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Guided by Washington Wachira with driver/guides Charles Mutua and  

Norman Muya and Naturalist Journeys guide Kip Miller. 

Our group included Jo Anne, Paul, Sheila, Joanna, David, Susan, Marie and Ray. 

Our Kenya Birding and Wildlife Safari began in the capital city of Nairobi with an informal birding day 
on the grounds of our hotel, followed by a full day exploring Nairobi National Park. We then set out on 
a route that included Lakes Baringo, Bogoria, Naivasha and Nakuru in Kenya’s Great Rift Valley, the 
Kakamega Forest (Kenya’s only tropical rainforest) and the amazing Masai Mara National Reserve. Our 
group loved everything about the tour from start to finish – the varied habitats, the wonderful lodges, 
the friendly Kenyan people we met – and of course, the incredible variety birds and mammals we 
enjoyed along the way. Below, please find a summary of our daily activities and tour highlights. Thanks 
again to all for joining us – it was a grand adventure!  - Kip Miller 

Saturday, November 1 – Rest, Recovery and Easy Nairobi Birding 

Everyone in the group arrived a day early to help adapt to the very different time zone and it provided 
an excellent opportunity to ease into the tour. There were rumors of some napping, Sheila was able to 
meet a young Kenyan student she helps to sponsor and we all enjoyed some easy birding on the hotel 
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grounds, where large trees around the hotel parking lot and the garden areas provided nice habitat for 
a variety of birds – almost all of which were new to everyone in the group. With field guides and 
“Merlin” in hand, we had fun working together to sort out identities and got our trip list off to a start 
with species such as African Paradise-Flycatcher, Northern Pied Babbler, Variable Sunbird, White-
browed Sparrow-Weaver, African Firefinch and African Pied Wagtail. (House Sparrow was the only 
“familiar” species of day!) Later, after a checklist session and our first dinner together, we retired to 
our rooms eager for the “official” start of the tour in the morning. 

Sunday, November 2 – The Adventure Begins: Nairobi National Park 

We began the day by meeting our primary guide Washington Wachira and our drivers Charles and 
Norman – the three individuals who would make our adventure so successful. We then loaded up and 
made the short drive to the Nairobi National Park. (The park was so close we could actually see it across 
the highway from our hotel.) Here we checked in at the entrance station, raised the pop-tops on our 
vehicles and enthusiastically declared ourselves “On safari”!  

Despite the park’s proximity to a busy urban area and its relatively small size, it boasts a large and 
varied wildlife population. We enjoyed a wonderful day of birding here, recording over 100 species. 
Some crowd favorites from the grasslands and thickets included Common Ostrich (in the wild!), 
Helmeted Guineafowl, Little Bee-eater, Scarlet-chested Sunbird, Holub’s Golden-Weaver, Purple 
Grenadier and Red-cheeked Cordonbleu. A couple of ponds provided a variety of wetland species 
including Black Crake, Blacksmith Lapwing, Little Grebe, African Darter, African Sacred Ibis and Black-
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headed Heron. Africa is also home to many raptors and we found a variety of species during our first 
safari day, including Black-winged Kite, Martial Eagle, African Goshawk and Augur Buzzard. 

The birds alone would have made our day in Nairobi National Park more than worth it, but the many 
mammal species we found really made us feel we were in for a special adventure. Here we first enjoyed 
common species we would see throughout the tour including Common Zebra, Common Warthog, 
Hippopotamus, Masai Giraffe, African Buffalo, Thompson’s Gazelle and Impala. (And to see many of 
these with a city skyline in the distance was, well, amazing!) Nairobi National Park is one of Kenya's 
most successful rhinoceros sanctuaries and with some persistent searching we were able to locate both 
Black and White Rhinoceroses before the day’s end. In addition, we enjoyed two wild cat encounters – 
first a female Lion we found walking along the road and keeping an eye on a small herd of Impala and 
later a Serval, a long-legged Cheetah-looking species that provided excellent views when it slowly 
crossed the road in front of us, before pausing in the short grasses nearby.  

It was a wonderful first day afield and tough to quit. At day’s end it seemed every time we tried to wrap 
things up, a new “distraction” of some kind would cause us to stop and raise the binoculars and 
cameras. Eventually though, running out of daylight, we returned to our nearby Nairobi hotel, ready 
for a good night’s rest and the remainder of the tour! 

