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Alison Cawley & John Scotford, Jean Clarke, Kirsten Osa, Caroline & Paul Hastilow  
 
Day 1Day 1Day 1Day 1:::: We all meet up at Heathrow Terminal 5 at a very respectable time, for our overnight 

flight to Delhi. The plane takes off on time and before long we are winging our way 
over the Black Sea and through Afghanistan, to have breakfast with the rising sun 
over India. 

 
Day 2Day 2Day 2Day 2: Our plane lands in Delhi and once we are through immigration control we find our 

luggage and look for our hotel transfer. We find a smart gentleman who ushers us to 
an awaiting bus. We pass House Crows and Common Mynas as we walk. Duncan 
had a Thick-Knee as we taxied and a falcon of some description. The bus is high  
so there is a step to allow us access and then we drive the 10 minutes or so to our 
hotel. We get Indian Roller, Black Kites and a Cattle Egret as we travel. 

 
We check in and our luggage is transported to our rooms, where we decide to have 
a few hours down time before lunch. This is much appreciated by all. Refreshed  
we meet and enjoy a buffet delight for lunch and then gather for a walk around the 
block. Jean had done this earlier and mentioned a sunbird and Tailorbird that she had 
seen. 

 
Our walk round the block is hugely productive with House Crows, Common Mynas 
and Red-vented Bulbuls immediately. As we walk we pick up Common Tailorbird 
and a smart Oriental White Eye. At a cross-roads we stop as a bird has landed  
on the opposite wall. This is a smart, male Indian Robin with white wing flash and 
rufous undertail coverts. There is a bit of a road to nowhere here that we take  
as there is waste ground either side. Here we find more Oriental White-eyes,  
a stunning male Purple Sunbird, Green Bee-eaters, Rose-ringed Parakeets, Little 
Swifts soaring with the kites and a Rufous Treepie wings over our heads. All this 
while surrounded by concrete buildings and endless traffic noise, it is marvellous.  
We find a stripy squirrel that shows well, but unfortunately we are unsure of the 
species. There are Black Kites all over the place and soaring high above us the whole 
time. 
 
We wander slowly back to the hotel where we agree to meet up for dinner at 7pm. 

 



DayDayDayDay    3333:::: We rise early (to be a feature of the trip) and grab some coffee and toast before the 
staff of the hotel load our luggage into a fleet of vehicles and take us in convoy  
to Indira Ghandi International Airport in Delhi. We say our thankyous and find the 
check-in desk for our Air India flight to Guwahati in Assam. 

 
We are obviously novel to the security staff as we try to get through to departures. 
Many of our carry-on luggage is searched due to the optics that we are carrying.  
We do all get through though. Some head off to find coffee while the rest of us 
make our way to the gate. The gate number on the screen doesn't match the 
number on the boarding pass, but we all manage to get to the right gate and are 
actually some of the first to board the plane. 

 
It is good to take off and leave behind the thick smog that hangs over Delhi. Our 
flight takes us passed the Himalayas that we can see from the windows, towering 
above the clouds. The snow-capped peaks shining in the sun. It doesn't feel all that 
long before we land in Guwahati, but we have been fed on board. 

 
Through the exit we meet the smiling faces of our guides who, along with others 
lead us to a fleet of cars. We are presented with white, silken scarves and then head 
off away from the airport. There is a large industrial, swampy area nearby that we 
explore, very near the airport and soon the birds start appearing thick and fast.  
At our first stop we instantly get one of the targets for this area, Asian Openbill! 
There are three of these superb storks in a bit of a field with Cattle egrets, Purple 
Heron and a couple of Red-wattled Lapwings, what a start.. Behind us is a wooded 
hill and above it are some bee-eaters that on landing we see are Chestnut-headed 
Bee-eaters. A Black Kite comes over the hill, high up, closely followed by a paler, 
narrower-winged raptor. This is a Black-winged Kite! There is a pair of Purple Sunbird 
in the nearby trees and as we leave one of the vehicles spots a line of Chestnut 
Munia on a branch of bamboo. 

 
We stop again a little further on, much to the fascination of the local people, where 
there is a view over the valley. Below us in the watery vegetation grazes a herd  
of buffalo, some with Cattle Egrets on their backs. Some people are also hard at 
work fishing in the thick vegetation. Sonam spots an Intermediate Egret and Ian finds 
us an Indian Pond Heron alongside it. There are lots of Barn Swallows around and  
a couple of kettles of Black Kites. We find Black Drongo in a tree where there is  
a Spotted Dove and an Asian Pied Starling. 

 
We cross a railway where some school children are walking along the roadside and 
there are small roadside stalls. There is a better view out over more expansive water 
and fishermen are using long, wooden canoes with punts. There is an island in front 
of us with a Purple Heron perched in the top of one of the trees. Sonam points out 
a group of Lesser Whistling Ducks underneath the trees. Caroline finds another 
group a bit further to the left. A flock then flies passed over the water. Sonam finds  



a Purple Swamphen in some vegetation, where there is, in fact, two. There are 
Common Tailorbirds in the undergrowth. A huge goods train comes over the bridge 
and we scuttle off to watch it pass. After obliging some of the locals with pictures  
we head off again. Coppersmith Barbet in a tree calling and showing beautifully. It flies 
down to join another that is excavating a nest hole in a bit of dead tree. 

 
We drive around towards the municipal dump, where we can see big birds in the air. 
The journey takes forever due to the stagnation of the traffic. We cease to move. 
Then move a bit before stopping again. Paul manages to photo a Blue-throated 
Barbet from the stationary car while a black and white woodpecker is seen in the 
same tree. This turns out to be Fulvous-breasted Woodpecker. We do eventually 
get to the dump, a mountainous sea of plastic with trucks arriving constantly  
to deposit more and people working through it. Cattle walking around everywhere.  
It is here that we find another couple of target birds; Greater and Lesser Adjutant. 
Seriously ugly, massive storks. The numbers of Greater Adjutants we see as we walk 
around the edge of the dump is extraordinary. Adults with the big, dangling throat 
thing. Huge numbers of Black Kites. Down in the marshy ground we find  
Bronze-winged Jacanas, Ashy Drongo, Red-wattled and Grey-headed Lapwings, 
Citrine and White Wagtails and a prinia singing. We struggle to identify the prinia, 
but on refection and the studying of the guidebook we are sure that it is Swamp 
Prinia. 

 
We really have to put some miles in if we are to reach the Bhutanese border, so we 
head off. We have a couple of stops for passport purposes and we drive through 
rural Assam with colourful temples, motorbikes, tuck-tucks loaded with people, 
rickshaws, bikes, pedestrians in multi-coloured traditional clothing. It is a feast for the 
eyes. Although the traffic is totally mad it is a fascinating drive. 

 
Finally we reach the border, where we are met by a smiling man with a temperature 
gun that he points at our heads. We say goodbye to our fleet of cars and drivers and 
load up into a small bus that will take us through Bhutan. It is now dark as we pull 
into our hotel. There is little traffic and the smell of the flowers as we climb the stairs 
to the reception is a wonderful change from some of the smells we have had today! 
We have a little down time, meet up go through the checklist and have a delightful 
meal to warm us up. To sleep, as an early start beckons. We wonder what it looks 
like in daylight? 
 

DayDayDayDay    4444::::    Our day starts before light. In order to get the best of this country, from a birding 
perspective, it pays to be up before first light. We meet up for some hot tea/coffee 
and biscuits on the veranda of the hotel. The light starts to brighten just as if 
someone is turning a dimmer switch! Birds start to sing and call and Sonam draws 
our attention to a Greater Racket-tailed Drongo in a tree at eye level with  
us. Through the murky light we make it out. The Drongo gets chased off by a Blue 
Whistling-thrush. 



 
We set up camp on the veranda. We look down onto a large office-type building 
festooned with prayer flags. The road snakes it's way down below with a regular 
squealing of brakes from the heavy vehicles descending. The bird life from here  
is staggering and over the next couple of hours we find; Slaty-backed, Little Pied, 
Pale-chinned and Grey-headed Canary Flycatchers, Red-vented, Red-whiskered and 
Black Bulbuls, Crimson Sunbird, Oriental White-eye, Asian Pied and Chestnut-tailed 
Starlings, Great Tit grey here), Yellow-browed Warbler, Pin-striped Tit-babbler, 
White-rumped Shama, Scarlet Minivet (as photographed by Rita), Common, Great 
and Jungle Mynas and a Large-billed Crow eating something quite disgusting. There 
are Common Taylorbirds as well as both Striated and Little Spider-hunters. The star 
prize has to go to the sublime Golden-fronted leafbird that flies in and puts on an 
amazing performance. We get Linneated Barbet and Asian Fairy Bluebird to cap off  
a remarkable session without leaving the confines of the veranda. 

 
The support team have prepared breakfast for us and as we walk the brief distance 
to the get it we are stunned at the effort. A long table with tablecloth, cups and 
goodies to eat. We settle down to tuck in. First Alison spots a Verditer Flycatcher 
that sits only briefly, Grey-backed Shrike and Scarlet Minivets (including the yellow  
female). Breakfast is wonderful, sitting around al fresco. We find Black-throated 
Sunbird here also. 

 
Our luggage has been collected and strapped to the roof of the bus. We deposit our 
rucksacks in the bus and follow the two Sonams out down the road from the hotel. 
They find Blyth's Leaf-warbler in a nearby tree and then we walk a short distance 
overlooking some buildings and an over-grown stream valley. There is a Tree 
Sparrow on the roof and we get the scope onto a Chestnut-tailed Starling. Down 
the road we walk, passed the border police and immigration office and scan out over 
the valley. There is a tree with red flowers that has birds all over it: Common and 
Great Mynas, Asian Pied and Chestnut-tailed Starling as well as a beautiful Great 
Barbet. Four Little Cormorants wing their way upstream and there are both House 
and Asian Palm Swifts above us. We continue down to a bridge over the river where 
we find Green Sandpiper. There are both Plumbeous and White-capped Redstarts  
in the riverbed on the other side of the bridge. Sonam spots a Brown Dipper in the 
river, but only a few see it. 

 
We board the bus and drive on, winding our way uphill. This gives us a taste of the 
roads in Bhutan, plenty of bends! The hillsides on either side of the road are solid 
broad-leaved forest. We stop as Sonam has heard a Common Green magpie calling, 
so we all get out to look. The sun is hot as we search for the magpie that we can  
all hear, but to no avail. Other birds do appear, however and our haul here includes; 
Yellow-vented Warbler, Lesser Racket-tailed Drongo and we hear both  
White-fronted Broadbill and White-throated Bulbul, neither of which show. What 
Sonam does point out however is the exquisite White-bellied Erpornis that lands  



on some twigs right in front of us with it's crest raised. What a stunner! There is also 
a stunning brown butterfly with a blue hue to the upper-wings that turns out to be 
Spotted Blue Crow. 

 
We park further up the road, where there is a track that leads off to the right, down 
towards the river. It passes some buildings that apparently were an old abattoir. 
There are butterflies everywhere. Whites, yellows, mormons and a brown butterfly 
called a Lemon Pansy. We get a soaring Crested Goshawk on the way down and  
a second as we walk back. Down at the river we get lovely views of White-capped 
Redstart. Some of us get onto the Slaty-backed Forktail that winged upstream passed 
us and appeared on the ground only briefly. On our way back Tony and Barbara find 
a Taiga Flycatcher close to the path and Sonam points out the sound of a calling  
Red-headed Trogon while we watch the soaring Crested Goshawk. The Trogon  
is distant and is not visible. Some of us enjoy brief views of a Sultan Tit back at the 
abattoir. 

