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Sri Lanka Guides Ashan Piyasinghe, Chandragupta Wickramasekera (Wicky), 
and Tharaka Dhananjaya, Naturalist Journeys host Peg Abbott and ten 

participants: Steven, Lise, Debbie, Cathy, Jan, Elizabeth, Sherry, Mike, Dawn, 
and Andrew 

 
Wed. Nov 5: Tamarind Tree Resort | Negombo | Welcome to Sri Lanka!  
Off we went, a NEW Naturalist Journeys tour began with much excitement. Several of our group had arrived 
early and the set up at the Tamarind Tree Resort was perfect to welcome us, with large shade trees, extensive 
grounds, large casitas, and an on-site bar and restaurant. They had an extensive vegetable garden and two 
horses grazing the lawns. A local gardener showed us a roost of Indian Scops Owl.  
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Gary Allport from Birdlife International Conservation was in town and visited our group this morning for a talk. 
Gary is co-founder of Birdlife International, which is a partnership with birding organizations around the world. 
There are 123 NGOs that support it, but only one in each represented company, except in USA where Audubon 
and American Bird Conservancy share the role. He talked to us about various projects in Asia, a great 
introduction and fascinating exchange. Gary has also worked with the World Bank and regional banks to provide 
funding to support acquisition of lands along the major migration flyways so it was nice to get the big picture at 
our tour start. 
 
We met mid-afternoon with our team of three Sri Lankan expert guides, first checking out the Indian Scops Owls 
we had seen earlier and then finding a wonderful array of species. Wicky and Ashan are experienced guides (30 
years for Wicky!) and Tharaka is in training but has worked at some of the National Parks in Sri Lanka. We saw a 
number of birds, including both Purple-rumped and Loten’s Sunbirds, Black-hooded Oriole, Crimson-fronted 
Barbet (an endemic and best seen here) and the highlight of the day, four Red-backed Flamebacks – an 
absolutely dashing woodpecker and another endemic. The latter really put on a show, were quite close and the 
lighting was perfect.  
 
After circling the grounds and finding such great birds, we were thirsty! So, we headed to the pool area where 
we and ordered a local beer called Lion (with a really cool label) to share. It came, along with frosted glasses 
and we were all set to enjoy when the head guy came out and explained to us that since it was a national 
holiday, Poya Day, alcohol could not be consumed in public places! But sensing our distress, they brought out a 
teapot and cups and put the beer in the pot and we drank out of the cups. We were now enjoying beer tea with 
a chuckle. Poya Day occurs each month on the day of the full moon. It is a Buddhist public holiday and all day 
long a recording of chants and prayers can be heard.  
 

While waiting for dinner we watched for Flying Foxes, huge bats that head out at dusk. We saw a good number 
of these crow-sized flying mammals and it was very cool.  
 
Dinner was outside by the pool. They had a long table set up with chairs covered in cloths like at a wedding. 
There were tiki torches set out on the lawn to add to the ambiance and maybe to help with bugs. We started 
with a cocktail called Arrack, which is made from the fermented sap (which is called “toddy”) of the coconut 
flower blossoms. The toddy is distilled to produce a potent spirit which is aged in barrels made from local 
woods. The final flavor can vary, depending on the base ingredients (perhaps molasses or red rice or whatever), 
fermentation time, distillation method and aging process.  
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We were joined by Rajiv, who is the head of the tour company that we are traveling with. He is a photographer 
and guide and very interesting to talk to and with delight he explained the traditional Sri Lankan foods we 
would be eating. The first dish is called Koththu and is a mix of veggies and cheese that is kind of stir fried on a 
grill. It comes out kind of creamy with all the cheese and is delicious! Next was hoppers, which are kind of like a 
crepe, although it is not flat, it was b owl shaped. You eat the hopper with different kinds of curry, including Sri 
Lanken Style Prawn Curry, Creamy Potato Curry, and Pork Curry. The final station was different kinds of Sambal, 
which is a versatile and spicy relish or condiment similar to chutney. For dessert there was fresh pineapple and 
papaya and vanilla and chocolate ice cream. It was a wonderful dinner and introduction to traditional Sri 
Lankan food.  
 
One real bummer for the day…as we were sitting at the table enjo ying our arrack, Rajiv and all the guides 
suddenly got up and left. After a short time Rajiv and Stefan and Tharaka returned but Wicky and Ashan did 
not. We found out that Peg had fallen and displaced or fractured her wrist. Wicky and Ashan were taking her to 
the hospital. We all felt horrible and sent healing thoughts her way.  
 
Thurs, Nov. 6    Mannar Island | Palmyrah House 
Once everyone was at breakfast, we got an update on Peg. She had gone from the emergency room in 
Negombo to a major hospital in Colombo. There they took x-rays which showed that her ulna was fractured 
right at the wrist. They planned surgery for 11 AM and were going to put a plate in it. Now we were really 
sending good thoughts.  
 
The drive to Mannar Island was about 6 hours, fortunately it was the only day that we have such a long drive. 
Our driver was Givan and, by law, there has to be a “helper,” Isaroo for us, who takes care of cleaning the bus, 
helping us on and off, etc. Wicky explained we would be making a couple of stops for restrooms and definitely 
for coffee. The box breakfast included an egg salad sandwich, two sausages, hard-boiled egg, fruit and a piece 
of chocolate pound cake.  
 
To pass the time along the drive, Wicky gave us some info on the history of Sri Lanka as well as everyday life in 
the country. 
  
Our first stop for coffee and bathroom break was at Clements Cafe and Bakery. It felt good to stretch our legs 
and there was a nice garden there with lots of egrets, Indian Peafowl and other birds. On the road again we hit 
the occasional patch of rain, but they were brief. We pretty much powered through to Mannar Island, arriving 
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around 1:00. We had a lunch of pumpkin soup, grilled chicken with veggies or crab curry, and dessert. Our 
spacious rooms with outdoor patios were great! The bathrooms were HUGE, with a nice shower, most 
welcomed.   
 