Monday, November 3 – Manguo Swamp, Lake Baringo and the Soi Safari Lodge 

This morning, we packed up and left Nairobi behind as we set out for Lake Baringo and the Soi Safari 
Lodge. As we navigated Nairobi traffic (and later in Nakuru), we quickly gained an appreciation for the 
driving skills of Charles and Norman, as they kept us flowing along despite the frequent congestion.  

After just an hour or so, we made our first birding stop of the day at the Manguo Swamp, a roadside 
wetland area that was teeming with birds. Here we found White-faced Whistling-Duck, Yellow-billed 
and Red-billed Ducks, Eurasian Moorhen, Red-knobbed Coot, Gray-crowned Crane and many others, 
including a displaying male Pin-tailed Whydah that had our full approving attention! We could have 
easily spent a few more hours here, but with several hours on the road ahead of us, Washington did a 
superb job of shepherding us back into vehicles and on our way. Next up was a couple of enjoyable 
“touristy” stops – first at an impressive Great Rift Valley overlook and then at the Equator, where one 
of the roadside vendors provided a fun demonstration of how water drains in a clockwise direction to 
the north and counter-clockwise to the south. 
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Continuing on, we arrive at the Soi Safari Lodge in time for late lunch. A simple, but very comfortable 
lodge, it was more than a little unique in that the rising water levels of Lake Baringo had submerged 
the lower levels of most of the lodge. (Our “first floor” rooms were actually on the original second 
floor.) This situation had no impact on our comfort and the group affectionately named it “the drowned 
hotel” and considered it one of the highlights of the tour. Following a short siesta and chance to unpack 
a bit, we met in late afternoon for a local birding outing where highlights included Namaqua Dove, a 
day-roosting Slender-tailed Nightjar, Three-banded Courser, Speckled and Blue-naped Mousebirds, 
Red-fronted Barbet and Superb Starling. We then returned to the lodge to conclude the day with a 
checklist session and dinner in the open-air dining area overlooking Lake Baringo. 

Tuesday, November 4 – Lake Bogoria 

After breakfast and some early birding on the lodge grounds, we loaded the vehicles and made the 
easy drive to Lake Bogoria, one of the Rift Valley’s salt-water lakes, where we spent the day birding 
along the lake edge, on nearby side roads and on the grounds at the Lake Bogoria Resort.  

Along the lake edge, the highlight of the day was the chance to see hundreds (thousands?) of Lesser 
Flamingos and smaller numbers of Greater Flamingos. A variety of other waterbirds, waders and 
shorebirds were present as well, including Egyptian Goose, Black-winged Stilt, Pied Avocet, Yellow-
billed Egret and Pink-back Pelican. Birding the dry forest along the road yielded a variety of large or 
showy species such as Brown Snake-Eagle, Northern Red-billed Hornbill and Lilac-breasted and Purple 
Rollers, along with several smaller, less conspicuous species with odd names such as Red-faced 
Crombec, Green-backed Camaroptera and Yellow-breasted Apalis. (Who comes up with these?) 

After lunch, we spent time birding on the grounds of the Lake Bogoria Resort where we found a variety 
of nice birds including African Scops-Owl, Pearl-spotted Owlet, Gray-headed Kingfisher, Red-and-
yellow Barbet, Cardinal Woodpecker and African Black-headed Oriole. Later, on the way back to the 
lodge we made a couple of stops with our local guide for views of Northern White-faced Owl and 
Grayish Eagle-Owl, providing us with a four owl species day! 
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Wednesday, November 5 – Lake Baringo Boat Trip and on to the Kakamega Forest 

Before departing Lake Baringo, we embarked on a pre-breakfast boat trip. This allowed us to see many 
birds up-close, along with the chance to view our “drowned hotel” from the water! Shortly after getting 
underway, Washington directed us to the nearby shoreline where several species of weavers were 
nesting in the shrubs and he conducted a floating “Weavers 101” workshop, helping us to sort out the 
similar-looking species. We then continued into the lake, where many birds were present. Pied 
Kingfishers were abundant and we located a few brightly colored Malachite Kingfishers as well. Several 
species of waders provided nice views, including Yellow-billed Stork, Little Egret and Goliath Heron. 
Continuing out into the lake, we encountered a fisherman in a small balsa boat with a Hamerkop, a 
somewhat odd-looking African heron, perched on the bow waiting for a handout. We stopped for close 
looks at the Hamerkop and also to buy a fish that was later used to bait in an African Fish-Eagle for 
closer views. Then to wrap up the outing, we motored to a more distant shoreline, where we enjoyed 
excellent views of both Blue-cheeked and Northern Carmin Bee-eaters perched in the dead trees. 