 
Nearly at the road we find that lunch has been set up for us. Wonderful rice, chicken, 
broccoli, salad and tea. Perfect! We get Bronzed Drongo and Blue-bearded Bee-
eater while here. 

 
We carry on our journey uphill to Deothang, where our hotel is perched. We arrive 
just as the rain starts to pour down as it had been threatening to do so. We scurry 
to our rooms through torrential rain, hail and thunder with flashes of lightning to light 
our way! Boy has the Thunder Dragon roared! 

 
We meet up in the main building for a hot drink and it has calmed down 
considerably, so we decide to head out on the bus to look for hornbills. At the 
bottom of the drive Caroline and Paul spot a Grey wagtail at the side of the road 
that flies off around the corner. We drive slowly along the road, through primary 
deciduous forest. The trees here are quite remarkable. Some have been strangled  
by vines whose own trunks are now thicker than the original tree. These trees are  
of great age, festooned with epiphytic ferns and on one tree, a lovely showing of 
white orchids. 

 
At a side track we stop and walk. It is rocky, but we soon get onto a group of  
White-throated Bulbuls. These show beautifully. The ever-present sound of  
Blue-throated Barbet is all around us. Sonam spots a Golden-throated Barbet high in 
a red-flowering tree. We run back to the bus to get scopes and enjoy this stunning 
bird. We wander on down the track avoiding slippery rocks, roots and dung. Sonam 
gets us onto a group of Long-tailed Sibia, again, in a flowering tree. As we look  
we find a gorgeous Rufous Sibia also. As we turn around to walk back uphill 
someone shouts, 'hornbill!' We look up and there are three huge birds flying over 
high above us. They look like they have landed, but we just can't make out where 
they are, when John comes up trumps. He has spotted one beneath the skyline and 



we soon have a scope on it. It is a female Rufous-necked Hornbill!! This bid is now 
almost entirely restricted to Bhutan and one of the major targets for this trip. The 
other two birds fly across in front of the perched bird before it too flies off, but we 
relocate them high in a tree against the sky. Through the scope the markings on the 
beak and the male's rufous neck are clear. A thigh-rubbing moment for all us 
debutants!! 
 
After playing with a group of Rufescent Prinia we board the bus and return to the 
hotel for a well earned drink and food. Mountain and Collared Scops Owls are calling 
so we go out after dinner to see if we can lure a Collared Scops out into view. 
Although we get response from two birds we fail to see them.  

 
DayDayDayDay    5555::::    There was more thunder and rain during the night, but it has mercifully stopped  

as we convene just before 6am. Our catering team are ready with hot tea and coffee 
while we try again for the owls. They are not for showing however. The views from 
the front yard of the hotel, out over the forested valley in the early morning mist  
is wonderful. We hear Mountain and Collared Scops Owls as well as Collared Owlet 
and a Rufous-necked Hornbill flies over. We get a group of White-naped Yuhina  
as we start to walk down the track to the road. There is a tree ahead that has  
an Ashy Drongo and a Great barbet at the top and as we watch a male Scarlet Finch 
joins them, what colours between all three birds. As we look to our left however,  
we see a tree dripping with Scarlet Finches, males and the browner females.  
A Scarlet Minivet flies in to join them followed by an Orange-bellied Leafbird just  
to complete the amazing colour collection. 

 
We walk along the road looking and listening, adding Golden-fronted Leafbird fairly 
quickly as well as more Scarlet Finches, Ashy and Bronzed Drongos. Alison spots  
a bird at the back of a tree that looks like it could be a Maroon Oriole. Sonam uses  
a bit of sound and we also move our location to get a better view and we get 
stunning views of this oriole that looks like it is covered in velvet. At a certain point 
there is a lot of action with Sultan Tit. Then Jean finds a Green-backed Tit and then 
others find Yellow-cheeked Tits. This moment is enriched by stunning views of both 
male and female White-browed Shrike-babblers while a Black-winged Cuckoo-shrike 
is perched above us! There is a mixed flock of noisy yuhinas off to the right. They are 
Black-chinned and White-naped Yuhinas and a Lesser Yellow-nape (woodpecker) 
flies onto the magic tree. 

 
Continuing on our walk there are brief views of Yellow-bellied Fantail with  
a Slaty-backed Flycatcher. Some of us are loitering further back and manage to spot  
a Taiga Flycatcher. There are lots of noisy Whiskered Yuhinas and Sonam spots  
a beautiful Barred Cuckoo-dove perched right in front of us. 

 
Our crew have surpassed themselves this morning for breakfast, as there is both 
porridge and chips! Not necessarily together! The views down into the plains  



of Assam are spectacular. There is a red flowered tree beneath us that is dripping 
with Great, Golden-throated and Blue-throated Barbets. A Black Bulbul is chasing  
a couple of Chestnut-tailed Starlings. We can hear White-crowned Scimitar-babbler 
beneath us, but it is not tempted to come nearer. The temperature is warming  
up and the sun is even peeking out. 

 
We mount up and drive off. We have a long way to go today, so there will be a bit 
of clock-watching, but we also have some great birds to try and find. At a spot 
overlooking primary forest we park up and have a listen. These primary forests are 
the home to Beautiful Nuthatch, so we try and lure one out. There is obviously not  
a Nuthatch in hearing distance today. We do find Blue-fronted Redstart and Verditer 
Flycatcher, while a Scaly-breasted Wren-babbler is singing so close, but just not 
visible. Some get really close views of Striated Laughingthrush, but we all manage 
views of it eventually. A raptor is spotted and we watch as it quickly gains height.  
It is a Mountain Hawk Eagle. The heavily barred tail really stands out. 

 
We have to get some miles under our belts as we have a long way to go and we 
have a detour to take due to a landslide over the main road, Sonam warned us last 
night that this may add some time to the day. Sonam spots a Malayan Giant Squirrel 
as we motor along the windy main road, so we stop for a good look. It is huge! 
Further on we stop for a Capped Langur, but we really only see leaf movement. The 
road winds on with vertiginous drops and stunning views of forest-clad 
mountainsides. The road is incredibly narrow in places and in various stats of repair. 
There are teams of people at regular intervals repairing sections and also widening 
great lengths of it. We drive a lot of this in thick fog! There are Rhododendrons  
in bloom, yellows and pale pink. 

 
We drive quite a distance and spot a raptor up to our left. There is a handy pull in to 
get off the road for a look. It is a Black Eagle! The group take advantage of the 
situation to find secluded bushes! Not too far further on we meet our catering crew 
who have set up lunch for us under canvas to keep us dry. As some of us take seats 
Sonam informs us that we are going to have to keep driving as the roadworks are  
a problem and we need to get beyond them before we can have lunch as the 
workers could close the road at any time. We feel really sorry for the crew who now 
have to take everything down, pack it up and move on while trying to keep the food 
warm. 

 
We move on and eventually get through all the road workings and pass through one 
or two rather lovely Bhutanese villages with their roadside shops. We stop at a spot 
that is good for ward's Trogon. As we get out of the bus we can hear Hill Partridge 
calling from the hill above us. No matter how hard we try we get no trogon. Jean 
does find us a beautiful Rufous Sibia. We walk a little further and are treated to male 
and female Green-tailed Sunbirds (rub my thighs) as well as a Buff-barred Warbler. 
Behind us and quite visible is a Streak-breasted Scimitar Babbler. 



Just passed the village of Koling we find a couple of soaring raptors. The two come 
together for a brief moment and it is obvious that the larger is a Himalayan Vulture. 
We try to get an id on the smaller bird and it is obviously an eagle. It flies against the 
forest and we can see that it is all dark. The shape of the wings allows us to id it as  
a Greater Spotted Eagle, a good record. The vulture has moved a little further on 
and when we catch up with it again, it has been joined by two others. Just a little 
further on Sonam hears some birds, so we stop and get amazing views of idyllic 
Black-throated Tits and Black-faced warblers. Another Buff-barred Warbler is with 
them also. 

 
We get another raptor in the form of a Himalayan Buzzard just before we take our 
detour road. This turns out to be the roughest, narrowest, bumpiest road probably  
in the whole of Bhutan! It winds its way down many hairpins that are considerably 
hair-raising in their steepness. There are vertical drops at times with no barrier to 
give us any sense of comfort. Pasa, our driver, does amazingly well to navigate all this 
and eventually get us down, over a river, up the other side and rejoin the main road. 
There is thunderous applause when we hit tarmac again. It is dark when we find our 
very modern hotel, check in and finally relax. Phew, what a journey. The food is good 
and we feel much better. 
 

DayDayDayDay    6666::::    We are up and out early as usual this morning. The staff of the hotel are serving tea 
and coffee in the lobby along with some biscuits. It is very pleasant outside as the 
luggage gets stowed on the roof-rack. The views into the valley are stunning and we 
can see the Dzong of Trashigang looming over the valley. There are Russet Sparrows 
nesting in the overhanging roof beams. Time to set off on another adventure. 

 
Pasa must have been up all night cleaning the bus, after last night's shenanigans, as it 
is sparkling this morning. We walk a little down hill from the hotel. There are  
a couple of Oriental Turtle Doves, but not much else. We enjoy the chorten and 
find Muntjac below our view point before climbing into the bus and heading further 
downhill. We get out to walk down to the bridge across the river. We find White-
capped Redstart and a Blue Rock Thrush wings down the bridge and gives us great 
views. 

 
We get across the river and back into the bus. Only a few hundred metres down the 
road Sonam gets the bus to stop. There is an exposed rockface along the right side 
of the road and he has spotted a Wallcreeper on it. We look and sure enough, 
almost at eye level. is a female Wallcreeper! We get out and the views are just 
bonkers, what a bird! We drive on and we spot another Wallcreeper and another 
Blue Rock Thrush as we travel. The river below us is wide and fast, a classic mountain 
river. This area can be good for Pallas's Fish Eagle so our eyes are peeled. Sonam 
suddenly gets the bus to stop again. He looks and then tells the driver to quickly 
move on. We stop again and get out as  there are five Smooth-coated River Otters 



in the river below. We watch them as they surf downstream together and then 
clamber out onto the rocks before slipping in again and vanishing. 

 
Further on still and we find an Osprey perched on a dead branch below us on the 
river bank. It sits there while we admire it. No eagle though! We come across a flock 
of swifts low down to our left as we drive. These are Himalayan Swiftlets and we get 
great views of them. Crag martin and Red-rumped Swallow are up next not much 
farther along the road. We are only just around the junction with the hair-raising 
track from last night! 

 
We meet up with the crew at a location overlooking a side valley with pine forest 
rising on one side and more open, craggy ground on the opposite side. Breakfast  
is in the open as the temperature is very pleasant. While we eat we find Long-tailed 
Minivet and Sonam finds us a Green-billed Malkoa, in fact there are two of these 
wonderful long-tailed birds. We then mount up and head on. Our journey takes  
us up through the Yadi Loops, a series of switchbacks that allow us to rise quickly. 
We stop at the top for a view back down to where we have just been. The sun  
is beating down while we enjoy the view and we get a Striated Prinia out in the open 
for once! There is a huge flock of Large-billed Crows that circle and head off.  
We walk up through the beautiful little village of Yadi, where we are as much  
a novelty to the locals as they are to us. The bell at the prayer wheel is chiming 
regularly and a man is walking around it. 

 
We get out at a spot where there is lots of bird noise. We find lots of White-crested 
Laughingthrushes and Whiskered Yuhinas. Along a side road we drive, nowhere  
as bad as last nights, mercifully. We are all fairly desperate for a loo stop and where 
we do stop there is a flock of White-throated Laughingthrush making quite a racket, 
but we get great views. We walk from here. David and Lesley find a couple  
of Striated Laughingthrush that show so wonderfully. There is quite some action 
further on where we find Grey Treepie, Ashy-throated Warbler, Grey-chinned 
Minivet and we spend quite a bit of time trying to track down the Rufous-gorgeted 
Flycatcher, but only some of us get any type of view at all. 
 
