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hƴŜ ƻŦ .ƘǳǘŀƴΩǎ Ƴƻǎǘ ǎƻǳƎƘǘ-ŀŦǘŜǊ ōƛǊŘǎ ƛǎ ²ŀǊŘΩǎ ¢ǊƻƎƻƴΣ ŀ ǊŀǊŜ ŘŜƴƛȊŜƴ ƻŦ ƘƛƎƘ-quality forests in the eastern 

Himalayas. 
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INTRODUCTION 

 

Lƴ ǘƘŜ ƳƻŘŜǊƴ ǿƻǊƭŘΣ ƛǘΩǎ ŘƛŦŦƛŎǳƭǘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǇƭŀŎŜ ǘƻ ǊŜǘŀƛƴ ŀƴ ŀƛǊ ƻŦ ƳȅǎǘŜǊȅΦ ¸Ŝǘ .ƘǳǘŀƴΣ ǿƛǘƘ ƛǘǎ ǳƴŎƭƛƳōŜŘ peaks, rumors of 

yetis, revered monarchy, and vast forests is one such place. In birding terms, this means that virtually every tour makes 

an interesting discovery or two, while taking in the fascinating culture, beautiful scenery, tasty food, and of course the 

ŀōǳƴŘŀƴǘ ŀƴŘ ŘƛǾŜǊǎŜ ōƛǊŘƭƛŦŜΦ .ƛǊŘƛƴƎ ƘƛƎƘƭƛƎƘǘǎ ƛƴŎƭǳŘŜŘ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅΩǎ ǘƻǇ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭǘƛŜǎτwith pheasants like 

Himalayan Monal and Satyr Tragopan, wren-ōŀōōƭŜǊǎ ƎŀƭƻǊŜΣ ²ŀǊŘΩǎ ¢ǊƻƎƻƴΣ wǳŦƻǳǎ-necked Hornbill, Black-tailed Crake, 

five species of parrotbills and fourteen of laughingthrushes, and all of the possible rosefinches, including the rare 

.ƭŀƴŦƻǊŘΩǎΦ !ŘŘƛǘƛƻƴŀƭƭȅ ǿŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ǊŜŎƻǊŘ ŦƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŎƻǳƴǘǊȅ ƻŦ 9ŀǊŜŘ DǊŜōŜΣ ŀƴŘτthanks to a new and much 

improved itineraryτfound many interesting birds that are very poorly known in Bhutan near Gelephu, where we 

crossed into the country from India.  

¢ƘŜ ǘƻǳǊΣ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊΣ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎǘŀǊǘ ǿƘŜƴ ǿŜ ŎǊƻǎǎŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ .ƘǳǘŀƴΦ ²Ŝ ǎǇŜƴǘ ŦƻǳǊ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ǇǊŜ-trip days in the environs of 

the great Kaziranga National Park in the Indian state of Assam. Located not far from our Bhutan-tour starting point of 

Guwahati, it makes a natural pre-ǘǊƛǇΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǿŜ ǎŀǿ ƻǾŜǊ млл ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ƛƴ .ƘǳǘŀƴΦ !ƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƪ ƛǎ 

most famous for its mammals (and we saw elephants, rhinos, buffalo, and others megafauna in abundance), the birding 

is extraordinary as well. This includes many of the birds that make Kaziranga famousτespecially declining wetland 

species like Spot-billed Pelican, Greater and Lesser Adjutant, Black-necked Stork, Black-headed Ibis, Swamp Francolin, 

Gray-headed and Pallas Fish-Eagles, and River Tern. The raptors are also incredible hereτamong the 19 species here 

were Slender-billed Vulture, Imperial and Greater Spotted Eagle, Black Baza, and Pied Falconet. Additionally, we got in 

some quality forest birding, finding some tough birds like Pale-chinned Flycatcher, Blue-ŜŀǊŜŘ .ŀǊōŜǘΣ ŀƴŘ WŜǊŘƻƴΩǎ .ŀȊŀΦ 

We also run this trip before the Bhutan tour so that migrants are still around in abundanceτour waterfowl, raptor, and 

shorebirds lists are a testament to this.  