After a late breakfast, we loaded the vehicles and sadly said good-bye to the staff at the Soi Safari 
Lodge. Most of the afternoon was spent driving, but a few stops and a roadside lunch provided new 
birds along the way. Highlights from these stops included impressive White-crested and Ross’s Turacos, 
along with more birds with crazy names, such as Black-throated Wattle-eye and Chinspot Batis. In late 
afternoon we arrived at the Rondo Retreat Center, a comfortable lodge surrounded by the tall trees of 
the Kakamega Forest. Here we enjoyed afternoon tea (and cake!) and settled in for the next two nights. 

Thursday, November 6 – Kakamega Forest and the Rondo Retreat Center 

The Kakamega Forest is Kenya’s only tropical rainforest and we started the day birding on the lodge 
grounds. Some of our pre-breakfast highlights included nesting Crowned Eagles, African Green Pigeon, 
Red-chested Cuckoo, African Blue Flycatcher and White-browed Robin-Chat. At times the birding was 
challenging due to the height of the trees and multiple fast-moving species, but we kept it fun and 
enjoyed the many species that did provide good views. Following breakfast, we spent the remainder of 
the morning birding nearby roadsides and walking into the Kakamega Forest National Reserve. Here 
we found a variety of smaller forest species, along with several large and impressive Black-and-white-
casqued Hornbills and a perched European Honey-buzzard. 

After lunch, we gathered in late afternoon and made the drive to a nearby creek crossing. Here we 
found several species of interest, but the undisputed crowd favorite was an African Pygmy Kingfisher. 
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Described as a “tiny, gem-like woodland kingfisher”, the colors were stunning and it was both fun and 
odd watching a small kingfisher catch insects. Eventually we ran out of daylight, so we made our way 
back to Rondo in time for tea (of course!) and dinner together. 

Friday, November 7 – Kakamega Forest and on to Lake Nakuru 

Like the previous day, we met for pre-breakfast birding on the lodge grounds. In addition to many 
species seen previously, we located several large and colorful Great Blue Turacos, one of the signature 
species of the Kakamega Forest. After breakfast, we wrapped up our Kakamega birding on a nearby 
side road where we found White-headed Woodhoopoes, Eastern Yellow-billed Barbet and a variety of 
small forest species such as Yellow-rumped Tinkerbird, Black-collared Apalis, and Uganda Woodland-
Warbler. We then returned to the Rondo Retreat Center for final packing and lunch, before making the 
afternoon drive to the Sarova Lion Hill Game Lodge within Lake Nakuru National Park. Here where we 
settled in to our comfortable rooms, eager for the next part of our Kenya adventure together. 

Kenya—Located on the east coast of Africa with a stretch of coastline on the Indian Ocean, 

the country is a bit smaller than Texas, with half of it above the equator and half below. Our 

tour concentrated on southwestern Kenya, taking us northwest from Nairobi past the equator 

and over some mountains before looping south to the Masai Mara National Reserve on the 

Tanzanian border. Home to many of Africa’s signature mammals, Masai Mara is a vast 583 

square mile plain contiguous with the 5,700 sq. mi Serengeti National Park across the southern 

border in Tanzania. All of our destinations were between 3,000 and 6,000 feet above sea level, 

although we were as high as 9,000 feet while passing through mountains. 

African Aviary—Our primary purpose was to see birds and we ended up identifying more than 

360 species ranging from the tiny Harlequin Quail to the ponderous Ostrich. The great majority 

were species we had never seen before. Our search for birds brought us to places where 

conventional safaris don’t typically go, including dense woodlands and the shores of scenic lakes. 

A Zoo Without Walls—Starting in the 45 sq. mi.  National Park located within the city limits 

of Nairobi and especially in the Masai Mara (where we spent three days), we had up close and 

personal views from the safety of our vehicle of an incredible profusion of mammals, including 

lions, elephants, cheetahs, leopards, zebras, mongoose, giraffes, African buffalos, warthogs, 

rhinoceros, hyenas, monkeys, baboons, hippos, many varieties of antelopes, and a serval cat. 