We have lunch among the cattle, in the forest with Long-tailed Minivet singing and 
flitting above us. We then walk further on down the road where there is a female 
Rufous-breasted Bush Robin on the track ahead of us. Sonam hears a Large Niltava, 
but it doesn't show. Further on there are lots of little birds flitting about and by 
playing the call of owl they respond and we see Yellow-fronted Tit, Black-faced and 
Grey Hooded warblers, when all of a sudden a Large Niltava appears on a horizontal 
branch in the open, right in front of us. What a bird, a dark, silky blue with pale blue 
epaulettes. Stunning.  

 
We return to the bus from here and up the road. We stop in an area of forest that 
is good trogon habitat and everyone takes the opportunity to find a bush as legs have 



been crossed for quite a while! David and Lesley find a small group of Striated 
Laughingthrushes that show very well. As the whole group reconvenes from various 
directions the two Sonams are trying to lure Ward's Trogon. After a while they turn 
off the machine and we here a trogon calling from high up in the forest. They 
respond with the playback and it is definitely getting closer. Sonam suddenly grabs  
a scope and points it low down into the forest opposite us, nowhere near where the 
trogon has been calling from. He's got one though, a female and she has obviously 
come in to the playback. Wow, she is stunning. A lemon yellow belly and blue 
around the eye, this is a hugely attractive bird. It stays for a while and then realises 
there isn't actually a male, so flies off back into the forest! 
 
We find a small troop of Capped Langur on the ground, amongst scree, below  
us. We climb aboard and drive on seeing Assamese Macaques with babies, more 
Capped langur and a Chestnut-bellied Rock Thrush as we go. Soon we are pulling 
into Trogon Villa for our first night of four, with the whole of the Yongkola area  
to explore. What a day! 

 
DayDayDayDay    7777::::    We are up before 6am for some hot tea and coffee and dry cake. The weather has 

cleared and the views out over the valley to line after line of forested mountains  
is quite something. We drive just a short distance to a side track that we take. This 
takes us into some stunning forest and another, smaller track that leads us down to  
a house. There is a lot of cut wood lying around and a bucket of water and piles  
of rubble, so we have to be a little careful. The household rinse all their pots and 
pans, plates and kitchen waste down a small open runnel. This flows out of the 
property and down a small slope into the undergrowth.  

 
 This is a mecca for some of the hardest species to find. As soon as we line everyone 

up we see a Blue-winged Laughingthrush (hugely difficult to see) and Red-faced 
Liocichla, Chestnut-crowned Laughingthrush, Rufous-chinned Laughingthrush and for 
a few, brief views of Chestnut-headed Tesia. It really is quite superb. These birds 
come and go from the undergrowth to take food. Grey Treepies come down  
in hordes and spook the other species, so we don't see the Blue-winged 
Laughingthrush again nor the tesia. Sonam hears a Rusty-cheeked Scimitar Babbler 
and with a bit of playback it comes right in and shows us it's rusty cheeks! That bill  
is something else. There are also Red-whiskered and Himalayan Bulbuls and we get 
good views of Fire-breasted Flowerpecker. Sonam hears Golden Bush Robin, very 
close. We can all hear it, but none of us see it!  

 
We drag ourselves away from this amazing experience, back up to the main track 
and walk a few hundred metres before being stopped by a large group of Scarlet 
Finches low down, very close. There are both males and females feeding and the 
views through the scope are ridiculous. We get a pair of Greater Yellownape come 
fliting in onto the trees at eye level for us and watch them climb upwards. What a big 



woodpecker. Around the next bend we find the breakfast table all set and the crew 
ready for our arrival. 

 
After breakfast we drive  down the track a little distance before stopping where 
Sonam has seen a little bit of movement off to the right. We are all scanning through 
the trees when low and behold there is a male Red-headed Trogon! Where did  
he come from? We all get out, quietly and we set the scopes on it. What a beautiful 
bird, but it flies a little. Paul and Tony relocate it and we watch again, but it is now 
restless and soon vanishes back down the slope. 

 
We decide to walk from here and are glad we do as this is spectacularly beautiful 
forest. Towering trees bedecked with epiphytic ferns and orchids and twined around 
with vines. Trees of all sizes and leaf shapes. It is a powerfully beautiful place. We see 
very little, but we do get a flock of Spot-winged Grosbeaks that perch up in a loose-
leaved tree. Both males and females are seen. As we watch them we are aware  
of macaques on a tree further back on the opposite hillside. Suddenly a Giant 
Squirrel appears to plummet out of the same tree that the monkeys are in! A Bay 
Woodpecker starts to call so we try to lure it in. Another starts to call as well, but 
neither of them show. We turn around and wander back towards where we had 
breakfast to rejoin the bus. 

 
We continue our walk looking and listening for Beautiful Nuthatch, the primary target 
of these ancient forests. The nuthatch mixes with other birds that flock around  
all together like Grey-chinned Minivet and Sultan Tit, so we keep our eyes and ears 
alert for these other "carrier" species. Back up at the bus we find the crew for lunch 
and just as we are sitting down Sonam shouts that he has a Beautiful Nuthatch.  
We scamper up the hill to join him. The nuthatches (there are three) are high in  
a huge tree with lots of vegetation. They are difficult to see. We relocate as the birds 
do, but eventually, with no clear views, people drift away to have lunch. Alison, John, 
Jean, Sonam and Duncan are left. We find a mixed flock of Whiskered, White-naped 
and Black-chinned Yuhinas, Grey-headed Canary Flycatcher, Ashy-throated Warbler 
and White-browed Piculet. Lunch is calling so we join the others at the table.  
A raptor soars above the far ridgeline as we eat, but a check through the scope 
reveals a Mountain Hawk Eagle that lands on a tree on the skyline showing its 
crested head. Once we have all eaten our fill we load up and return towards the 
hotel for some downtime. As we drive a couple of raptors are seen. A Eurasian 
Sparrowhawk and a Himalayan Buzzard that glides away over the valley. A short 
distance on and we find a Himalayan Buzzard perched in the top of a tree. It is  
a beautiful raptor and shows wonderfully. We are about to drive on when Sonam 
spots a Crested Serpent Eagle soaring in the valley below us. Wow the pattern on 
the wings is lovely. We watch as it gains height right in front of us, calling all the while. 
It is answered by another, higher, that is obviously it's mate. The underwing pattern  
is just as good. Eventually they gain huge height and drift away. 
 



Back at the hotel some do a bit of washing, some just rest and some just keep  
on birding. Jean and Duncan latch onto a Rufous-bellied Eagle that Sonam shouts out, 
then they find a group of foraging Rufous-necked Laughingthrushes by the side of the 
road, beautiful birds. Further on they see male and female Grey Bush-chat. Caroline 
and Paul find Grey Bush-chat and a female Hodgson's Redstart from their balcony! 

 
We meet up and drive uphill from the hotel, up into the cooler zone of Yongkola. 
We park up and walk for a distance. There is more cloud and a slight dampness  
in the air. We hear Grey-headed Woodpecker and find Nepal and Yellow-throated 
Fulvettas, but they are flighty and difficult to spot as they do not sit still. The flock  
is also carrying Golden Babbler and Grey-cheeked warbler. The Grey-headed 
Woodpecker eventually obliges and sits out in the open for us to look at. Picus canus, 
it is the same species as the one we get in Europe. It starts to rain so we run for the 
bus and drive uphill. We get very close views of the Yellow-throated Fulvettas  
as they are now roadside. 

 
We stop by a small culvert stream where Sonam tries to lure out Long-billed Wren 
Babbler, but the rain is not helping. Wren Babblers are skulky enough without rain  
to dampen proceedings. Further on we stop again as Sonam spots a White-collared 
Blackbird. It has skulked off, although some that get out see it briefly. We all get 
frantically waved back on the bus. Male and Female Kalij Pheasants have just crossed 
the road ahead of us so we slowly drive forward, stop and get out again. It is still 
raining, but we don't notice as we watch below us the silvery/white back of a male 
Kalij Pheasant deep in the undergrowth. They wander off over the hill and we focus 
on trying to find the Collared Owlet that is calling. No luck though. Some of us have 
returned to the bus to keep dry when the pheasant is relocated and out in the open, 
along with the female!! We get superb views of this fantastic pheasant, while we lose 
the light and the rain comes down harder. 

 
After this huge excitement we return to the hotel for dinner and list. 

 
Day 8Day 8Day 8Day 8::::    There are bleary eyes this morning as we have our early morning tea/coffee.  

It is decidedly cooler so the hot liquid is most welcoming. We are exploring the 
upper section of Yongkola this morning, so layers are going to be needed. We set off 
and not far from we stop for a gorgeous Large Niltava that is perched on a fence 
post down to our left. It poses beautifully and then flits from post to post. The blue 
of this bird is spectacular. We gain altitude and get out for a walk. We can hear Bat 
Woodpecker so Sonam tries to lure it in. It works. This velvety, brown woodpecker 
comes in, but only briefly into the open,/so most views are of it in flight. Impressive 
though. We also get a group of Rusty-fronted Barwing. 

    
As we drive steadily up the winding road we see many Blue Whistling Thrushes  
at the side of the road, none of which stay still to be looked at. We find one of these 
handsome blue birds in the company of a Bhutan Laughingthrush and a  



Rufous-chinned Laughingthrush at one corner but, true to form, none of them hang 
around. We get out and walk up the road. The cold, still and overcast day has 
quietened the forest. There is hardly any bird noise at all. We walk crisply to keep 
warm. We do manage to find Striated Laughingthrush, Rufous-chinned 
Laughingthrush and White-throated Laughingthrush and a mixed flock of; Golden 
Babbler, Yellow-throated and Nepal Fulvetta and Grey-cheeked Warbler. 

 
We walk on and hear a woodpecker drumming. Scanning we find a small 
woodpecker on the side of a dead tree. Through the scopes we see that it is a new 
one for us; Crimson-breasted Woodpecker. This is a small woodpecker and  
we watch it for ages drumming and then hopping up to the topmost point of the 
tree and calling. A pair of Rufous-necked Hornbills wing overhead with  
an extraordinary noise from the air passing over their wings. The female lands and 
leads us a merry dance of trying to get her into the scope. 

 
We arrive at where we saw the Kalij Pheasant yesterday and scan around. There  
is a mixed flock of Grey-chinned Minivet and Sultan Tit, when Sonam shouts; 
"Beautiful Nuthatch! We try to follow his instructions, but they are not for coming  
in, flighty and unreasonable! There is, however a small raptor perched in the top 
branches of a dead tree and calling. It is obviously an accipiter, but which one? It turns 
its head and we can see a mad, staring, yellow eye; it is a Besra!! It says there the 
whole time we are hoping for the nuthatch. 

 
Just around the corner we find our crew with breakfast ready; it is decidedly cooler 
as we sit down to eat. Afterwards we drive on uphill with increasingly stunning views 
and vertical drops off the side of the road. There are some Nepal House martins  
on the wing above us and we get a flock of White-naped and Whiskered Yuhinas. 
There is also a Rufous-breasted Bush Robin doing a little dance on a low post. 
Further up where the road goes around a sharp bend, we stop to admire the 
handiwork of Rock Bees. Their nests are stuck to vertical rock face or suspended 
from underneath ledges. There is a Yellow-rumped Honeyguide in attendance and 
we get fabulous views as it hawks the bees and lands on various perches. 