 
One of the five species of parrotbills we saw this trip was White-breasted Parrotbill, an eastern Himalayan endemic 

which we had excellent views of multiple times. 
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TOUR REPORT 

 

Part 1: Kaziranga National Park (pre-trip extension) 

 

We left the city of Guwahati to head east towards the great Kaziranga National Park, in the Indian state of Assam. We 

made sure to leave early enough that we had time to stop along the way when we saw birds but still have time for an 

afternoon drive in the park. We did pick up some nice birds en route, but things heated up when we got to the edge of 

the park. We saw many great birds along the road, including the critically endangered Slender-billed Vulture, Himalayan 

Griffon, and great views of a Changeable Hawk-Eagle. A Dollarbird sat for us at eye level, and Oriental Pied-Hornbills 

sat out while everyone got on a Yellow-vented Flowerpecker. Our first rhino was a female with a newborn calf. And we 

ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ŜǾŜƴ ŜƴǘŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƪ ȅŜǘΗ CƻǊ ǘƘŜ ŀŦǘŜǊƴƻƻƴΣ ǿŜ ǎŜǘ ƻǳǘ ƛƴ ŀ ǎŀŦŀǊƛ ƧŜŜǇΣ ǎƻƻƴ ŦƛƴŘƛƴƎ Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳŀƳƳŀƭǎ ǘƘŀǘ 

Kaziranga is rightfully famous forτIndian Rhinoceros, Indian Elephant, Swamp Deer, Hog Deer, Indian Wild Boar, and a 

beautiful European Otter. The birds were excellent too, with resident waterbirds like Spot-billed Pelican, Greater 

Adjutant, Black-necked Stork, and Black-headed Ibis mingling with abundant migrants. Swamp Francolin and both 

Gray-headed and tŀƭƭŀǎΩ Fish-Eagles were great to pick up on our first day as well. 

 
There is no better place in Asia to see large mammals than Kaziranga, which provides critical habitat and protection 

to many endangered species. This includes Indian Rhinoceros, which we saw dozens of during our visit. Photo by Josh 

Engel. 
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For the second day, we started in the Eastern Range. This area of the park is the least visited, but contains the best 

birding. Migrant songbirds abounded, including ¢ƛŎƪŜƭƭΩǎ Leaf-Warbler, Dusky Warbler, and Brown Shrike. Rain severely 

hampered our efforts, but the elephants ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƳƛƴŘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ǎŀǿ ŀ ǿƻƴŘŜǊŦǳƭ ŦŀƳƛƭȅ ǿŀƭƪ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘΣ ǘƘŜ ōŀōȅ 

carefully guarded by its elders. For the afternoon, we returned to the Central Range. Again it rained off-and-on, but we 

had point blank views of a Crested Serpent-Eagle, many ducks and shorebirds, and a gorgeous Great Hornbill. Several 

Sambar Deer came out in the evening as well.  

 
Kaziranga offers outstanding birding. It is best known for its big birdsτraptors, waterbirds, parrots, storks, and the 

likeτbut its forests and grasslands offer excellent birding for passerines as well, like this Puff-throated Babbler. Photo 

by Josh Engel. 

We started our second morning in a forest adjacent to the park. Rain kept things quiet for a while, but once the rain 

stopped activity picked up. Frugivores were out taking advantage of the abundant fruit supply, including Great Hornbill, 

Blue-eared Barbet, and Asian Fairy Bluebird. As the morning warmed up, raptors started coming out, including a pair of 

the rare WŜǊŘƻƴΩǎ Baza that conveniently perched right where we could put them in the scope. We also saw some 

excellent mammals, the enormous Himalayan Giant Squirrel and a troop of Capped Langur. Our walk back to the jeep 
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was punctuated by a pair of Common Cuckoos. After a few new birds at our hotel at lunchtime, including Rufous-

capped Babbler, we returned to the park for the afternoon, visiting the Western Range. After some great elephant and 

rhino photo ops, we entered a wooded area where the tough Pale-chinned Flycatcher showed nicely. A male Red 

Junglefowl modeled for photos on our way out of the park. Perhaps the best sighting of the day, however, was when the 

rest of the tour participants finally joined us! 