The Circle of Life—The animals went on with their lives with little concern for our presence. 

We saw a male lion devouring a warthog while nine females waited patiently for a share. He even 

dragged the carcass over to the shade of one of the vehicles to finish his meal in comfort. We 

watched a crocodile polish off a zebra by swallowing its leg. We were spectators to a graceful, 

slow motion (but serious) bout between two giraffes, and we saw hyenas walking along with 

blood-soaked paws and faces. In one dramatic scene vultures tore apart the remains of a 

buffalo while a jackal made off with a chunk of meat and a herd of indifferent elephants 

lumbered slowly past nearby. On the more cheerful side, we also saw lion cubs, ostrich chicks, 

and baby elephants, zebras, monkeys, baboons, antelopes, hippos, and warthogs (who are much 

cuter than you might expect).  – David Lampe, tour participant 
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Saturday, November 8 – Lake Nakuru National Park 

Located in the Rift Valley, Lake Nakuru is surrounded by woody and brushy grasslands and the entire 
lake is within the boundaries of Lake Nakuru National Park. It is well known as location with a diversity 
of bird and mammal species and we enjoyed a rewarding day here, recording almost 100 species of 
birds and 16 species of mammals.  

We started the day at the lodge feeders, where bird species seen up close included Hildebrandt’s 
Spurfowl, Arrow-marked Babbler, Superb Starling, Abyssinian Thrush and Speke’s Weaver. After 
breakfast we departed on the first of our two game drives of the day. Dead trees along the edge of the 
lake were full of Great Cormorants, many wading bird species and multiple African Fish-Eagles. Along 
the water’s edge, there were more waders and a variety of wintering shorebirds from Europe including 
Common, Marsh and Wood Sandpipers. Out in the open water, we could see hundreds of Great White 
Pelicans, while Gull-billed Terns flew back and forth overhead. Away from the lake we found too many 
birds in the trees, shrubs and grasslands to list here, but some of the group favorites included Long-
crested Eagle, Spotted Eagle-Owl (perched on the ground!), Common Hoopoe, Mountain Gray 
Woodpecker, White-fronted Bee-eater and Little Rock Thrush. 

In addition to the birds, the mammals we found on our two Lake Nakuru drives were spectacular. 
Impalas, gazelles and zebras were abundant and the giraffe species here was the endangered 
Rothschild's Giraffe. Like Nairobi National Park, Lake Nakuru is host to both Black and White 
Rhinoceroses and we were able to see both species again during our day here. (You can’t have too 
many rhinos!) In late afternoon, just before heading back to the lodge, we enjoyed one of our mammal 
highlights of the tour when we located a female Lion with a young cub. We were able to watch the two 
of them slowly walk down the road together and around a turn. Following along, we found them both 
sitting together right next to the road. A magical moment and fantastic end to our day in the field. 

Sunday, November 9 – Lake Naivasha and on to the Masa Maira 

Leaving the comfort of the Sarova Lion Hill Game Lodge behind wasn’t easy, but as always, we were 
eager for “what’s next”! After breakfast we loaded the vehicles and birded our way out of Lake Nakuru 
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and made our way to Lake Naivasha for our scheduled morning boat trip. A light rain was falling as we 
pushed our way through the dense mat of water hyacinths to more open water, but fortunately not 
enough to deter us and birds were abundant. Species seen from the landing area included African 
Jacana, African Spoonbill and African Gray Hornbill. Motoring around through the hyacinths provided 
great views of wading species small and large, including Dwarf Bittern, Black, Squacco and Yellow-billed 
Egrets, and Gray, Purple and Goliath Herons. Pied Kingfishers were abundant and we enjoyed close 
views of a pair of nesting Giant Kingfishers. In addition to the birds, views of a few mostly submerged 
Hippopotamuses added to the fun. Eventually the rain became a bit steadier and we made our way 
back to shore. Here we took a lunch break in the vehicles and kept birding, adding African Hobby (a 
small falcon) and African Black-headed Oriole to our list. 

Following lunch, we made our final afternoon transfer of the tour to the PrideInn Mara Camp, our lodge 
within the Masai Mara National Reserve. To say the accommodations here exceeded expectations 
would be an understatement. The rooms were spacious and the most luxurious of the tour, which 
combined with the hospitality of the staff, made for a wonderful four-night stay to conclude our Kenya 
adventure. 