Our first afternoon birding took us to a number of wetlands where we would stop by the side of the road and 
get out to see what we could find. There were a lot of shorebirds, especially plovers. We were also struck by the 
number of donkeys that we saw everywhere. Not sure why they are here and not in other parts of Sri Lanka 
that we had been to, but they were ubiquitous in Mannar. After a successful (and very hot and sticky) 
afternoon of birding, we headed back to the hotel where we had some much-appreciated down time before 
dinner.  
 
Mojitos and fresh cashews enlivened the checklist gathering. Dinner started with a veggie/lemongrass soup. 
Then we had a very large prawn cocktail. The main course was bell pepper stuffed with saffron rice, which was 
delicious and more than ample. Dinner was topped off with a piece of chocolate cake with a scoop of vanilla ice 
cream.  
 
Fri., Nov. 7    Mannar Island | Vankalai Nature Reserve 
We woke to pouring rain, flashing lightening and booming thunder though the drama was pretty much stopped 
by our morning of birding.  
 
We had coffee in our rooms, then headed out early to explore wetlands along the road. We birded from the 
bus for part of the early morning, hopping out a couple of times to get good views or shots. The morning light 
was perfect and not only were views of the birds great but their reflections on the still water were perfect. Our 
box breakfast was a hard-boiled egg, banana, vanilla yogurt, a piece of toast and juice. It was perfect and 
restorative.  
 
After our breakfast we continued to follow the road we were on yesterday. We got great views of Rosy 
Starlings, several bee-eaters, Indian Peafowl, and other species. We walked down a road to find more birds and 
were not disappointed. We then walked toward the beach to continue our adventure with shorebirds including 
Common Greenshank and Common Redshank, more plovers, a view through the scope of a Eurasian Curlew, 
some Whimbrels, a Ruddy Turnstone, and more. We watched local fishermen who were untangling and 
stacking their fishing nets. Mid-morning, as it was getting hot, we changed our style to driving along the shore 



Naturalist Journeys, LLC   PO Box 16545   Portal, AZ 85632   PH: 866.900.1146     
naturalistjourneys.com | clientservices@naturalistjourneys.com 

 

and viewing from the bus. Highlights were Indian Roller, the Great Thick-knee (a very odd-looking bird with the 
strangest eye) and Brahminy Kites. It was delightful to be along the shore of the Indian Ocean and watch the 
waves roll in. Back at our hotel we found Indian Pitta on the grounds, wow!  

 
Lunch was SOOO good! We had a somewhat spicy traditional Sri Lankan soup made with cardamon and cumin. 
The main course came on a palm leaf plate. It was chicken rubbed in a tasty sauce, safflower rice, caramelized 
onions, cubed potatoes, and two fish balls. The presentation was delightful, the chicken was moist, and the 
rice/onions were very good. Dessert was like a creme brule and so good we ate every last bite!  
 
Sated once again, we went back to the room to rest up before our afternoon birding. For that we headed out 
along the intertidal causeway but tides were high precluding good sightings so we headed to the mainland side 
where we were able to find some good birds, including our first sightings of Painted Storks, absolutely gorgeous 
birds. We stopped at Vankalai Bird Sanctuary in Vankalai Nature Reserve where the highlight was seeing Baya 
Weavers at a nest colony with many nests hanging from a palm tree. We watched the birds work, collecting 
materials from the reeds and cattails below. One could get great pictures of the birds actually entering and 
inside the nests.  
 
Back to Palmyrah House for cocktails and another good dinner, we headed to bed quite well fed. Hospitality of 
the staff at this hotel was superb.  
 
Sat, Nov. 8    Manar to Wilpattu National Park (NP) – First Safari!  
Already warm at dawn, we had time to pack, shower and sit on the patio with a cup of coffee. We enjoyed 
listening to the bird sound and trying hard to identify some of those that landed in the lush greenery outside 
our rooms including the Red-vented Bulbul and the Indian Robin.  
 
After a breakfast of yogurt with honey, fresh fruit (pineapple, papaya and watermelon), scrambled eggs, 
sausage, toast and coffee, we headed out promptly at 8:30 for a three hour drive. Our destination today was 
Wilpattu National Park where we had our first chance to do game drives and see some large mammals.  

 
We arrived at the lodge in time for lunch and it was quite good with choices including prawn pasta with Alfredo 
sauce, and stir fry veggies and chicken with rice. We topped that off with ice cream. Yum. And happily, intrepid 
Peg was back, wearing a cast in a sling! Rajiv and Stefan brought her from Colombo and she filled us in on her 
hospital adventures. Leave it to Peg to carry on and not want to miss anything!  
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We met the guides and our jeep drivers at 2:30 for our first game drive. Navigating some bumpy roads at a 
safari pace with local drivers, we saw a number of reptiles including: Mugger Crocodile, Land Monitor, Star 
Tortoise, Hard-shell Terrapins and mammals including Spotted Deer, Water Buffalo, and Black-naped Hare. We 
also saw some great birds, including Rose-ringed Parakeets, Indian Peafowl, Gray Hornbill, Wooly-necked Stork, 
tiny Barred Buttonquail,  White-bellied Sea-eagle, Lesser Whistling Ducks, gaudy Malabar Pied Hornbill, and 
both Painted and Lesser Adjutant Storks. A successful drive and a teaser for what we hoped would be a great 
day tomorrow.  

 
While in the park, Ashan gave us some interesting info about the flora and fauna, including that termites were a 
favorite food of the Sloth Bear. The bears check out the mounds, find the best one, and then decimate it as 
they eat the termites. We hoped to find one! We also had fun watching butterflies of many colors sipping mud 
which contains the salts that they need and also moisture.  
 
Dinner was a buffet with all sorts of choices including soup, spaghetti (with a cream sauce and carrots in it!), 
veggies, Moroccan beef, and many desserts. Getting breakfast and lunch orders was a bit chaotic. Cathy teased 
Ashan that it was like “herding cats” an expression we use when it is hard to get everyone together. He said 
they have a similar expression in Sri Lanka, “putting frogs in a pot.” Off to bed for an early safari start the next 
day. Top of the wish list to see … Leopard! 
 