We had an early start, with our now-full group, for an elephant-back safari. It was great getting extremely close views of 

Ƴŀƴȅ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊƪΩǎ ƳŀƳƳŀƭǎΣ ŜǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ .ŜƴƎŀƭ CƭƻǊƛŎŀƴ ƘŀŘ ŀǇǇŀǊŜƴǘƭȅ ŀōŀƴŘƻƴŜŘ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΦ ²Ŝ ŘƛŘ ǇƛŎƪ ǳǇ ŀ 

displaying Bengal Bushlark along the way. After breakfast at the hotel (punctuated by a Fulvous-breasted Woodpecker) 

and picking up our day permits (punctuated by a Pied Falconet), we returned to the park. Besides finding the key 

waterbirds for our newly arrived trip-mates, the warmer weather induced thermals to develop, and we found a great 

diversity of raptors, including tŀƭƭŀǎΩǎ and Gray-headed Fish-Eagles, Greater Spotted, Imperial, and Steppe Eagle, 

Himalayan Griffon, Changeable Hawk-Eagle, and others, often soaring with adjutants, storks, and pelicans. Our drive 

through the forest was also productive, picking up Great Hornbill and our first Lesser Yellownape. We found a beautiful 

Monacled Cobra on our way out of the park (from the safety of our jeep), which even spread its hood for us to show us 

the monocle pattern for which it is named.  

 

Part 2: Bhutan 

It was finally time to make our way towards the Himalayasτentirely obscured by clouds the entire dayτand into 

Bhutan. A Black-rumped Flameback was a nice bonus during the journey while we waited at the Indian immigration 

checkpoint. The Bhutan border was full of birds, including great looks at Green Imperial-Pigeon, nesting Red-rumped 

Swallows, and some showy Alexandrine Parakeets. We checked into our hotel and chowed down a delicious dinner, full 

of excitement for the Bhutan adventure to come. 

 
River Lapwings are characteristic birds of the many rushing rivers in Bhutan. Photo by Josh Engel. 
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Our first morning birding started in a rather un-Bhutanese wayτbirding in flatland. We visited a river near town where 

ǿŜ ǎŀǿ Ƴŀƴȅ ōƛǊŘǎ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜǊŜ ƴŜǿ ŦƻǊ ¢ǊƻǇƛŎŀƭ .ƛǊŘƛƴƎΩǎ ŎǳƳǳƭŀǘƛǾŜ .Ƙǳǘŀƴ ǘƻǳǊ ƭƛǎǘΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǎƻƳŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƎƻƻŘ ƻƴŜǎ ƭƛƪŜ 

Cinnamon Bittern, Sand Lark, Small Pratincole, and Great Thick-knee. A Common Hawk-Cuckoo also showed incredibly 

well, and Pin-tailed Pigeons greeted our return to town. After breakfast we started heading up the mountains. Among 

the first birds we saw was a Pale Blue Flycatcher that posed in the scope. Frugivores were gorging themselves on the 

abundant fruit, and we got great looks at Great and Golden-throated Barbets and Long-tailed Sibia this way. A pair of 

Wreathed Hornbills flew over, while Rufous-necked Hornbills were more cooperative. Little Forktail showed well, but 

its larger cousin the Spotted Forktail played hard-to-get.  

We started the next morning walking from camp. We quickly found a shy pair of Slaty-blue Flycatchers and an equally 

shy pair of Blue-winged Laughingthrush. We arrived at our breakfast spot but were immediately distracted by the birds 

in the vicinity, which included a wonderful group of White-breasted Parrotbills. We spent much of the rest of the day 

birding the excellent forest along the road. We heard a Beautiful NuthatchΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ ƻǳǘΦ ²Ŝ ŘƛŘ ƳŀƴŀƎŜ ǘƻ 

see Spotted Elachura (Wren-Babbler), now considered to belong in its own family, flocks of Rusty-fronted Barwings, all 

four of the local minivets, a stunning male Himalayan Cutia, Yellow-cheeked Tit, Golden Babbler, and Yellow-throated 

Fulvetta.  

We quickly got distracted leaving camp the next morning by several understory flocks. We had spectacular views of the 

uncommon Gray-headed Parrotbill, but Greater Necklaced Laughingthrushes proved less showy. Among the mixed 

flocks we encountered along the road was a Black-eared Shrike-Babbler. While we took some time to rest at camp, we 

were visited by a flock of Spot-winged Grosbeaks. Afterwards we walked from camp, enjoying the Golden Langurs and a 

surprise Wild Boar.  