 
The forest is quiet as we walk steadily uphill. There are Green-tailed Sunbirds and we 
see and hear a Rufous-necked Hornbill again (full frontal this time!) Sonam points out 
a Rufous-gorgeted Flycatcher, low  to the left. This little gem gives us the run around, 
so not everyone gets scope views, but we enjoy it through our binoculars. We catch 
up with the crew again for lunch, just opposite a water-powered prayer wheel. 
Beautiful. Before we can eat, there is a mixed flock of birds that calls for our attention. 
Here we find - Green Shrike-babbler, Yellow-cheeked Tit and Yellow-fronted Tit. 
Lunch beckons and as we eat the sun comes out to warm us, sort of. Lunch  
is excellent and we drive onwards along a road that clings to the mountainside. This 
is the main road to the capital and in places it is nothing more than a dirt track. Public 
buses pass at intervals. The forest around and above us is thick with the 



rhododendrons in full bloom. Mainly white flowers, but there are pinks and reds also. 
We stop where a waterfall plummets down a cliff, roadside to our left. As we park 
Jean spots a dark bird up the side of the waterfall and Sonam gets it also.  
He confirms the bird is a Long-billed Thrush. No matter how hard we look  
we cannot find it although it constantly sings. There is a White-capped Redstart 
picking around the mosses and rocks at the foot of the fall. Not far from/here John 
spots a soaring raptor. We scope it and confirm that it is a Northern Goshawk. 
 
We finally stop at a viewpoint looking back across the valley to an impressive 
waterfall that plummets hundreds of feet down from the road. It is a beautiful 
waterfall. It allows us to appreciate just what an amazing feet of engineering the road 
is. We walk up hill a little and encounter a big mixed flock of Stripe-throated Yuhina, 
Rufous-capped Babblers and White-browed Fulvetta as well as a Hoary-throated 
Barwing. What a lovely group of birds to enjoy. There is moisture in the air, so we 
wander back to the bus and retrace our steps towards the hotel. We are at 8,500ft, 
so we shouldn't be surprised by the rain. As we descend, John spots a very smart 
Muntjac, all gingery in colour. 

 
We get out briefly to walk a little, shake the sleep off us. Bhutan Laughingthrush is 
calling, but we just cannot  find it. A Hill Partridge is getting closer and more excited 
but, like the laughingthrush it doesn't show. We head back to the hotel for some 
downtime as we have a slightly earlier start in the morning. 

 
Day 9Day 9Day 9Day 9::::    We have our tea early, at 5.30am! We need to get downhill to the river before dawn 

to try for our target - Tawny Fish Owl. We drive all the way down and are there for 
6.30am. We walk/down a track along the river scanning as we go. There is a Crested 
Kingfisher perched in the open, but flies off downstream before everyone gets  
a scope view. As we walk further Pasa and Sonam are waving at us frantically ahead. 
They have found it already, there, perched in a large tree beneath a crag is a huge 
Tawny Fish Owl!! We get it in the scopes and marvel at it's gingery plumage and 
huge ear tufts. A long term wish bird for our guide Duncan! We spend a long time 
admiring and photographing this beautiful owl before leaving it be, to rest. 

 
Not much further up the track we hear Grey-throated Babbler and Pygmy Cupwing 
(Wren Babbler), but no matter how hard we look and tempt them, we get no views 
at all. There is an Ashy Bulbul in a tree and a White-browed Piculet gives us the run 
around, but most see it even if only flight views. We wander back getting further 
views of Crested Kingfisher and finding a Shikra perched in a tree. Another beautiful 
raptor and through the scope we can make out the amber eye. We find breakfast 
waiting for us, under a warm sun. While we eat we are entertained by Rufous Sibias, 
lots of bulbuls and in one flowering tree we find Great and Golden-throated Barbets 
and a leafbird. Tony has got a Grey-headed Woodpecker excavating a hole and then 
we get a bit of magic. A Long-tailed Broadbill is heard and Sonam tries to lure  



it closer and boy does it come closer; into the tree above our heads having darted  
in along the bushes for a while. What a glorious bird. 
 
Having eaten we walk down the track towards the river. A Common Tailorbird  
is zipping around and in one particularly good spot with big, open trees we find 
Oriental Turtle Dove, Chestnut-bellied Nuthatch, Himalayan Bulbul and a wonderful 
Bar-winged Flycatcher Shrike (prize for longest name?) Down at the river there is  
a Hoary-bellied Squirrel enjoying the flowers of a tree while a Himalayan Vulture 
glides over the valley above us. Both Caroline and Rita get onto a forktail that gives 
us a superb fly-by. This is Black-backed Forktail and a lovely bird. Rita then finds  
a Himalayan Bulbul high on a dead branch, perfectly posed against the bright blue sky. 
 
A Crested Serpent Eagle flies over and from the bridge we find some Macaques 
relaxing on the rocks by the river. A Great Cormorant flies by while Paul and 
Caroline find a Common Kingfisher. Sonam is beckoning us to come to him on the 
other side of the bridge. He has found some Blue-winged Laughingthrushes and  
we get superb views of these hard to see birds. We drive past the beautiful village  
of Gyalposhing, on the Kuri Chhu river and along this river we scan for Pallas's Fish 
Eagle. We get out while Pasa goes to the next village to fuel-up the bus. Jean finds  
a Brown Dipper and Plumbeous Water Redstart together when Sonam tells us that 
Pasa might have found the eagle! When he returns with the bus to pick us up we 
learn that it is an Osprey. Fantastic, so we head down for a look. It is perched on  
a small dead tree and then flies upstream for a bit before returning to the same tree. 
Lots of butterflies here in the warmth. 

 
We stop in the pretty village of Lingmithang, where we have fun with the local kids 
and have a look in some of the shops. Then we start to drive back up again past 
Gyalposhing with its Nepalese-style Stupa. Caroline spots a perched Crested Serpent 
Eagle right above the road, but while we all get out it flies. We get great views at it 
ascends rapidly and out of sight. Not far up the hill from here we find our crew all set 
up for lunch. Another glorious picnic site. 

 
Back at the hotel we have some down time until meeting up again at 3.45pm to try 
for beautiful Nuthatch again. We find the right mixed flock that usually carries the 
nuthatch - Sultan Tit and Lesser Racket-tailed Drongo, but no nuthatch. We hear an 
Asian Barred Owlet calling so we attempt to lure it in. It is getting closer so Duncan 
relocates uphill a bit and finds it in an open-leaved tree. By the time the group arrive 
it has flown. We do manage to get it in the scopes, however as we find it through  
a little gap in the foliage. It is a tiny owl and funny that we have had this species after 
the ginger monster from this morning. All of a sudden it pops up onto a branch 
nearly above our heads! It then hurtles into some deeper cover and hurls abuse at us 
as we walk back to the bus. 

 



After dinner and checklist eight of us head out again to try and find Bhutan Giant 
Flying Squirrel. We drive and Sonam lamps the trees as we go looking for eye shine. 
He gets something and we all get out, but the eyes are quite a distance back and  
we convince ourselves that we can see some sort of shape. We turn around and 
head back when Pasa finds some shine and this time it is close. Out we get to see  
an amazing animal. It is definitely a squirrel, but it is huge! It lives up to its name, giant. 
We watch it walk along branches and then up a tree to fly over the road. It is most 
impressive. 

 
We try for Brown Wood Owl on thy back. We use a little playback, but nothing  
is calling. We hear cats fighting somewhere. Ian and Rita have an animal run right 
passed them and down the bank where they see eye shine looking back at them. 
From their description it is most likely to have been a Himalayan Palm Civet, wow. 
We do hear the owl, but it doesn't come close, so we head for bed. 

 
Day 10Day 10Day 10Day 10::::    We are up and out early again this morning, another 5.30am start. It is important  

as there is only a fine amount of time when the birds are active and we need to be 
in it to win it! We drive up passed the waterfall where we were yesterday and up 
into tragopan habitat. Suddenly a female appears on the road ahead of us, out  
of nowhere. Wow, she is beautiful, but she doesn't hang around and we travel  
on and up. We get good views of Alpine Thrush at various grassy corners and there 
are loads of Blue Whistling Thrushes. We get a brief view of a White-collared 
Blackbird and then the bus is lurching to a halt because Sonam has spotted a male 
tragopan. He points out where it is, but no one else sees it! 

 
Up and around a few more bends we find the crew with breakfast. We are wrapped 
up warm to eat, but it is a glorious crisp morning. We walk up into the sun and  
a building advertising food and lodging. Here we get a Blue-fronted Redstart, White-
collared Blackbird and a flock of tits comprising: Coal, Yellow-browed, Grey-crested 
and Green-backed. At Sengor village we stop for a look around. This is a very 
beautiful village. In the warm sunshine Barbara spots a flock of pigeons - Snow 
Pigeons! They land on a roof and Sonam gets them in the scope. They are gorgeous 
with browny-grey heads and snowy bodies. Only a few get views in the scope  
as Sonam is grabbing it excitedly to get us onto the Red Fox he has found! It is 
trotting across a field down below us and soon disappears down into a little wooded 
valley. We pick it up again a little later, but it is further away and harder to see. 
 
We carry on upwards through managed grasslands surrounded by pine-clad peaks 
and ridges. What a beautiful country this is. Have we said that before? We climb  
up towards 4,000 metres. We stop at various locations on our drive for scenic 
photos and primulas. The mist becomes thicker and the snow deeper with what look 
like Red Panda tracks in them! We get great views of Alpine Accentor and we try for 
a Rufous-breasted Bush Robin, but with no luck. 

 



We get to Thrumsingla, the highest driveable pass in Bhutan, at 3,800 metres, but 
there are no views due to the thick mist. At the pass there is a beautiful Bhutanese 
stupa and associated prayer-flags, with other smaller buildings. We wander over the 
top and hear Darjeeling Woodpecker. We hop back on the bus and start our 
descent with thick snow either side of the road. There is a lot of small bird activity  
so we get out for a look. We find Grey-crested, Coal and Rufous-vented Tits.  
We walk from here and then Sonam hears a Blood Pheasant calling from below  
us. We try a little playback and wow it works! We spot a small group below  
us, cautiously making there way steadily uphill towards us. As we look there are more 
and more, obviously wanting to come up and cross the road. They are exceptionally 
beautiful with white, mossy-green and, of course, blood-red feathers. Jean counts six 
males and eleven females as they cross the road next to us and make their way  
up and out of view. 
 
We meet the crew for lunch, in another superb spot. The cha-om is needed to beat 
the cold, but the chilli-cheese is unbelievably hot today! Not a good thing to take  
a sip of hot tea after a mouthful of the chilli-cheese!! 

 
As we drive on we stop at various places , among the lichen-clad conifers and find 
more Coal and Rufous-vented Tits, a White-winged Grosbeak, Red Crossbill 
(Common Crossbill) and a Spotted Nutcracker. This is Satyr Tragopan habitat. 
Sonam hears a bullfinch so we reverse and find a little group of Red-headed 
Bullfinches with a single Brown Bullfinch in with them. Quite tricky to separate them. 
We wind on and on through remarkable scenery that catches the breath at almost 
every turn. At Ura we spot a Black-throated Thrush, but it is quite tricky and a first 
winter bird, so it doesn't have a black throat! Further on in Tangsibi there is a large 
flock of Red-billed Choughs in the fields along with plenty of Eurasian Magpies. Here 
in the area of Bumthang, in the centre of Bhutan, is the only area in the country  
to find Magpie! The road twists and turns through Blue Pine and spruce, but 
eventually we reach our hotel in Bumthang itself. 
 