Sun, Nov. 9     Wilpattu National Park | Morning and Afternoon Safari Drives 
We were up bright and early and eager for the game drive. We headed into the center of the park a distance 
away, proceeding quickly, and with this strategy we left other jeeps behind. Once there, we slowed down and 
the search was on for a Sloth Bear. Sloth Bears are somewhat shy and specialize in open forested areas with 
lots of termite mounds. When standing, they can reach up to five feet tall and are very ferocious. In fact they 
are the most dangerous animal in Sri Lanka when provoked. Alas, after much searching, we came up empty, but 
we did get a magnificent view of a perched Brown Fish-Owl, a mega-charismatic bird we had hoped to find.  
 
We headed to the picnic area for breakfast about 8:30AM. There were lots of other jeeps here … and lots of 
naughty, far too-acclimated Toque Macaques, which were brazen, thinking nothing of jumping on/in the jeeps 
looking for unattended food. Many were young, getting an early start on pilfering.  
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Our goal after breakfast was to find a Leopard. Tharaka, having been a guide at Wilpattu NP for two years, 
knew some of the best places to look. We cruised for quite a bit when all of a sudden, Tharaka’s eyes got big 
and he said “stop, Leopard!” There, literally right next to the jeep was one of the park’s adult female Leopards, 
so close we could look her right in the eye. Our driver respected her crossing and quickly backed the jeep up so 
we could watch with awe as she calmly crossed the track in front of us and headed into the bush – one of the 
most magical moments of the trip.  
 
We saw a number of birds, including a juvenile Crested Serpent Eagle who was perched maybe four feet from 
the road. The area we were in featured a huge natural lake, so there were many opportunities to see egrets, 
lapwings and other birds that like the water. We heard of another Leopard sighting and headed that way, 
finding a dominant male well known in the park, and acclimat ed to jeeps, leisurely napping in the road. We 
waited our turn as the jeeps jockeyed around to provide some good views of him. He was grooming himself, 
looking around, lifting his tail up and down and just chilling—clearly comfortable with the jeeps and all the 
attention.  
 
Back to the picnic area for lunch, which was rice with a piece of chicken and some veggies. We also had a 
generous helping of watermelon and papaya.  
 
The afternoon was spent looking for more birds. We saw a Changeable Hawk-Eagle up close and one actually 
bathing in the water. We also saw three Blue-tailed Bee-eaters taking a sand bath. One of our vehicles was 
lucky to find a Sloth Bear, which was feeding fairly close to the road. We put in a full day, leaving the park at 
about 5:45 and got back to the hotel a little after 6PM. We met for dinner and the checklist and to celebrate 
this amazing day.  
 
Mon, Nov. 10     Return to Tamarind Tree | Dutch Trails, A Memorable 
Restaurant!  
Leaving a bit later today we enjoyed a breakfast buffet, with choices including omelets, French toast, hard-
boiled eggs, bacon, sausage, and fruit. Heading back to Colombo, we stopped at Anawalundawa Bird Sanctuary 
where we walked down a wide gravel road with little traffic. We saw some pelicans, storks and other shore 
birds. We had lunch en route today and got back to Tamarind Tree about 2:30PM, with free time until the 
official “welcome” dinner for the main tour at 6:30PM. As our entire group had been on the extension, we were 
all acquainted and eager to start the main journey.  
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To kick off our inaugural tour with gusto, we drove to a popular local restaurant on Negombo Lagoon called 
Dutch Trails, known for its seafood menu and open-air seating by the water. When you walk in there are tanks 
full of fish and shellfish. We shared orders of their signature Silver Shovel dish to share. It is a crispy delight 
featuring giant freshwater prawns, whol e sea crabs, jumbo prawns, octopus, cuttlefish, fish, and short neck 
clams all deep fried to perfection. They first brought a huge banana leaf to the table and then a literal silver 
garden shovel loaded with all the fish/shellfish was dumped onto the banana leaf. It was quite a production and 
astonishing how much food there was. We all sat there agog and wondering how to begin. Finally we dug in, 
starting with the smaller prawns and then the lobster (which fortunately was cut so we could easily access the 
meat) and then sampled the other things. It was all very, very good and we did a pretty good job of eating it, 
but there was no way we could finish it all. A few of our group chose Norwegian salmon with mashed potatoes 
and veggies. For dessert passion fruit creme brule or homemade coconut ice cream. What a fantastic welcome 
dinner!  
 
Tues, Nov. 11     Tamarind Tree to Plantation House, Kitugala 
We had a sunny day with clouds on drive to Kitugala, our first peek at rainforest habitat. We had a two and a 
half hour drive through quite a few busy “cities” with a goodly amount of traffic. Lunch was at 1PM in the hotel 
restaurant overlooking the river where they served a variety of dishes including dahl, a fruit/cucumber/bell 
pepper salad, fried calamari, chicken, rice, beets, green beans and chips served family style.  
 
A little after 3PM we got ready for afternoon birding. We followed a trail down a small canyon and there Ashan 
spotted a Black-backed Dwarf Kingfisher, a highly sought after species on our trip and not easy to find. Lucky us! 
It was just sitting there (although behind a bunch of vines making photos tricky) and we all got great looks. We 
stayed in that general area and, watching movement, were able to pick out 4-5 other species. Cathy spotted the 
Spot-winged Thrush, another good find.  
 
We left the canyon and walked a bit further up the road. Here we saw about five Square tailed Bulbuls, darkish 
birds with a bright red beak and equally bright red legs and feet. Intermittent rain chased us back in but we 
were all ready for a nice break. We headed to dinner after doing our checklist.  
 
Wed, Nov. 12    Mountains Near Kitagula  
We left early with our breakfast carried along to head up into the foothills of the central mountain area of Sri 
Lanka. Kitagula has several birding hotspots and is located in the wet zone so we were sure to see a number of 
new species. Today we were riding in smaller vans because the road was narrow. We headed first to the same 
area we were at yesterday, having gotten a call from a local guide hired to accompany us today that he had 
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heard Chestnut-backed Owlets calling there. So we made a detour and sure enough, with some patience, we 
found two of these tiny owls, roosting in dense shade. It was wonderful to get scope views with all their details. 
 