Monday, November 10 – Wednesday, November 12 – Masai Mara National Reserve 

For the grand finale of the tour, we spent three full days exploring the wonderful Masai Mara National 
Reserve, Kenya’s portion of the extensive Mara-Serengeti ecosystem on the Kenya/Tanzania border. 
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(On one day, we drove to the border, stepped into Tanzania and recorded one bird species – a Martial 
Eagle!) Our schedule on each of our Mara days was the same – an early breakfast followed by a full 
morning game drive, then a return to the lodge for lunch and a rest break, followed by a second drive 
in late afternoon. Each outing provided highlights and while we saw virtually all of the birds and 
mammals we hoped to see, none of us were ready for it to be over at the end of our scheduled stay! 

The birding in the Mara was excellent and during our time here we recorded over 100 species, many 
of which were new for the tour. Some of the group favorites included Yellow-throated Sandgrouse, 
Secretarybird, Bateleur, Southern Ground-Hornbill, Woodland Kingfisher, Fischer’s Sparrow-Lark, 
Yellow-billed Oxpecker and Yellow-throated Longclaw. 

The mammals in the Mara did not disappoint either and at times when scanning the horizon, we could 
literally see hundreds at once! Grazing species we had seen previously during the tour such as 
Thompson’s Gazelle, Impala, Common Zebra and Masai Giraffe were all abundant and we found a 
variety of new species, including African Bush Elephant, Black-backed Jackal, Spotted Hyena, Banded 
Mongoose, Topi and the diminutive Kirk’s Dikdik. The chance to see large cats is a highlight of any 
African safari and we had great success in the Mara, enjoying close views of both Cheetah and Lion, as 
well as several sightings of Leopard, a less conspicuous species due to its nocturnal habits and 
preference for thicker cover during daylight hours. 

In addition to the birds and mammals, our accommodations in the Mara added greatly to our 
experience. The lodge staff were exceptionally hospitable throughout our stay and on the last evening, 
they provided us with a surprise outdoor dinner around a fire, complete with a traditional Masai song 
and dance demonstration (in which some of us were “invited” to join!). 

Thursday, November 13 – Transfer back to Nairobi for departures home. 

Following breakfast, we loaded the vehicles and drove to a local airstrip for the flight back to Nairobi, 
which would spare us the much longer return drive. On the way to the airstrip, we enjoyed last views 
of a variety of birds and mammals we had seen frequently during the tour and encountered a group of 
White-backed and Lappet-faced Vultures actively feeding on a buffalo carcass, while a herd of 
Elephants walked past in the background.  
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After returning to Nairobi, we checked into our day rooms at the hotel to pack and rest a bit before our 
late evening flights home. We met later for one last dinner and checklist session together with 
Washington and then made the drive back to the airport and said our good byes, with fond memories 
of a wonderful Kenya birding and wildlife adventure together! 

Tour Sightings: Our tour was incredibly successful for both birds and mammals. As a group we saw over 
360 species of birds and 41 species of mammals. A full list of our sightings can be viewed here. 

Trip Report Photos – Page 1: Lake Nakuru mammal mix, Variable Sunbird (Jo Anne Peterson) Page 2: White Rhinoceros, 
Group “on safari” at Lake Nakuru, Pearl-spotted Owlet pair (Ray Ostrander), Holub’s Golden-Weaver, Serval on the prowl 
Page 3: Group at the Equator, Happy boaters at Lake Naivasha (Susan Rosegrant) Page 4: African Fish-Eagle, Blue-cheeked 
Bee-eater (Ray Ostrander) Page 5: Lion and cub, Gray-headed Kingfisher (Marie Ostrander) Page 7: Rainforest birding at 
the Rondo Retreat Centre, African Buffalo (Susan Rosegrant) Page 8: Lazy lions, resting Cheetah (Marie Ostrander), Green 
Woodhoopoe (Ray Ostrander), Long-toed Lapwing, Little Rock-Thrush (Ray Ostrander) Page 9: Outdoor dinner in the Masai 
Mara, Paul and Sheila on the Kenya/Tanzania border (Susan Rosegrant) Page 10: Elephant herd on the move (Joanna 
Lampe), Zebra close-up (Jo Anne Peterson), Northern Carmine Bee-eater, Group in the Masai Mara (Joanne Lampe) 

https://www.naturalistjourneys.com/pdf/trip-reports/1507-202511-africa-kenya-species_list.pdf