DayDayDayDay    11111111::::    We are up even earlier this morning, 4.45am! It is important though as we are 
heading for Tharpaling Monastery and we want to be there as early as possible.  
At the foot of the hill Sonam spots a herd of Wild Boar in a field, including a couple 
of youngsters. As we drive uphill, the road deteriorates slightly and the hairpins 
become steeper. We are in pine and spruce forest here when Barbara spots  
a Himalayan Monal perched in a tree just down below us. Pasa stops and we lurch 
across to have a look, just as it flies off, but wow, what a colour! 

 
We have to get out at a couple of hairpins so that Pasa doesn't ground the bus and 
this is useful as we get great views of White-collared Blackbird and a Collared 
Grosbeak that show superbly at the top of a pine. 

 



The monastery is breathtakingly beautiful and we wander into the main courtyard. 
Movement catches our eyes and we notice that there are female Monals pecking 
around the courtyard and up on the grassy hill adjacent, is a male!! Wow these birds 
are exquisite. The ground beneath the fence of the courtyard is scrubby and Sonam 
picks out a Rufous-breasted Accentor and a beautiful Golden-naped Finch, before 
drawing our attention to another male Monal that is working his way uphill towards 
us. He gets closer and closer and then jumps onto the wall, makes his way along  
it, drops down and in through the gate to join us in the courtyard!! He is so close that 
Pasa kneels down and feeds it by hand, extraordinary. These are wild birds, but are 
used to the monks and the monks look after the monals. 
 
We take a walk up a path that leads us uphill from the monastery. It is a huff and  
a puff, due to the altitude, but we make it up to an area of scrubby grass. We get 
wonderful views of a Spotted Laughingthrush and Sonam finds us a White-browed 
Rosefinch. Snow Pigeons wing around and eventually settle on the roof of a temple 
adjacent to us. Rita spots a Chough on the same roof! Sonam hears a Dark-rumped 
Rosefinch and we eventually get good views of a female.  A Himalayan Buzzard is up 
and soaring with a Common Kestrel and White-browed Fulvettas show nice and 
close. More male Monals are pecking around the enclosure before the temple 
buildings; they really are gorgeous. We can also hear Godlewski's Bunting. This 
species shouldn't be here, but Sonam found this little population a couple of years 
ago. Maybe it is a wintering site? 

 
Breakfast is had, in the sun, in the courtyard, wow. And afterwards Sonam interprets 
a circular fresco on the wall of the main temple that describes, in pictures, the main 
concept behind Buddhist belief; the wheel of life, reincarnation and the path  
to enlightenment. Some important messages for life in general. 

 
We move off and wind our way up some hairpins. We get out as there are some 
Himalayan Vultures over head, one of which is being mobbed by a gang of choughs. 
The village of Gaytsa sits below the hill of the monastery. Here we find a female 
Beautiful Rosefinch and a male Hodgeson's Redstart. The prayer flags here are huge! 
This an agricultural area with ploughed fields, barns and haystacks. The road 
continues up to the pass of Yotong La at 3,358 metres. There is no view though due 
to the mist that we are in. Down the other side the air is cooler and the conifer 
forest, dripping with lichen, is quite beautiful. This is Fire-tailed Myzornis country, but 
despite some searching we are unlucky. 

 
At a bend there are some Yaks with the Yak-herder in a tent opposite with his dogs. 
Not far on there is a stunning Hoary-throated Barwing, really close to the road, 
posing. Jean finds us a Rufous-breasted Accentor. Around a few more bends and 
there is lunch all set up, waiting for us! It is such a delightful way to dine and a real 
highlight of our experience. The cha-om is needed! While here there is quite a mixed 
flock, with White-tailed Nuthatch, Green Shrike-babbler, Bar-throated Siva,  



Rufous-vented Tit, Ashy-throated warbler, Stripe-throated Yuhina as well as both 
Nepal and Rufous-winged Fulvettas. 
 
We drive on to Trongsa, perched high on the valley side and find our beautifully 
located hotel with views to the Dzong from our rooms. We have some down time 
and then meet up at 3.30pm for an afternoon's birding. We drive and cross a small 
bridge where there is a Slaty-backed Forktail. Just further up David spots a troop  
of monkeys on the other side of the valley from us in a tree. They are Golden 
Langurs! One female has a very small baby among the group that are huddled 
together. There are others that make their way to another barer tree to feed on the 
buds. We watch, enthralled, as this group nimbly climb and jump to get to the best 
food. Unlike macaques, langurs have special stomachs that allow them to feed  
on leaves predominantly and so are not a nuisance in villages and towns. They are 
simply gorgeous animals. 

 
We walk down the road and find both Rusty-flanked and Brown-breasted 
Treecreepers, Yellow-breasted Fantail, Black-throated Tit and Nepal Fulvetta, but the 
light is fading fast so we head back to the hotel for some welcome food, a drink, 
checklist and sleep! 
 

DayDayDayDay    12121212::::    We are up and out by 6am, so a lie in this morning! We drive down the bumpy main 
road, heading away from Trongsa. The road approaches a sharp bend with bridge, 
but beyond we can see that a landslide has blocked the road. There are machines  
in attendance, but not much action. We get out and walk down to the river to see 
what we can see and hope that the road is cleared soon. From the bridge we get 
great views of Plumbeous Water Redstart really close, as well as White-capped 
Redstart and Blue Whistling Thrush. A Black-throated Prinia becomes really obvious 
and gives us great views while Fork-tailed Swifts are flying overhead. 

 
Mercifully the road is cleared quickly and we are back on our way, picking our way 
through the debris from the fall. Jean spots a perched raptor down to our left, so we 
stop and have a look. It is an adult Northern Goshawk! These are difficult to spot 
anywhere at the best of times, but to find one perched like this is superb. It doesn't 
tolerate being watched for long and flies off. We haven’t gone far when Sonam gets 
the bus to stop. He has found another Wallcreeper on the roadside crag. It is almost 
eye level with us! Out we get to enjoy more close views of this gorgeous mountain 
gem. Our guide Duncan has never had such close views of Wallcreeper anywhere, 
extraordinary! 
 
We stop where there is a fine view back to the Dzong, although there is quite a haze. 
A Mountain Hawk Eagle flies over our heads and we begin to get views to the high 
snowy peaks of Jigme Singye Wangchuck National Park (Black Mountains). We can 
also look down on the new dam development that is operational, yet still unfinished. 
It seems somewhat out of place in this country of pristine forests and rich biodiversity. 



We all crave connectivity and light though. There are Nepal House Martins flying 
around and Sonam points out broken trees all over the leading edge of the forest. 
This damage, he informs us, has been caused by Himalayan Black Bear!! It is all out 
there. 
 
We find the crew for breakfast and it is glorious. There is a chill in the air, but the sky 
is blue and the beans on toast goes down a treat. Suddenly Sonam is shouting for 
Duncan. There is a bird perched against the sky in a tree and Sonam has it in his 
scope. He has absolutely no idea what it is; he has never seen it before! Duncan runs 
over to have a look and sees a wheatear in the scope. It looks like a male Pied 
Wheatear. As the group quickly gather and start looking themselves the bird flies off! 
Sonam has been quick off the mark though and has taken photos through the scope. 
It is a male Pied Wheatear and quite possibly a first record for the country! Wow! 
and he found it almost within sight of where he was born. 

 
After the celebrations we drive on to a small, open village and stop at a house that 
also operates as a small store. Here we walk through the yard, smiling at the 
occupants in the doorway, around the back to where there is a small trickle and 
some scrubby undergrowth. This is a Black-tailed Crake site. We all find a position 
from which to look as Sonam tries to lure the crake out. It is not for playing, but  
we do get good views of Chestnut-crowned, Grey-sided and Bhutan 
Laughingthrushes as well as brief views of Red-billed Leiothrix. There is a moggy 
prowling around, so maybe that is why the crake didn't want to show. 

 
We continue our journey with a couple of stops for small birds including  
Green-tailed Sunbird, Red-tailed Minla and Bar-winged Siva. The countryside is 
breathtaking at every bend. Suddenly the bus lurches to a halt. Pasa has a whispered 
conversation with Sonam whose eyes widen to the size of dinner plates! Sonam then 
relays to us that Pasa has just spotted a Takin. The bus reverses slowly to the point 
where Pasa has seen the animal and we all get out. There is a small crag by the 
roadside and at the top of it, where the forest starts, there is a face looking down  
on us. The face of a Takin! This is Bhutan's national animal, but unless on a trek 
visitors are unlikely to see one of these bizarre animals. They are a goat antelope, but 
more closely related to sheep and have been famously likened to 'a bee-stung 
moose'. Whatever, it is right above us, without a care in the world and giving us the 
most amazing views. How did Pasa ever spot that?! 
 
We pass Pasa's village where we rendezvous with his sister who hands over  
a package of herbs. The dried flowers of the pepper that Alison has been asking 
about and that the Bhutanese traditionally have in their porridge, wow. 

 
We stop in an area where the landscape is grazed and a stream flows below the 
road among scattered trees. This is, according to Sonam, a Solitary Snipe site and  
we are going to try for it. Young Sonam goes down the slope to the stream edge. He 



is walking upstream with us walking along the road and he is going to see if a snipe 
will flush for us. He walks, we walk and he claps his hands every few yards. Nothing 
happens and then all of a sudden a snipe is in the air and flying away from us. Most  
of us get views of this long-winged, pale snipe. It makes a circuit as we walk up to 
where it flew and it flies back downhill from us and lands out of sight. We wander 
back down the road to have a look. It flies a third time, circles and lands at a bend  
on the stream and tucks itself in behind a piece of wood and starts to preen. We get 
it in the scopes and get alright views of this difficult bird to find. 
 
We walk back up the road, elated, to find lunch waiting for us! Fabulous and just in 
time. Lunch is as delicious as always, especially the cheesy, fried cauliflower. 
 
Our journey continues up over the pass of Pele La at 3,350 metres. As we descend 
there is a side road that we take. This smaller road takes us up over another pass, 
Lawa La. From here the road descends into the valley of Phobjikha. This valley  
is world famous for the population of Black-necked Cranes that over winter here. 
This rare crane has usually migrated back north by this time of year, but we have 
information telling us that some are still in the valley! The road winds down 
throughconifer forest, but we start to see agricultural fields below us. We emerge 
out of the forest to be met with a view up an enormous glaciated valley. It is farmed 
at the lower end but further upstream, so to speak, it is a RAMSAR site because  
of the wintering cranes. And there they are! Three of them ahead of us. Pasa brings 
the bus to a stop, we all get out and set up the scopes. We are soon enjoying 
glorious views of a family group of gorgeous Black-necked Cranes! Duncan was 
certain that they would have all departed by now, this is a treat indeed. There are 
fifteen others further up the valley, but the three in front of us are superb. 
 
Were trace our steps to the main road and carry on our journey towards Punakha. 
Sonam finds another Northern Goshawk perched high against the sky above  
us. Further on there is a troop of monkeys beside the road in the trees. These are 
our third species of langur, Grey Langur. There is a baby among this group also which 
is probably why they don't hang around for their photos to be taken. Gorgeous. 

 
We take a dirt road as we wind our way to Punakha. This follows the big river, 
Punatsanghchu, the combination of the Mother and Father rivers that converge  
at Punakha and where, at the confluence, the Punakha Dzong stands. We find Rudy 
Shelducks, lots of them, as we follow the river. It is wide and shingly here. A Hoopoe 
flies in and lands on a bush next to us, followed by an Olive-backed Pipit. There is an 
island of shingle in the river and we scan this finding countless more Rudy Shelducks, 
Common Teal, Goosander, Cormorants and a single female Gadwall. Our first River 
Lapwing is next up and we get ok views of this gorgeous wader, but as Sonam says, 
'we'll get it'. 