We then headed up into the hills in search of endemics and any other birds we might find. After about a 30-
minute drive we got out of the vans and started walking. We went to Pura Forest Reserve where we walked up 
a concrete path, the width of a road and though it was steep in places it had fairly good footing and kept us 
from picking up potential leeches (inevitable in Asian rainforest birding). Bird activity was not high, but little by 
little we began to see some specialty species, including the Yellow-fronted Barbet and both Orange and Small 
Minivets. It was a particularly good day for raptors; right after the start we saw Besra, smallest of their clan, 
similar to our accipiters. It was calling and circling as well as perched so we got decent views. Further along, we 
had a cooperative Crescent Serpent-Eagle that perched near one of our rest breaks. In the sky soaring, we 
picked up Legge’s Hawk-Eagle and a Red-bellied Hawk, juvenile. We also saw some butterflies and a very cool 
(and BIG) wood spider. 
 

After the steep morning walk, we opted for leisurely afternoon birding. We drove to a historic spot in the valley, 
a lodge on a river where the British used to send their officers for a break when needed. The Heritage Kitagula 
Rest House sits in a gorgeous location on the Kelani Ganga River, with a view of sculptured peaks and dense 
forests rising above white water rapids. This is where the crews and actors stayed while filming Bridge Over the 
River Kwai. We could even see the ferry crossing, which was where the bridge was. We saw a couple of rafts 
with tourists coming through, and were happy to watch flights of Imperial Green Pigeon, Alexandrine Parakeet, 
the endemic Layard’s Parakeet, and a few bright Sri Lanka Hanging Parrots. Sri Lanka Grey Hornbills put on a 
good show. And how civil, just as the rain started, we were able to go inside and have a delightful cup of rich 
Ceylon tea. Andrew opted for a nice cold beer. We all agreed the British sure chose to settle in the world’s prime 
locations! 
 
We returned for dinner, with a luscious chicken soup for starter, then a choice of steamed rice with chicken, 
grilled chicken, or grilled tuna. They served curd, or local yogurt, for dessert with a local plum syrup, a nice 
change. 
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Thurs, Nov. 13    Nuwara Eliya | Highlands and Tea Country | Victoria Ga 

rdens | Local Birding 
Our departure time today was 8 AM so that gave us some time to do a bit of birdwatching on the grounds as 
well as to have a hot breakfast. There was a lot of activity off the viewing deck, but Elizabeth created a bit of 
excitement when she dropped her glasses off this deck. They rolled down the tin roof into a gutter about 6 feet 
away, too far to reach. Mike came to the rescue with a coat hanger. It took a bit of time, but he expertly fished 
out the glasses and saved the day. Hooray!  
 
Time to load up and continue on. A Lesser Yellownape, a small woodpecker, put on a good show by feeding 
below the overarching trees of the parking lot as we boarded the bus. Along the way, we saw a few raptors, 
including Black Eagle and Brahminy Kite. We were headed for the highlands of Sri Lanka, which are at an 
elevation of 6,000’ with the highest point, Pidurutalagala (also known as Mount Pedro) which stands at 8,281’. 
The journey was actually quite short distance-wise, about 30 miles, but due to the winding road, numerous 
“cities” to go through, slow trucks, and some road construction, it took over two hours.  
 
Shortly after leaving Kitugala, we were in tea country. Miles and miles of tea plantations covered the land and 
the hillsides. The tea plants are planted in rows, with each plant about three feet from the next. Scotsman 
James Taylor brought the first tea plants to Ceylon in 1867 and the production of tea took off. A little after mid-
morning we stopped for a tea break. First, though, we took pictures of a beautiful waterfall across the valley. It 
was one of many we saw and quite picturesque. We sat outside with a view at the St. Clare tea room, gobbling 
down pieces of warm chocolate cake while looking out across the tea fields with our own cup of tea.  
 
Once we got to Nuwara Eliya, our first stop was the Pedro Estate Tea establishment, which sells tea under the 
name Lover’s Leap. Pedro is part of Hayley’s, the largest tea producer in Sri Lanka. The factory was established 
in 1840 and the buildings are from the 1920s (they had been rebuilt after a fire). Here we got a tour from a 
lovely young woman, Kalaivani. She was a third generation employee of the company, and gave us a tour of the 
factory and walked us through all stages of the process from the picking of the leaves, which is done by women, 
with a quota of 18 kg picked a day to make about a five dollar salary. The leaves are brought to a loading dock 
by noon, and taken to a withering station, which is three floors tall with long, screen lined tubs for the tea 
leaves to dry for approximately 12 hours. Then they are picked and put down a shoot for a trolley to take them 
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to where they are dried and sorted. Amazing that in 24 hours one can go from a plucked leaf to a cup of tea. 
We sampled their most popular brand, a medium robust tea, and it was delightful, sitting out in the cool breeze 
with the view of the plantations. We then had a chance to buy some tea before heading to our hotel. Rain 
began when we were having tea then continued into the evening, more intense with some dramatic claps of 
thunder that seemed to almost shake the building. We could see that with these afternoon rains, that had 
come like clockwork almost each day at 5 PM, why the country is so green. 
 
We had landed at the Blackpool Resort and Spa, quite an upgrade from the Plantation House though each has 
their charms. There are rooms for 200 guests, an infinity pool, spa, large dining area, a tea room, a terrace bar, 
and a bar and lounge. It also has beautiful gardens with lovely flowers and a sitting area. Our rooms were 
ready, so we headed up to settle in before lunch. While lovely, this hotel was a maze, having several additions 
over time so it was a challenge navigating our way around. The food here was divine. We had shrimp cocktail 
(three shrimp on a thin cucumber slice with a light sauce and a small amount of cut up veggies in between 
them), chicken/corn soup (very tasty), grilled fish over cubed potatoes and a cream sauce, and buttered. Dawn 
made friends with the chef and learned a lot about Sri Lankan cooking.   
 
Victoria Park in the center of Nuwara Eliya, was our afternoon birding quest. It is a lovely park with a couple of 
ponds, streams and many beds of flowers. With some real effort we found Kashmir Flycatcher, a migrant that 
winters here, coming down from the Himalayas. We chased this bird up, down and across the stream, ov er a 
bridge and through the brush. We dodged some rain taking shelter under a gazebo, then found Indian Blue 
Robin, a lovely gem.  
 
