu 
where we overnighted once again before flying 
back to Singapore the next morning. 
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