 



We make our way towards the town, passing the astonishing Dzong and making our 
way to our hotel. There are two hotels in the complex and the one we should have 
been in has been taken over by the Government for quarantine purposes, due to the 
Coronavirus. This means we are in the other a little further uphill with glorious views 
out over Punakha and staying in little cabins. They are wonderful and it is great to be 
able to unpack. 

 
DayDayDayDay    13131313::::    The two Sonams and Pasa greet us this morning in national dress and they are 

extremely smart. The gho is the robe that Bhutanese men wear, tightly belted at the 
waist and pleated once at the back, it is a knee-length garment with broad, white 
cuffs. They really are very smart. The reason for this smartness is our planned visit  
to the Dzong today and it is required of all Bhutanese visiting a Dzong that they don 
formal attire. 

 
It is quite a dull morning, very overcast. We follow the river upstream, passing 
Common Mynas and bulbuls. The landscape here is an agricultural one, with the land 
given over to terraced fields. There are Long-tailed Shrikes on bushes and overhead 
wires, but we stop where there is a flock of Scaly-breasted Munias in a bush ahead  
of us. There is a Grey-sided Bush Warbler here as well as a Common Kestrel. 

 
Two male Kaleej Pheasants appear on the roadside ahead of us. These are again of 
the western race melanota that has a white breast. There is a Grey-winged Blackbird 
on a bush ahead also, what a smart bird. We start to get views of looming, snowy 
peaks as we enter Jigme Dorji National Park, the largest National Park in the country. 
We stop at a bridge over a stream, near the Park entrance and find a Slaty-backed 
Forktail, while Caroline and Paul find a Brown Dipper. There are two River Lapwings 
in a ditch at the side of the road. 

 
We find breakfast all set up in a field close to the river. It is idyllic here with the sun 
having broken through and now beaming down. Through breakfast River Lapwings 
continually call and fly up and down river. There are some Goosander on the river  
as well as a single drake Red-crested Pochard, nice find! We walk along the road after 
breakfast and the sun is now warm. This brings out some butterflies and we find one, 
in particular, that grabs our attention. It is brown with a yellow bar on each forewing, 
very striking. 

 
Rita and Ian spot a Lizard, but it scuttles off before anyone else sees it unfortunately. 
We try for Red-billed Leiothrix, but again we only get fleeting views. And talking  
of fleeting views, Sonam spots a male Himalayan Bluetail on a fence at the back of  
a small campground that we look down on. It is moving from wire to wire, post to 
post and then quickly vanishes! 

 
We jump back on the bus and drive further into the National Park, but are soon met 
with a police check area. We have to stop and all get out. This is a health checkpoint 



and we need to all line up and have our temperatures taken to ensure that the 
coronavirus is not spreading in the country. This is all done very efficiently and 
courteously and before long we are all back on the bus and travelling on. We don't 
actually go all that further because of time, so we turn around and drive back passed 
the check point and stop to walk a stretch of the road. We quickly pick up on a Bay 
Woodpecker calling and so we try to lure this tuning woodpecker into view.  
It certainly comes closer as does another behind us. After much toing and froing we 
eventually get one perched that we can get in the scope. Jean and Paul walk a little 
way from the group and get great views of a second bird on the trunk of a large tree.  
 
Elated we walk back to the campground where the crew have located to and set  
up for lunch. It is hot in the sun now. Lunch is delicious and we have a little time  
to spend just enjoying the river and surroundings. The view to the mountains from 
the water's edge is quite something and the wet sand among the boulders  
is attracting butterflies. Male and female Hodgson's Redstarts are flycatching from 
fence posts. After a while we carry on back towards Punakha, stopping at a couple  
of places to try for Black-tailed Crake, unsuccessfully. 
 
Suddenly the bus lurches to a stop and Sonam is jumping out. He has spotted  
a Pallas's Fish Eagle low over the river, actively hunting! Wow, we are all out in 
double quick time to see this magnificent bird try for a fish in the water, fail, rise and 
soar away from us. It crosses the road further downstream and we lose it in the far 
conifers. It is an adult bird and the pale head and tail stand out remarkable well. How 
lucky are we? One of the world's least studied eagles and a real target. 

 
We get back to the hotel for about half an hour, just time to freshen up before 
getting back on the bus and driving to Punakha Dzong, where we have  
an appointment to visit. We park up and with facemasks at the ready we walk across 
the covered bridge to the dzong. The dzong sits at the confluence of two rivers - the 
Mother River (Mo Chhu) and the Father River (Pho Chhu). Its position is strategic  
as well as spiritually important. Dzongs were built not only as administrative centres 
and monasteries, but they were defensive. The huge walls are an indication of this  
as is the very steep staircase we climb to get to the front door! 

 
Sonam and Sonam Jr guide us through to the main courtyard, where robed monks 
and administrative workers are walking by on their business. The courtyard  
is dominated by an enormous tree. It is the same species as the tree the Buddha sat 
beneath. It really is huge. The towering wall of the main temple also dominates our 
view and we walk around to see the main entrance of this temple from the other 
courtyard. We cannot access the main temple, it is far too sacred, but we do enter 
the main ceremonial hall where prayers are heard and important ceremonies like the 
coronation of the present King are carried out. It is an extraordinary space, full  
of colour and elaborate decoration. But it is the statues that dominate the space.  
An enormous statue of Buddha is flanked by huge statues one of which is the 



founder of the dzong in the 17th century - Zhabdrung Ngawang Namgyal. The 
whole place is serene to an extreme and quite breathtaking. 

 
Back outside we are all quite speechless from our experience. We recross the bridge 
where monks are throwing food to the enormous, swirling mass of fish below. What 
a remarkable place and what a privilege to have been able to visit. 

 
We get back on the bus and, despite the lateness of the hour, we drive following the 
Father River upstream. We pass scores of Ruddy Shelducks and Great Cormorants 
and find our first Common Sandpiper, but we are on the hunt for something much, 
much bigger. This stretch of water is where one of the world's rarest birds winters; 
White-bellied Heron. Sonam knows that one individual uses a stretch of this water  
as its winter territory and it this this bird we are hoping to see. We stop at a point 
that Sonam knows and get out. As soon as we start exiting the vehicle the heron 
makes an appearance flying languidly downstream. There is an explosion of activity 
from us as we all try to get out and see it before it flies off. We needn't panic 
because the heron has landed on the gravel and is just standing there looking around. 
Wow, it is huge. Like a purple heron on steroids!! The neck is thin and snake-like, like 
a Purple Heron's, but the body and legs are huge. It flies again but not very far and 
we relocate to get further views of this magnificent bird. It gives us a little more of its 
time before spreading its enormous wings and crossing the river. What an incredible 
bird and what an incredible day!! 
 

DayDayDayDay    14141414::::    We have a little bit of a lie-in this morning, half an hour's grace and meet up at 
6.30am. The view down to Punakha Dzong is a magical way to start the day, 
especially now that we are all concerned about how we are to get home. 
Coronavirus is shutting down the world. We are safe here in Bhutan, so our focus  
is of what is in front of us and the view is beautiful. 

 
We are moving on so our luggage is collected and stowed on the roof of the bus 
and off we go. Our journey to Paro will be primarily on good road, so to begin with 
we turn off on a side road, into the Royal Botanical Garden Reserve where we find 
breakfast waiting for us. We are all going to miss this team of exceptional individuals. 

 
We walk a little of the track here downhill. Two men appear ahead of us with 
enormous bundles of leaves on their backs that they have collected from the forest 
for mulch. A Crested Goshawk calls and we see it ahead, soaring up out of the forest 
and away. There are four Little Buntings and a Common Rosefinch in a tree, with 
Tibetan Serins twittering from the top of another further on. We turn around and 
wander back up, where we find a Blue-fronted Redstart and a Long-tailed Shrike near 
the bus. 

 
Pasa takes us on our journey back onto the main road and onwards. A timely stop 
brings our attention to two cherry trees in full bloom. Another car has stopped  



to photograph the blossom and when it departs we go in for a closer look. Blossom 
means nectar and insects which brings in birds and we are not disappointed here. 
Within a few minutes of frantic birding we find Green-backed and Yellow-browed 
Tits, White-tailed Nuthatch, Rufous Sibia, Whiskered and Black-chinned Yuhinas  
as well as Green-tailed Sunbirds. There is another sunbird in there though, it is a Mrs 
Gould's Sunbird! In fact there is a least two males of this incredibly colourful bird. 
Sunbirds are like the hummingbirds of the Old World and Mrs Gould's is right  
up there for colour. 

 
We drive on and we soon start to get views of the highest unclimbed mountain  
on Earth. Gangkhar Puensum stands 7,570 metres tall (24,840 ft) and along with  
all other peaks above 6,000 metres it is not allowed to be climbed. The light is hazy 
blending snow with sky but to see this ice-clad giant is spectacular. To get to the base 
of the mountain takes some effort; a 5 day trek from Bumthang or 22 days from Paro! 

 
At a high pass (3,100 m) there is a stupa that we stop for. There are also loos and 
great views, but it is the stupa that is important. It isn't just one. It is a complex  
of 108 surrounding a temple. Each one of these small stupa commemorates  
an individual who gave their life in defence of the country, fighting rebels who had 
holed up in Bhutan from Northern India. It is a remarkable place. This used to be  
a site for Satyr Tragopan, but the increase in traffic has caused them to retreat from 
here, more's the pity. We slowly meander downhill from here, until we come across 
our crew set up beneath a wealth of prayer flags, wow. We have lunch under canvas 
due to the slight precipitation. 
 
Our journey continues on the national highway, but whereas in the east it is a narrow, 
rough road, here in the more visited west it is a two-lane highway with a good 
surface. We are not used to such luxury! We make it to the capital Thimphu where, 
on the outskirts high on a hillside, stands the most enormous statue of Buddha  
we have ever seen. We stop for some photographs. The seated statue is 169 feet tall 
and cast from copper, bronze and gold plate. The third eye in the forehead is made 
from a 100 carat diamond, that is worth more than the rest of the statue. It is quite 
remarkable and we find out it was financed by a very rich individual from Singapore. 
Thimphu is the largest conurbation with a population of 160,000 and is where the 
royal family reside. 

 
The road passes through a rocky ravine and there is a convenient place to pull off for 
a scan. Sonam tells us that this is a good place to look for the Goral, a mountain 
goat-like animal. No sooner has he said this, Jean finds one resting beneath a rock 
overhang. We get a good look at this animal of the Himalaya through the scopes.  
It is quite pretty with small horns and a well patterned face. David then finds another 
under another overhang and John finds a third, higher up and grazing among a stand 
of pines. Sonam tells us that their main predator is Common Leopard, but that a pair 
of Yellow-throated Martens could also bring one down and they do! 



As we come into the outskirts of Paro we take a rough track that follows the river. 
Sonam has promised us good views of Ibisbill, so that is why we are here. Pasa lets  
us out and drives ahead. We haven’t walked very far when Sonam spots an Ibisbill 
ahead. There are actually two, as well as a River Lapwing. We stalk closer, optics and 
cameras at the ready. The Ibisbills are completely unfussed about us and carry  
on regardless. What an incredible bird. It looks as if a boulder from the river has 
sprouted beak and legs and wandered off. Remarkable well camouflaged. We get 
good views of an Olive-backed Pipit and an alboides race White Wagtail. 
 
We drive into Paro to try and track down an ATM that works, but to no avail. 
Sonam does however find a place that will exchange currency, phew! This complete 
we find our hotel, where we are in small cabins with fine views and check in, have 
dinner and go to bed. 
 

DayDayDayDay    15151515:::: We are back to our usual schedule this morning, mercifully, as we are unsettled  
by the lie-ins!!! 