Dinner was a grand event, a buffet to rival all others. It started with breads and soups in the entry hallway, then 
had a full wall of main dishes, veggies and specialty Sri Lankan dishes. There was a stir fry station and a meat 
area. Then on another wall was a huge dessert section and a salad section. A wonderful opportunity to try local 
foods carefully crafted and beautifully presented.  
 

 Fri, Nov. 14    Nuwara Eliya | Horton Plains National Park  
We were up early to head to Horton Plains National Park, a high open mountain plateau. We took a box 
breakfast with hard-boiled egg, bananas, cake, coconut water and water. We took smaller vans, which was 
definitely needed as the road was very narrow and winding. Peg spied the endemic Purple-faced Leaf Monkeys 
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just as it was getting light and we all piled out to see them. Little did we know we had picked up some leeches 
here, poor Peg recovering from her surgery had a legendary one.  
 
Throughout the morning, we then saw all the endemic birds in the area! The guides were amazing at locating 
them. It all started with the Sri Lankan Whistling Thrush, a very reclusive bird and hard to find. It was located by 
a small pond, right at the entrance to the park and we got excellent looks and photos. A great way to start the 
day!  
 
Other endemics we saw were: Sri Lanka Bush Warbler, Yellow-eared Bulbul, Sri Lankan White-eye and the Dull-
blue Flycatcher (brighter than its unfortunate name). It was a fabulous morning. Once we reached the park, the 
sun came out allowing us to explore the two varied sections of the park, cloud forest to begin with and then, 
like magic, we were in a montane grassland … no large trees, just lots of low shrubs and rolling grasslands. It 
was quite a contrast.  
 
Besides birds, we also saw a number of animals and reptiles. Sambar Deer were the main residents of the park, 
a prey species for Leopards, which also live here. We saw two Sambar Bucks with HUGE antler racks, not unlike 
our bull Elk at home. At our turn around point, we saw two of three lizard species that make the highlands their 
home. The most interesting and unique was the Rhinoceros Lizard. Tharaka found it right away and it was 
amazing he did. It was on the trunk of a tree and looked just like the bark. We also saw two Black-lipped Lizards, 
one a female who was industriously covering eggs that she had just laid in a small bank along the side of the 
road.  
 
After a highly successful morning, we headed back for lunch at a local residence. On the way, Tharaka spotted 
two Purple-faced Leaf Monkeys feeding in a tree by the side of the road. Just one van got to see them up close 
and personal but Debbie promised to share her lovely photos. We were warmly welcomed at the Shadow Mask 
Guest House owned by Lal, who shared the story of his fascinating life, which included time in Africa. We had 
chicken, eggplant, potatoes, rice, casaba, salad, coffee and tea and ice cream for dessert. The walls were 
adorned with an amazing collection of African masks and wood carvings and beautiful tapestries.  
 
After lunch, the guides had planned for us to go back into the park. However, since we had seen everything 
except a Leopard (and the chances of seeing one were slim to none) we all decided to go back to the hotel for a 
nice break. We were really lucky on the way back, thanks to our expert spotter/guide, Tharaka. We got to see 
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two additional mammals. The first was the Barking Deer or Indian Muntjac and the second a Striped-necked 
Mongoose by the side of the road.  
 
We met in the bar to do the checklist and enjoy a cocktail. Then yes, a second night at the fabulous buffet, 
Dawn was in heaven with more local food!  
 
Sat, Nov. 15    Tissamaharama | Deberewawa Wetlands 
We were up and on the road early on a sunny and clear day. It was a beautiful drive down through the sunlit 
tea fields (all of which were part of Pedro Estate.) Wicky had planned for us to do some roadside birding and 
then have a pitstop, but we all wanted the pitstop first. So we stopped at the historic Bandarawela Hotel and 
not only had a chance to use the facilities, but also enjoyed a cup of tea or coffee and a chance to see the 
architecture and charm of this wayside hotel. We enjoyed our refreshments on the front lawn next to the 
largest mango tree we’d ever seen.  
 
Our next stop along the entrance road to another tea estate was to see the Streak-throated Woodpecker, and 
right on cue, after a few minutes, the bird was spotted. He flew around some, but we got good looks and 
pictures. As we continued walking down the road, Ashan heard the Plum-headed Parakeet, one of the loveliest 
of its kind. At a distance but at eye-level, we had three, male and female and this was a real treat to see!  
 
We made a stop in Ella, a small town along the way. It was near one of the waterfalls that is a real attraction 
and as a result, the town was always bustling. It is the first place that we have seen that was touristy.  
 
For lunch we went to a community tourism project known as Zelona Kitchen, a family-owned eating spot that 
was more like a family home. They had only been open for about 6-7 months, but already h a lot of good things 
going for them. We were greeted with necklaces made of woven fronds with a marigold at the bottom and a 
Sinhalese greeting that meant wishing you a long life. As a welcome, we were also given a warm drink that was 
made from coriander, which is for good health. Before we ate, we were given a little background on the sarongs 
that the men and women wore. We were then each dressed in a sarong and wore it while we were there. We 
learned about spices used in Sri Lankan dishes, and how they were ground using a large mortar and pestle. We 
also saw how coconut was mashed to make a dish and again, we got to try it. It was really fun to wander the 
garden and see all the plants, some new and some familiar.  
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After the demonstrations, we enjoyed traditional Sri Lankan dishes for lunch: two kinds of rice (white and red), 
corn on the cob, eggplant, dahl, sambal, cooked radish (daikon) and fried fish that had been fresh caught that 
morning. We ate using our hands, just like the Sri Lankans do. Forks were available, but only a couple in the 
group used them. It was kind of nice using our hands; it slowed down our eating. For dessert we had curd made 
from buffalo milk (makes it richer and creamier) and treacle, which we ate using a stiff stem of a leaf. We really 
enjoyed the entire experience.  
 
We then continued on for about an hour before reaching o ur next lodgings at the Kithala Resort. After being 
greeted by smiling staff with a cool towel and tasty cinnamon drink, we lit a candle around a ceremonial stand 
in the lobby. This is traditional and is said to bring good luck. Rooms were well appointed and easy to find, with 
a view out to a pool and agricultural fields attracting wading birds.  
 