Today we had a whole day to explore the Tingtibi area. The morning started out well, with Rufous-necked 

Laughingthrush, Square-tailed Drongo-Cuckoo, and a cooperative Speckled Piculet among the rush of birds, but things 

quieted down after breakfast. At least raptors were out, including our first Rufous-bellied Eagle. We spent the afternoon 

on a quiet side road near our camp. A female of the locally rare Daurian Redstart showed wonderfully, as did a Blue-

bearded Bee-eater and trio of Kalij Pheasants that wandered across the road and into an adjacent field.  

The next morning started out well, with a showy pair of Greater Necklaced Laughinghthrushesτmuch different than 

our first experience with the speciesτalong with a pair of White-browed Scimitar Babblers. We spent the rest of the 

morning birding along our short commute to the next camp, which gave us plenty of time for birding on the way. Our 

first Little Pied Flycatchers and Black-throated Prinia livened up the drive. As we crossed a relatively low pass, we 

enjoyed a flock of Spot-winged Grosbeaks gorging themselves on fruit, and a Wedge-tailed Green Pigeon shot past us. 

We also finally found our first Bhutan Laughingthrush, a very cooperative pair at that, while at the same spot we found 

our first IƻŘƎǎƻƴΩǎ Redstart and a large party of Red-billed Leiothrix.  

 



Tropical Birding Trip Report  Bhutan and Kaziranga: April 2015 

 

www.tropicalbirding.com           +1-409-515-0514           info@tropicalbirding.com    Page  
 

7 

 
The only bird with Bhutan in its name is Bhutan Laughingthrush, which is nearly endemic to the country. Fortunately 

ƛǘΩǎ Ŝŀǎȅ ǘƻ ŦƛƴŘ ƛƴ roadside scrub in the agricultural areas of Bhutan. Photo by Josh Engel. 

We started the last leg of our northward journey towards Trongsa in a forest famous for its Beautiful Nuthatch. The first 

bird on this dreary morning was a pair of lovely Spotted Forktails feeding in a small stream. Our search was 

nuthatchless, but we found a lot of great birds otherwise, including Barred Cuckoo-Dove, Large Niltava, a perched 

Besra, and a cooperative Asian Emerald Cuckoo. It was strange to see a flock of six Great Cormorants migrating high 

overhead. After breakfast, we continued on our way, pausing for an amazingly showy Red-faced Liocichla hopping 

around the roadside, a Himalayan Giant Squirrel, an Ultramarine Flycatcher, and a pair of Himalayan Bulbuls. We made 

it to ¢ǊƻƴƎǎŀΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ƻǳǊ ƘƻǘŜƭ ƘŀŘ ǎǘǳƴƴƛƴƎ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǿƴΩǎ ŘȊƻƴƎΣ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǿŜƭƭ-deserved afternoon rest. 

We took a short, productive pre-breakfast walk from our hotel. Several new birds greeted us, including very good views 

of Streak-breasted Scimitar-Babbler and Golden-spectacled Warbler. After breakfast we continued our climb up the 

Himalayas, eventually passing over Yotongla. It was our first foray into higher elevetations, and new birds came fast and 

furious. Among them were three species of tit, Buff-barred Warbler, and outstanding views Black-faced 

Laughingthrush. Eventually we reached the dry valleys of central Bhutan, where we found Oriental Skylark and other 

species typical of the area, as well as visiting a local weaving shop. Reaching Jakar, we visited a 19th century palace that is 

ǎƻƻƴ ǘƻ ōŜ ŎƻƴǾŜǊǘŜŘ ƛƴǘƻ ŀ ƳǳǎŜǳƳΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǳƴǘƛƭ ǿŜ ŎƘŜŎƪŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǊƛǾŜǊ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƻǿƴ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ Ibisbill 

that we had been searching for, three of them foraging in the river.  
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We left Jakar in the morning and continued heading east, towards the famed Thrumsingla National Park. The morning 

was wet and dreary, with snow along the higher portions of the road. It made for beautiful scenery as we climbed and 

crossed Thrumsingla, but birds were few and far between. We did find some cooperative Blood Pheasants near the 

pass. We stopped for lunch in Sengor, the weather cleared, and, like us, the birds were out celebrating. We found flock 

after flock in the forests past Sengor, coming across some excellent birds, including Hoary-throated Barwing, a male 