 
We are heading for the high pass of Chele La, the highest driveable pass in the 
country. The views back down to the valley and airport as we climb are glorious.  
It is an overcast day, but that only adds to the atmosphere. We pass what looks like 
a bonfire, but Sonam informs us that it is actually incense. At times like these, with  
a global pandemic, or at times of celebration, Bhutanese burn huge quantities  
of incense as an offering. In this case for the population of the world to be well. 
Thank you Bhutan. 

 
As the road winds its way onwards we find Yellow-billed Blue Magpie,  
White-collared Blackbird, Blue Whistling Thrush, and Chestnut-crowned 
Laughingthrush. Sonam Jr (named blue-capped Sonam today) finds us a smart male 
Kaleej Pheasant. Higher up we stop for a flurry of small birds; Rufous-fronted, Coal 
and Grey-crested Tits and Short-billed Minivets. As we wind further up Sonam 
suddenly yells out, 'yellow-throated Marten!' We follow his directions and see  
a surprisingly large animal bound away, downhill and away from us. It has really long 
back legs! It has vanished from sight but we are all elated. Duncan slides back  
a window and starts to squeak through his fingers; a trick that works with stoats back 
in the UK. It works with Yellow-throated Marten as well! It comes back up towards 
the bus looking inquisitively and even puts its front paws up on a stump, showing  
us it's yellow throat. What a beautiful animal. Wow! 

 
It is starting to snow, the higher we go and there is snow quite thick at the side of 
the road. Pasa finds us a couple of Blood Pheasant of this eastern race, really beautiful. 
At a bend in the road there is a large herd of Yak and a Monal Pheasant walking 
across the grass as the snow starts to fall even more thickly. A small flock of Plain 
Mountain Finches flies passed. We finally reach the pass at 3,988 metres. We park up 
and get out. There is a path that leads us further uphill, through prayer flags, to a 



stupa that is above 4,000 metres. We can feel the altitude here, but the Choughs are 
unfussed. To think, to get to this altitude in Europe would necessitate a considerable 
mountaineering challenge! The snow is falling thicker than ever and there is absolutely 
no view , of course, so we climb back aboard and carry on over the pass for a short 
distance. 

 
There are some small birds perched in the top of a larch that is down to our left.  
We get out and put the scopes on them. We are very glad we did, because these 
are Altai Accentors, beautifully and delicately marked alpine birds that our guide 
Duncan certainly wasn't expecting to see on this trip. We suppose winter still has  
a hold and species like this are still keeping to lower altitudes. 

 
We retrace our steps back over Chele La and Sonam finds a raptor perched in a tree. 
It is an Upland Buzzard, a new bird! The snow is falling thickly, but it doesn't stop us 
from getting the scope on it. True to form it flies fairly quickly and we see that it is  
a dark-morph bird. Really beautiful. As we continue to descend the snow turns more 
and more to rain, so we decide to return to the hotel for the rest of the afternoon. 
We stop a couple of times for views of the airport and runway as well as the wider 
valley. We have the rest of the afternoon to rest at the hotel. 

 
DayDayDayDay    16161616:::: The rain has stopped this morning and it is much brighter and clearer. Today we are 

aiming for the Tiger's Nest monastery, so we make sure we have walking poles, hats 
and everything else we need for the trek. We try for Black-tailed Crake again on the 
outskirts of Paro, but despite hearing it we don't see it. 

 
We get views to the Goddess Mountain, Jhomo Lhari (7,350 metres) gleaming in the 
morning sun; the other side of that mountain is Tibet! We arrive at 'base camp'  
to find our table set for breakfast. We are absolutely surrounded by dogs here, of all 
descriptions and with varying numbers of legs. Breakfast is very welcome, as is the 
bountiful supply of tea, just the ticket for preparing to trek to one of the world's 
most famous monasteries. 

 
After breakfast we look for the Spotted Laughingthrush that we could hear while 
eating. We try to lure it out and it works. Sonam also hears Brown Parrotbill and  
we look for that also. Both species eventually pop right out into the open giving  
us amazing views. The parrotbill being way bigger that we were expecting. We walk 
on up the track in increasing heat. The track is wide, but quite steep and uneven,  
so we stop regularly to catch our breath, we are over 2500 metres after all. Birds are 
scarce on the way up, but we do get great views of a perched Nutcracker. 

 
We all reach the teahouse that sits about half way on the trek. There is a little 
confusion for those at the back to find the right way to the teahouse. We all breathe 
deeply and take in the amazing view over to the Tiger's Nest. The tea and biscuits 
are most welcome and we enjoy the rest and views. It is hard to see how we actually 



get to the monastery without riding on the back of a flying tiger; it looks  
an impossibly placed building. 

 
The group splits from here, with some deciding to stay at the teahouse, the rest  
of the group deciding to carry on. The next section of the trail is steep and narrower, 
with a series of switchbacks. Young Bhutanese also on the trail, move pass us. Their 
young lungs are much more suited for this hike! At the top of the steep section there 
is another fantastic view point for the monastery. We are pretty much at the same 
height here so the view is quite spectacular. We split again here with some deciding 
that enough is enough and Sonam Jr takes them back down to the teahouse. The 
rest decide to carry on to the monastery. The path levels off and then comes to  
a series of steps that lead down into the ravine. As we start descending Sonam 
suddenly draws our attention to a raptor coming towards us, high over head. As we 
look a Lammergeier cruises over head, the T shape clear, wow that is completely 
unexpected. There is a second raptor coming in behind the Lammergeier.  
We expect it to be a Golden Eagle, as they tend to hang out with Lammergeier, but 
it turns out to be another vulture. Probably a Himalayan Vulture. 

 
We reach the bottom of the steps where there is a beautiful waterfall and then 
ascend another set of stairs to reach the monastery, 700 in total, phew! It is 
absolutely worth it though. We hand in our rucksacks, cameras and then we move 
into the monastery. It is really quite the most amazing building our guide Duncan has 
ever been to. The steps are huge within the monastery and the wall paintings at the 
entrance are very beautiful.  Sonam interprets the rooms that we visit and we are 
amazed, in particular, at the statue room where there is a huge Buddha and there  
is a statue of the guru who set up the monastery. Quite an incredible experience. 
We then retrace our steps, literally! 

 
Back at base camp we all gather together again and we find our crew ready with 
lunch. These guys have been one of the highlights of our trip. The standard of the 
cuisine has been superb, they have always set up at beautiful sites, they have been 
fun, courteous and professional throughout and so we honour them with a little 
ceremony of thanks as this is the last time we will see them! It is sad to think that the 
tour is quickly coming to a close. 

 
We return to the hotel and have the rest of the day to relax before meeting up for 
checklist and dinner. What a day! 

 
DayDayDayDay    17171717:::: Today is an extra day. The global Covid-19 situation has meant that our original 

flights were cancelled and our return journey to Heathrow has caused a lot of hard 
work in the background for both our local agent and Speyside Wildlife. These 
incredible people have found a route home for us and as a result today is extra.  
We have breakfast at the hotel and then say our fond farewells to the hotel staff, 
load up the bus and head off. 



We head towards the airport, where Drukair have organised a hotel for us for this 
our new final night. We unload our luggage and then head off towards the Chele  
La Pass again. The reason being that there is hardly any cloud in the sky and 
therefore the views should be spectacular. It soon becomes apparent that the views 
are likely to be some of the best we have had all trip as there is no haze today, the 
air is clear and crisp. We pass a bush that holds Rufous Sibia, Collared Blackbird, 
Black-throated Thrush and Rufous-crowned Laughingthrush. 

 
Because the views are so good we all agree that we should continue right to the top 
and see what we should have seen the first time. We get brief views of a Himalayan 
Bluetail and both Chestnut-crowned and Black-faced Laughingthrushes as we ascend. 
At the top the view is absolutely staggering. We are surrounded by snow capped 
peaks. The Goddess mountain (Jumolhari) commands our attention, as it towers over 
the other myriad peaks, many of them unnamed, let alone unclimbed! There are 
some high Himalayan Vultures, but they don't hang around and we just soak in the 
views. We also have pointed out to us that the peak with what looks like a flagpole 
sticking up from it is in fact a place for sky burials. Because there is no soil up here 
and cremation is frowned upon, the only option is for the birds to do the work. 

 
We descend back to Paro and try one last time for Black-tailed Crake. We try and 
lure it out and, as before, one starts to respond from behind us in an area on the 
opposite side of the road. This time it sounds really close, so we line up and watch. 
All of a sudden not one, but two Black-tailed Crakes walk out into the open going 
from one bit of cover to another! It pays to stay another day!! 

 
We have a little time to explore some of the shops in Paro (those that are still open 
of course) and for some to purchase lattes and cappuccinos from the cafes that  
we are parked beside, but before long we make our way back to the hotel and find 
our rooms, rejig some of the luggage and relax before meeting up for our final dinner 
and to go through the final checklist. 

 
It is agreed that normal rules cannot apply as we have seen so much that we cannot 
possibly narrow down our experience to one species, so we will just have a round 
the table list.  

 
Species of the TripSpecies of the TripSpecies of the TripSpecies of the Trip 
It was just too difficult to narrow it down, so from going around the table a few times these 
were the ones that stood out: 
Lammergeier, Black-tailed Crake, Scarlet Finch, Mrs Gould's Sunbird, Long-tailed Broadbill, Takin, 
Greater Yellownape, White-crested Laughingthrush, Pallas's Fish Eagle, Himalayan Monal, 
Bhutan Giant Flying Squirrel, Streaked Spider Hunter, Rufous-necked Hornbill, Black-necked 
Crane, Spotted Forktail, Ibisbill, Sultan Tit, Pied Wheatear, White-bellied Heron, Linneated 
Barbet, Tawny Fish Owl, Bar-winged Flycatcher Shrike, Rufous-fronted Tit, Greater and Lesser 



Adjutant, Yellow-billed Blue Magpie, Shikra, Blood Pheasant, Golden Langur, Yellow-throated 
Marten, Smooth-coated River Otter. 
 
Place of the TripPlace of the TripPlace of the TripPlace of the Trip 
We visited so much extraordinary habitat and covered a lot of miles through the country but 
one place scored more votes than others, Punakha Dzong. This was closely followed by Tiger's 
Nest and The valley of the Cranes. Then came equal votes for the Tawny Fish Owl valley and 
Bhutan as a whole. 
 
Magic MomentMagic MomentMagic MomentMagic Moment 
As to be expected this is a very personal choice, but two moments gained three votes each: 
The Tiger's Nest and watching the Bhutan Giant Flying Squirrel. 
 
DayDayDayDay    18181818:::: We have a relaxing breakfast at the hotel before our luggage is loaded and we drive 

the short distance to the airport. We say our farewells to the extraordinary 
threesome of Sonam Jr, Pasa our driver and Sonam of the remarkable eyes. We will 
miss you, our new friends and we will miss the beauty, richness and tranquillity  
of Bhutan. Thank you for a once in a lifetime experience. 

 
We take off from Paro, with towering mountains all around us. For those on the right 
side of the plane it is quite interesting given how close the plane comes to those 
mountains! Only 17 pilots, worldwide, are qualified to land at Paro. Our flight is taking 
us away from home, we are flying to Bangkok, one of the few international airports  
in Asia still open. As we land we spot Black-winged Stilt, Avocet and Little Egrets. 

 
After nearly 6 hours in Bangkok we board our Emirates flight to Dubai, where  
we land in the early hours of the morning, have a short lay-over and then board for 
our flight to Heathrow. Before long we are landing in the UK, into a situation that  
is unknown to us all, but we have had quite simply a staggering trip to the Land of 
the Thunder Dragon. 