Birding this afternoon was very successful. The guides elicited the help from local people to locate two very 
special owls, the Brown Wood-Owl and the Jungle Owlet. They were both where the locals thought they would 
be and we were able to get really good views and pictures. We also had great views of Rose-ringed Parakeets at 
a nest in a tree. While we were here a couple of the local girls (whose yard we were birding in) wanted a picture 
with all of the women in the group. So of course we obliged. As we were leaving the area, we passed a number 
of homes where the kids came out and waved at us – endearing.  
 
We headed to another area where we pleasantly walked the water edge of an extensive lagoon; highlights here 
were the multitude of Gray-headed Swamphens and a Gray-headed Fish-Eagle. We were looking diligently for 
bitterns, but sadly did not find any (tomorrow perhaps…). Next, we went to an area close by where there were 
huge trees with literally thousands of Flying Foxes coming and going and adjacent huge trees with many 
hundreds of egrets, which come in each night at dusk to roost. At dusk, these huge fruit bats (more closely 
related to primates than bats) stretch their wings and then take off to find their meal for the day. They can fly 
up to 50 km to forage for food, though most stay within 20 km of their roost. They feed on nectar and fruit 
before returning to their camp before dawn. We learned that Flying Foxes only have one baby at a time and 
carry it on their chest for about six months. They are quite remarkable creatures and it was quite a spectacle to 
witness the fly out.  
 
We didn’t think it could get any better after the excitement of the bats, but one more treat was in store. We 
went to a tree that an Eastern Barn Owl comes to every night. We waited a bit and were just about ready to 
leave when he flew in. Back to drinks, checklist and a very nice dinner buffet.  
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Sun, Nov. 16     Tissamaharama | Bundala & Yala National Parks  
An early safari experience is by far the best so we left the hotel at 5:30 AM with a box breakfast to head to the 
wetlands to find birds and take advantage of the beauty of morning light. After a quick stop at park 
headquarters for the permit and bathroom, we headed into Bundala NP, established in 1993. It consists of a 
series of wetlands as well as salt pans, lagoons and scrublands. There are over 200 bird species found here and 
it is a major wintering grounds for many migrants. Resident species include Painted Storks, various egrets and 
herons and Spot-billed Pelicans. Deb spotted a Golden Jackal. He was very handsome and a real treat to see. In 
the mammal world we were also treated to the frolicking antics of Gray Langurs and it was fun to watch the 
young ones play under the watchful eyes of their moms. Birds of note that we saw were the Pallid Harrier, 
Gray-bellied Cuckoo, Ruff and Little Tern. 
 
It was with mixed emotions that we left Bundala because the wetlands were so full of life, cool birds and great 
photo ops. But we did leave and headed back to the hotel for a buffet lunch. After lunch we had some down 
time to rest, work on pictures and our journals.  
 
Around 2PM we headed to Yala NP for our first safari drive there. Yala NP is the most visited and second largest 
park in Sri Lanka, bordering the Indian Ocean. It consists of five distinct blocks, only three of which are open to 
the public. The others are used by researchers with permits. The park, designated as a wildlife sanctuary in 
1900 and a national park shortly after that, covers 378 square miles. As we drove along we got a call that a 
Leopard has been spotted. We head over and it is an amazing sight. NOT the leopard, but the number of jeeps 
that are there jockeying for position to see it. Fortunately we had come in on the side with the fewest jeeps and 
were soon able to spot him. He was a large male named Chelo. He was quite a way back from the road, lying 
down and occasionally raising his head and looking around. We continued on, hunting for birds when the call 
came in about another Leopard. We jumped at the chance and headed to it. We got there and there were 
about four jeeps in front of us. A park ranger was directing some of the traffic and fortunately untangled the 
mess and we were able to be the second jeep back. The Leopard, called Jerry, started out lying in the road, but 
eventually got up, and as he slowly wandered down the road, he repeatedly marked bushes, then finally walked 
into the scrub and disappeared. We left the park by the required 6PM, and actually flushed a Jerdon’s Nightjar 
in passing. A bit further on we saw an Indian Nightjar on the road. We got a pretty good look at it before it 
flushed and we watched it fly off. A full and successful day!  
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Mon, Nov. 17   Yala National Park  
Early again, off we went on a 5 AM departure with our box breakfasts in hand. We headed a different direction 
to Yala NP section 5, a bit less crowded area. We saw a lot of birds including Gray-breasted Prinia, White-
browed Fantail, White-rumped Munia, White-tailed Iora, and Gray-bellied Cuckoo, Magpie Robin, Jerdon’s 
Bushlark and Fork-tailed Drongo-cuckoo. All in all, it was a great morning of birding!  
 
We made a stop at a reservoir dam to stretch our legs and here we saw a Giant Squirrel, down on the ground 
feeding, which was unusual. We had time for a break and then lunch. Ordering from the menu several of our 
group tried burgers and fries and said with a smile, it was good to have American food.  
 
We departed at 2PM for another safari into Yala. This time we were going to the main entrance of the park and 
the area most visited. Once in the park there was an immediate logjam as there were elephants to be seen right 
after the entrance. We actually wanted picture s too as it was a mother, her oldest daughter and a young one. 
We managed to get ahead of the group in the direction the elephants were walking. We got some good 
pictures and then hightailed it out of there. Fortunately there were only a couple of other places where we had 
crowds of jeeps, always where animals w ere involved (Spotted Deer, Water Buffalo) and for the occasional 
Indian Peacock.  
 
In the park, we found a Yellow-crowned Woodpecker, one of the coveted species we were looking for. We 
spotted an Indian Pitta in the brush and we got a really good look at him totally in his own habitat. The most 
remarkable thing was finding a Black-necked Stork, the tallest bird in Sri Lanka and a magnificent sight. He flew 
in across a lake, gliding down to land. He was so large that we had no trouble spotting him with an almost dark 
green head/neck, white body and bright red legs.  
 