Gold-naped Finch, Red-headed Bullfinch, Fire-tailed and numerous DƻǳƭŘΩǎ Sunbirds, and brief looks at Maroon-backed 

Accentor. Best, however, was an incredible male Satyr Tragopan. After flushing it off the road as we drove past, we 

waited patiently, eventually hearing it sing, then watching it slowly climb the slope, cross the road, and continue up the 

ƻǘƘŜǊ ǎƛŘŜΦ ²Ŝ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘǊŜŀƳǘ ƻŦ ōŜǘǘŜǊ ǾƛŜǿǎΦ  

We eventually reached our campground in the lower reaches of the Lingmethang Rd. in the national park. Our first 

morning here we began walking from camp, trying for but not finding Blackish-breasted Babbler. We did, however, find 

many other new birds, including unbelievable looks at a Rufous-throated Wren-Babbler just feet away right in the open. 

No binoculars necessary. We also found a party of Gray-sided Laughingthrushes, two parties of the adorable Black-

throated Parrotbill, and many parties of White-naped Yuhina. We went upslope in the afternoon, for a first go at 

²ŀǊŘΩǎ Trogon. Amazingly, one responded right away, and after several tense minutes of looking a beautiful female 

popped into view! It even sat so that everyone got scope views. We also flushed a Hill Partridge here, which some 

people got to see as it scurried across the ground. 

 
Endemic to the eastern Himalayas, the skulking Rufous-throated Wren-Babbler gave us superb views in Thrumsingla 

National Park. Photo by Josh Engel. 



Tropical Birding Trip Report  Bhutan and Kaziranga: April 2015 

 

www.tropicalbirding.com           +1-409-515-0514           info@tropicalbirding.com    Page  
 

9 

We returned upslope the following morning. We finally had looks at our first tesia, a Gray-bellied, so close that 

binoculars were hardly necessary. Other highlights included Scaly Laughingthrush, much improved views of Gray-sided 

Laughingthrush, and Mountain Tailorbird. We also took a break from birding to buy a freshly woven cane basket from a 

local weaver. The basket was intended for a neighbor, but he could make another one for her and was happy to have 

another customer. We headed downslope from camp in the afternoon, soon coming across a very impressive mixed 

flockτI counted later and it contained no fewer than 27 species! The only new bird for the trip among them was a Dark-

sided Flycatcher, but had great views of many other birds, including Sultan Tit, Lesser Yellownape, and a variety of 

warblers. We also enjoyed photographing our first Capped Langurs is Bhutan.  

We started our final morning on the Lingmethang Road early, searching hard for Blackish-ōǊŜŀǎǘŜŘ .ŀōōƭŜǊΣ ōǳǘ ƛǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 

to be. As we made our way to our final camp of the trip, we did find other skulking birds, including such good looks at a 

Slaty-bellied Tesia that we could see its orange mouth lining. We also had stunning looks at a White-browed Piculet 

pecking away on bamboo. Black Eagles carried on a territorial battle right over our heads, full of impressive aerial 

maneuvers. We carried on to higher elevations, finding several new birds, including Black-browed Tit, Yellow-billed Blue 

Magpie, Little Bunting, particularly cooperative Red Crossbills, freshly arrived Large-billed Leaf-Warbler, and, briefly, 

Golden Bush Robin. An Orange-headed Thrush ǎŀƴƎ ŀǿŀȅ ŎƻƴǘŜƴǘŜŘƭȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ŦƻǊŜǎǘΣ ōǳǘ ǿƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŎƻƳŜ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ ǳǎΦ 

We finished up the day with incredible looks at a male Satyr Tragopan for the second time.  

 

 
bƻǘ ŀ ōŀŘ ǾƛŜǿ ŦǊƻƳ ƻǳǊ ƘƻǘŜƭ ǊƻƻƳ ōŀƭŎƻƴȅΦ LǘΩǎ ¢ǊƻƴƎǎŀ 5ȊƻƴƎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǘƻǳǊŜŘΦ tƘƻǘƻ ōȅ WƻǎƘ 9ƴƎŜƭΦ 