 
Thankfully everyone's luggage has arrived safely, so we say our farewells and head 
home. Thank you all for being such fun to travel with, some of our guide Duncan’s 
fondest memories will be the levels of laughter coming from the bus. Thank you for 
your patience and good humour when we were dealing with how to get home, your 
adaptability and sharp eyes. Thank you. 

 
    
    
        



SPECIES LISTSPECIES LISTSPECIES LISTSPECIES LIST 
BIRDSBIRDSBIRDSBIRDS    
Hill Partridge (H) 
Rufous-throated Partridge (H) 
Chestnut-breasted Partridge (H) 
Blood Pheasant 
Satyr Tragopan 
Himalayan Monal 
Red Junglefowl (H) 
Kalij Pheasant 
Lesser Whistling Duck 
Bar-headed Goose 
Ruddy Shelduck 
Gadwall 
Mallard 
Northern Pintail 
Common Teal 
Goosander 
Asian Openbill 
Lesser Adjutant 
Greater Adjutant 
Indian Pond heron 
Grey Heron 
White-bellied Heron 
Purple Heron 
Cattle Egret 
Intermediate Egret 
Little Egret 
Little Cormorant 
Great Cormorant 
Common Kestrel 
Peregrine 
Black-winged Kite 
Black Kite 
Osprey 
Pallas's Fish Eagle 
Lammergeier (Bearded Vulture) 
Himalayan Vulture 
Crested Serpent Eagle 
(Indian) Black Eagle 
Hen Harrier 
Northern Goshawk 
Crested Goshawk 
Shikra 

 
Besra 
Eurasian Sparrowhawk 
Himlayan Buzzard 
Upland Buzzard 
Greater Spotted Eagle 
Rufous-bellied Eagle 
Changeable Hawk eagle 
Mountain Hawk Eagle 
Black-necked Crane 
Purple Swamphen 
Black-tailed Crake 
Bronze-winged Jacana 
Indian Thick-knee 
Ibisbill 
Black-winged Stilt (Bangkok) 
River Lapwing 
Red-wattled Lapwing 
Solitary Snipe 
Green Sandpiper 
Common Sandpiper 
Common Pigeon 
Snow Pigeon 
Speckled Wood Pigeon 
Oriental Turtle Dove 
Eurasian Collared Dove 
Spotted Dove 
Barred Cuckoo Dove 
Emerald Dove 
Mountain Imperial Pigeon 
Rose-ringed Parakeet 
Chestnut-winged Cuckoo (H) 
Large Hawk Cuckoo (H) 
Asian Koel 
Green-billed Malkoha 
Mountain Scops Owl (H) 
Collared Scops Owl 
Tawny Fish Owl 
Brown Wood Owl (H) 
Collared Owlet (H) 
Asian Barred Owlet 
Himalayan Swiftlet 
Asian Palm Swift 



Fork-tailed Swift 
House Swift 
Red-headed Trogon 
Ward's Trogon 
Indian Roller 
White-throated Kingfisher 
Common Kingfisher 
Crested Kingfisher 
Blue-bearded Bee-eater 
Green Bee-eater 
Chestnut-headed Bee-eater 
Common Hoopoe 
Great Hornbill 
Rufous-necked Hornbill 
Great Barbet  
Linneated Barbet 
Golden-throated Barbet 
Blue-throated Barbet 
Coppersmith Barbet 
Yellow-rumped Honeyguide 
Speckled Piculet 
White-browed Piculet 
Rufous-bellied Woodpecker 
Fulvous-breasted Woodpecker 
Crimson-breasted Woodpecker 
Darjeeling Woodpecker (H) 
Lesser Yellownape 
Greater Yellownape 
Grey-headed Woodpecker 
Bay Woodpecker 
Long-tailed Broadbill 
Black-winged Cuckooshrike 
Grey-chinned Minivet 
Long-tailed Minivet 
Short-billed Minivet 
Scarlet Minivet 
Bar-winged Flycatcher Shrike 
Long-tailed Shrike 
Grey-backed Shrike  
Common Iora 

Maroon Oriole 
Black Drongo 
Ashy Drongo 
Bronzed Drongo 
Lesser Racket-tailed Drongo 
Hair-crested Drongo 
Greater Racket-tailed Drongo 
Yellow-bellied Fantail 
White-throated Fantail 
Yellow-billed Blue Magpie 
Eurasian Magpie 
Common Green Magpie (H) 
Rufous Treepie 
Grey Treepie 
Spotted Nutcracker 
Red-billed Chough 
House Crow 
Large-billed Crow 
Eastern Jungle Crow 
Great Tit 
Green-backed Tit 
Yellow-cheeked Tit 
Black-throated Tit 
Rufous-fronted Tit 
Rufous-vented Tit 
Coal Tit 
Grey-crested Tit 
Sultan Tit 
Yellow-browed Tit 
Barn Swallow 
Eurasian Crag Martin 
Red-rumped Sawllow 
Nepal House Martin 
Oriental Skylark 
Chestnut-headed Tesia 
Slaty-bellied Tesia (H) 
Swamp Prinia 
Striated Prinia 
Black-throated Prinia 
Rufescent Prinia 



Mountain Tailorbird 
Common Tailorbird 
Striated Bulbul 
Black-crested Bulbul 
Red-whiskered Bulbul 
Himalayan Bulbul 
Red-vented Bulbul 
White-throated Bulbul 
Ashy Bulbul 
Mountain Bulbul 
Black Bulbul 
Brown-flanked Bush Warbler 
Grey-sided Bush Warbler (H) 
Buff-barred warbler 
Ashy-throated Warbler 
Lemon-rumped warbler 
Yellow-browed Warbler 
Hume's Leaf Warbler 
Greenish Warbler 
Blyth's Leaf Warbler 
Grey-hooded Warbler 
Grey-cheeked Warbler 
Chestnut-crowned Warbler 
Black-faced Warbler 
Puff-throated Babbler 
Rusty-cheeked Scimitar Babbler 
Streak-breasted Scimitar Babbler 
Long-billed Wren Babbler (H) 
Scaly-breasted Cupwing  
  (Wren Babbler) (H))  
Pygmy Cupwing (Wren Babbler) (H) 
Rufous-throated Wren Babbler 
Spotted Elachura 
Rufous-capped babbler 
Golden Babbler 
Pin-striped Tit Babbler 
White-throated Laughingthrush 
White-crested Laughingthrush 
Striated Laughingthrush 
Rufous-chinned Laughingthrush 

Spotted Laughingthrush 
Grey-sided Laughingthrush 
Rufous-necked Laughingthrush 
Bhutan Laughingthrush 
Blue-winged laughingthrush 
Black-faced laughingthrush  
Chestnut-crowned Laughingthrush 
Red-faced Liocichla 
Red-billed Leiothrix 
White-browed Shrike Babbler 
Green Shrike Babbler 
Black-eared Shrike babbler 
Rusty-fronted Barwing 
Hoary-throated Barwing 
Blue-winged Siva 
Bar-throated Siva 
Red-tailed Minla 
Yellow-throated Fulvetta 
Rufous-winged Fulvetta 
White-browed Fulvetta 
Nepal Fulvetta 
Rufous Sibia 
Long-tailed Sibia 
White-bellied Erpornis 
Striated Yuhina 
White-naped Yuhina 
Whiskered Yuhina 
Stripe-throated Yuhina 
Black-chinned Yuhina 
Brown Parrotbill 
Grey-headed Parrotbill 
Oriental White-eye 
Goldcrest 
Chestnut-bellied Nuthatch 
White-tailed Nuthatch 
Beautiful Nuthatch (H) 
Eurasian Wren 
Wallcreeper 
Hodgson's Treecreeper 
Rusty-flanked Treecreeper 



Brown-throated Treecreeeper 
Common Hill Myna 
Great Myna 
Jungle Myna 
Bank Myna 
Common Myna 
Asian Pied Starling 
Chestnut-tailed Starling 
Blue Whistling Thrush 
Alpine Thrush 
Long-billed Thrush 
White-collared Blackbird 
Grey-winged Blackbird 
Black-throated Thrush 
Chestnut-bellied Rock Thrush 
Blue Rock Thrush 
White-browed Bush Robin (H) 
Rufous-breasted Bush Robin 
Himalayan Bluetail 
Golden Bush Robin 
Indian Robin 
Oriental Magpie Robin 
White-rumped Shama 
Hodgson's Redstart 
White-throated Redstart 
Blue-fronted Redstart 
Plumbeous Water Redstart 
White-capped Redstart 
Little Forktail 
Black-backed Forktail 
Slaty-backed Forktail 
Spotted Forktail 
Common Stonechat 
Grey Bushchat 
Slaty-backed Flycatcher 
Rufous-gorgeted Flycatcher 
Taiga Flycatcher 
Little Pied Flycatcher 
White-gorgeted Flycatcher 
Verditer Flycatcher 

Pale-chinned Flycatcher 
Large Niltava 
Small Niltava 
Grey-headed Canary Flycatcher 
Brown Dipper 
Asian Fairy Bluebird 
Golden-fronted Leafbird 
Orange-bellied Leafbird 
Yellow-vented Flowerpecker 
Fire-breasted Flowerpecker 
Purple Sunbird 
Mrs Gould's Sunbird 
Green-tailed Sunbird 
Black-throated Sunbird 
Crimson Sunbird 
Little Spiderhunter 
Streaked Spiderhunter 
House Sparrow 
Russet Sparrow 
Eurasian Tree Sparrow 
Scaly-breasted Munia 
Chestnut Munia 
Alpine Accentor 
Altai Accentor 
Rufous-breasted Accentor 
Citrine Wagtail 
Grey Wagtail 
White Wagtail ssp ocularis 
White Wagtail ssp alboides 
Olive-backed Pipit 
Rosy Pipit 
Tibetan Serin 
Yellow-breasted Greenfinch 
Plain Mountain Finch 
Rosefinch 
Beautiful Rosefinch 
Dark-rumped Rosefinch 
White-browed Rosefinch 
Red Crossbill 
Brown Bullfinch 



Red-headed Bullfinch 
Scarlet Finch 
Collared Grosbeak 
Spot-winged Grosbeak 
White-winged Grosbeak 
Golden-naped Finch 
Godlewski's Bunting 
Little Bunting  
Grey-headed Lapwing 
Little Swift 
PIED WHEATEAR 

  



MAMMALSMAMMALSMAMMALSMAMMALS 
Goral 
Himalayan Yellow-throated marten 
Assamese Macaque  
Gray Langur 
Capped Langur 
Golden Langur 
Hoary-bellied Squirrel 
Orange-bellied Squirrel 
Five Stripe palm Squirrel 
Malayan Giant Squirrel 
Common Pika 
Large Eared Pika 
Muntjac 
Wild Pig 
Bhutan Giant Flying Squirrel 
Red Fox 
Smooth-coated River Otter 
Takin 
Himalayan Palm Civet 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

BUTTERFLIESBUTTERFLIESBUTTERFLIESBUTTERFLIES 
Golden Birdwing 
Great Mormon 
Common Mormon 
Veined Jay 
Common Emmigrant 
Dark Clouded Yellow 
Indian Cabbage White 
Great Orangetip 
Pale Grass Blue 
Constable 
Common Jester 
Spotted Blue Crow 
Lemon Pansy 
Himalayan Sergeant 
Plain Tiger 
Paris Peacock 
Common Bluebottle 
Mottled Emmigrant 
Spotted Sawtooth 
Indian Purple Emperor 
Yellow Pansy 
Tree Yellow 
Glassy Tiger 
Large cabbage White 
Club Beak 
Mixed Punch 
Dark Judy 
Indian Skipper 
Common Map 
Gram Blue 
Indian Painted Lady 
Common Blue Apollo 
 
Bhutan Jumbo Bee 
Rock Bee 