Driving further, we got great views of Elephant Rock, a large rock outcropping that really does look like an 
elephant. Peg talked about the geology of the area. With dark storm clouds behind it, it stood out even more. 
On the way back we spotted a roosting Indian Nightjar, and Barred Buttonquails, male and female, on the side 
road, and a Common Hoopoe taking a dust bath.  
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Tue, Nov. 18      Yala National Park | Udawalawe National Park 
We left at 6AM for an optional walk on the shoreline of Debarawewe Lake to find bitterns. It was a beautiful 
morning with great light, perfect for pictures and viewing. We saw a lot of the usual suspects (including the 
ubiquitous Gray-headed Swamp Hens which are really happy in this lake). Suddenly we saw the Black Bittern 
flying by. It made three flights, affording everyone a view. Steve actually got a couple of good shots of this bird 
while still in the reeds, which he gracio usly shared. We also saw several Yellow Bitterns and a few lucky ones 
got a partial glimpse of the Cinnamon Bittern, the most elusive of the three. We also saw two Stork-billed 
Kingfishers and had fun following them in flight. It was a delightful walk in a tranquil location on a beautiful day.  
 
We returned for a hot breakfast, and then headed out for our next location, Udawalawe NP, where we expect 
to see not only birds but also Asian Elephants! The drive was comparatively short, only an hour and a half 
traveling once again through small towns/cities and many, many rice paddies. We arrived in time for lunch, 
which was an amazing buffet with everything carefully labeled and many choices for entrees, salads and 
desserts. There was also a good selection of Sri Lankan food—the pumpkin dahl was new and a hit. For dessert 
they had a yummy chocolate mousse and some tasty shortbread cookies. No losing weight on this journey!  
 
After lunch we headed into Udawalawe NP, which covers about 119 square miles. There are about 200 Asian 
Elephants living in the park, mostly females and young, with enough bulls to keep reproduction going. We had 
no sooner gotten into the park than we saw our first elephants. It was a mom and daughter, a one-and-a-half-
year-old, according to Ashan. We parked the jeep and just watched the behaviors. One of the most interesting 
was the way they ate grass. They grab the grass with their one fingered trunk (unlike the two fingers of the 
African Elephant), collecting a bunch and then they raise one of their front feet and whack the grass against it 
to get off the dirt and roots before putting the grass in their mouths. The young one did the same thing, 
emulating the mother.  
 
We did see birds, including a group with two Rosy Starlings and a Common Myna taking a bath. It was great to 
see them splashing around in the water. We also saw an unusual sight … a Blue Malkoha sitting right out in the 
open on a dead tree snag. Ashan excitedly pointed it out to us and said it was the penultimate malkoha sighting 
as they are very secretive birds and rarely seen in the open. We enjoyed our time in this park!  
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Wed, Nov. 19   Morning in Udawalawe NP | Sinharaja Forest | Jansen’s 
Bungalows  
We rose early again for our second safari drive in Udawalawe. This time we were searching for birds and not so 
much elephants, though of course we stopped for some good photo ops. We were treated to hundreds of Barn 
Swallows sitting on every wire we saw and hundreds of Rosy Starlings. The highlights of the morning were two 
malkohas. First the Sirkeer Malkoha was calling and finally spotted on a tree not too far away. The second was 
the Blue-faced Malkoha, out in the open drying his wings after the night of rain.  
 
This was a short drive and we came back for a hot breakfast at the hotel. On to the rainforest next! We left for 
Sinharaja at 10:30 AM for a three hour drive through towns, tea plantations and rice fields. We arrived shortly 
before lunch at Jansen’s Bungalows, where we parked the bus down below and took jeeps up the rugged road 
to this old estate property that was an eclectic mix of buildings and decor.  
 
Lunch was served in the outdoor restaurant overlooking the rainforest. It was a lovely place and full of birdsong 
and the occasional Purple-faced Leaf Monkey. The highlight was the Sri Lankan Blue Magpie, a stunning bird 
that lives in the area. They said it might come to the fruit that they have out on a table. Sure enough, it flitted 
through the trees, sat for a bit, then actually came almost into the outdoor part of the kitchen, sat on a faucet 
and squawked away. Incredible! With many bird distractions we enjoyed a good tomato soup and chicken with 
a green salad, egg rolls, and dessert.  
 
In the afternoon we took the jeeps up a forest road and got out near a home where from their yard we looked 
for the Green-billed Coucal. At another spot we found Sri Lankan Hanging Parrots feeding in a Guava tree right 
out in the open, great for pictures.  
 
Dinner included pumpkin soup and fish with potatoes and salad, dessert. Off to bed!  
 
Thurs, Nov. 20     Jansen’s Bungalows | Sinaharaja Forest  
Thunder and lightning through the night, this morning we woke to rain. Thankfully it was light, as our 
destination was a small home up in the mountains where they had been sighting and feeding Sri Lankan 
Spurfowl, an extremely shy bird, so this was our best hope to see it. We enjoyed our tailgate breakfast at dawn 
as we waited and when the birds were sighted, we went into the kitchen of the house (using it like a blind) and 
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looked out the open window. The spurfowl scurried in and out of view, but eventually all got a good look at it. 
We found some other good species at this prime location.  
 
Driving back we were in search of the Green-billed Coucal and Sri Lankan Scimitar Babbler. We spent a lot of 
time calling and looking and were finally rewarded. Suc cess! On the way back we stopped at a local shop 
where a talented artist paints pictures of birds on t-shirts and wood. She does beautiful work and, incredibly, if 
the shirt you wanted want isn’t there or i n your size, she would paint it and have it ready the next day! Several 
in our group got treasures or put in ord ers to pick up before leaving.  
 
Back at the hotel, we headed to lunch with camera and bins with hopes of seeing the Sri Lankan Blue Magpie. 
Peg, Elizabeth and Jan were there already and pointed out a couple of birds, including the Velvet-fronted 
Nuthatch and Brown-breasted Flycatcher. The magpie obliged and dessert was excellent chocolate ice cream, 
so all were happy.  
 
A local guide tipped us off to where a Sri Lankan Frogmouth was roosting so that was our choice to start the 
afternoon. The trail was wet and steep so several stayed back, others braved the leeches (now held at bay by 
frequent checks on each other and ourselves—we were learning from the locals who barely notice them …). We 
were in search of woodpeckers, but the heavens opened up with a true downpour. We took refuge at a nearby 
hotel where we got to a covered area just as the rain started coming down. Wicky rustled up some tea and  
Ashan gave us an impromptu talk on how Sri Lankan’s biodiversity came to be with a focus on the land bridge 
to India. Sri Lanka has the greatest biodiversity of any island, even though Madagascar has more endemics.  
 
We finally decided the rain was not going to stop so we needed to make a dash for it. Birding was a bust this 
afternoon but we all agreed that up until today we had been really lucky with the weather, so we couldn’t 
complain too much. Little did we know that shortly after we got home Sri Lanka would endure one of its most 
intense cyclone storms ever, doing extensive damage throughout the country. We were on the edge of that 
storm cell, arriving early for the normal weather pattern. Due to the rain, dinner was brought up to our main 
house so we stayed dry—a lot of work for the staff but very sweet, and much safer for us.  
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 Fri, Nov. 21    Sinharaja Forest Reserve 
Today was our final full day in the Sinharaja rainforest area. By now we were missing only six of Sri Lanka‘s 35 
endemic birds and this was the prime place to find them. Heavy rain during the night gave promise of good bird 
activity, but also more leeches on the trail to get there. So we split up into two groups, with four intrepid hikers 
going with Tharaka and Ashan in search of the remaining endemics, and six others with Peg and Wicky with 
hopes of seeing the Crimson-backed Flam eback.  
 
Our easy-paced group stopped at several open areas, where we had a grand view of this endemic flameback 
coming and going onto prominent dead snags. They stayed distant but perched on a picturesque snag below 
the road so we could keep leech free standing on the pavement and do all the viewing we wanted. We watched 
them both fly and perch and heard and saw them drumming. We were able to get good looks at Pale-billed 
Flowerpecker, Common Iora, Sri Lanka Swallows and other species.  
 
While out, we went to pick up our treasures. We thanked the artist Rohana profusely and let her know that it 
was quite special to buy what is really a work of art directly fro m the artist. It was a very good morning and we 
were back by nine to enjoy a leisurely breakfast on the deck. Interrupted by birds coming in to feed on bananas 
and papaya, including the Yellow-fronted Barbet. We were happy with our choice to just appreciate whatever 
nature brought us on this lovely sunlight morning and had time back at the Jensen’s bungalow, which, as 
Andrew summed up, had a great vibe. 
 
Our hikers had longer to walk than normal due to road construction, but once on the trail they did great, having 
two very active mixed flocks in which to find the rainforest specialties here, including the Red-faced Malkoha 
(fabulous views!), Malabar Trogon and Sri Lanka Thrush. They walked well together and came back all smiles, 
only missing the flameback, which they tried for at the same location. They had hiked (first uphill and then all 
downhill) for about 6 hours with few stops, about 5.6 miles! 
 

At day’s end, we shared our memories and favorite birds. It was interesting to hear everyone’s “best of” list. 
Wicky, Ashan and Tharaka joined us and also shared. Dinner was delicious. The chef had BBQ’ed crab, chicken, 
tuna and pork. There were roasted veggies and a very good veggie soup as a starter. Dessert was a traditional Sri 
Lankan one. It was a perfect farewell dinner. Afterwards we had the chef come up and we thanked him not only 
for a great meal but also for being flexible by bringing it to us.  
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Sat, Nov. 22   Return to Colombo | Tamarind Tree Resort or Departure Flights 
Homeward   
We got up, did a little birding on the property and headed down to breakfast, when Wicky told us there was a 
change in departure plans. Apparently, there was flooding from the storm so we had to go around it to get back 
to Colombo. So instead of having lunch here and leaving at 12:30, we were now going to leave at 9:45. Those 
not yet packed up did quite a hustle!  
 
Our detour in the beginning was through villages and towns and we could definitely see the effects of where 
the river had flooded. It had really come through some areas and left its mark. We made a stop just before 
getting on the interstate for “lunch”. It was at a food court that was similar to any at home. There was a KFC 
and a Subway even, a bit of culture shock after having been in the rural areas and wilds for so long. Our driver 
zipped along and in no time, we were in Negombo, a city just north of Colombo and near the airport. We 
headed to the hospital to drop Peg off for her 4:00 appt to get her cast off!  
 
It was time for our flock to disperse. We also said thank you and goodbye to Ashan who was going to 
accompany Peg. We turned around (an amazing three point turn in the middle of traffic … our bus driver was 
really good!) and headed to the airport, stopping and doing yet another three point turn to pick up Andrew and 
Wicky. We arrived at the airport where we said goodbyes and thanks to the driver and helper Isaroo. Some of 
the group returned to the Tamarind Tree to overnight for flights out the following day.  

 
Group (Peg Abbott - PA), Black-backed Dwarf Kingfisher (PA), Common Leopard (PA), Asian Elephant (PA), Indian Scops Owls 
(Michael Freeman - MF), Crimson-backed Flameback (MF), Loten's Sunbird (MF), Brahminy Kite (MF), Painted Storks (MF), 
Spotted Deer (PA), Land Monitor (PA), Asian Green Bee-eater (PA), Indian Paradise Flycatcher (MF), Sri Lankan Junglefowl 
(MF), Common Leopard (PA), Malabar Pied Hornbill (PA), Waterfall (PA), Purple-rumped Sunbird (MF), Layard's Parakeet (MF), 
Dinner! (Elizabeth Trimble - ET), Tea Time (ET), Kashmir flycatcher (MF), Orange Minivet (PA), Asian Tit (PA), Scenic (PA), Pied 
Bushchat (PA), Rhinoceros-horned lizard (MF), Feast (PA), Morning Tea (ET), Streak-throated Woodpecker (PA), Plum-headed 
Parakeets (PA), Jungle Owlet (MF), Grey-headed Fish Eagle (MF), White-breasted Waterhen (PA), Gray Langur (PA), Sri Lanka 
Green Pigeon (PA), Leopard (MF), Rose-ringed parakeet (MF), Shikra (PA), Grey Heron (MF), Stork-billed Kingfisher (PA), Asian 
Elephant (PA), Indian Roller (MF), Blue Malkoha (PA), Sri Lanka Hanging Parrot (MF), Sri Lanka Spurfowl (MF), Sri Lanka Blue 
Magpie (MF), Sri Lanka Swallow (PA), Common Iora (PA), Yellow-crowned Barbet (PA), Indian White-eye (MF) 


