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Borneo 
We were thrilled to learn the female Orangutan we were watching was none other than the “Grand 

Old Lady’ Seduku, who at 52 years old had been in the reserve since it was opened in 1975… 

…we were distracted by a Flying Dragon (Draco cornutus), a Hooded Pitta, Bornean Bristlehead and 

Crested Myna. 

  



Day 1   
 

Wed 27 September Kuching  

We all met in the departure lounge at Singapore airport to head to our arrival destination, Kuching, 

Sarawak, where the plane landed on time just after 2pm. We were greeted upon arrival by local guide, 

who was to accompany us for the entire trip. We were bundled into vehicles and taken to our hotel 

near the Kuching waterfront, where we checked in before heading out on a walking tour of the city. 

Here we learnt about the different ethnic groups in Sarawak and explored the city sights. It became 

apparent that we just happened to coordinate our visit with the end of the annual Mooncake Festival, 

a mid-autumn harvest festival celebrated in Chinese culture and the street next to the hotel appeared 

to be the focus of the event. After examining all the wonderful food options on display and buying a 

few mooncakes to try (which formed a mooncake addiction for the rest of the trip), we headed out to 

dinner at one of the best vegetarian restaurants any of us had ever experienced. A huge variety of 

dishes were brought out and sampled and the theme of the trip - eating far too much of delicious and 

varied food - was established as we decided that this was one of the best vegetarian meals we had 

ever tasted. We then staggered back to our hotel for a good night’s sleep.  

  

Day 2   
 

Thu 28 September Bako National Park  

This morning we were awoken early by the Muslim call to prayer which was broadcast by loudspeaker 

from the nearby Kuching City Mosque. After an amazing breakfast at the hotel which included a 

massive variety of food, we eagerly headed off to our first destination, Bako National Park which 

covers an area of 16 square kilometres of primary forest. The coastline of the Park is indented with 

beautiful rock formations, steep cliffs and sandy bays. Shortly after our arrival at Kampung Bako, we 

met our ranger guide for the day Bujang, and took a 20-minute boat ride to the national park itself. 

The tide was quite low on our arrival, so the boat beached in the shallow water, and we took off our 

shoes and socks and waded ashore. We were immediately struck by the gnarly, weathered sandstone 

rock formations along the shoreline that also formed the nearby plateau. We had our first glimpses of 

carnivorous plants (Nepenthes) and orchids growing in the small fissures in the rock before heading 

along the beach and into the nearby forest trails around Telok Assam near the park HQ. During our 

walk we encountered several mammal species, including Bornean Bearded Pig (one with several 

small piglets), Proboscis Monkey, Silvered Leaf Monkey (including one with a ginger-haired baby) and 

Long-tailed Macaque. We were also lucky to see two Sunda Colugo (often inaccurately referred to as 

flying lemur because of its amazing gliding ability) which on first appearance to be burls on the trees 

complete with patches of lichen until they turned their heads to look at us with their startling and quite 

disconcertingly large bulging eyes. Plantain and Prevost’s Squirrels were also seen scuttling around 

the tree canopies. Birds we saw today included Red-crowned Barbet, Ashy and Rufous-tailed 

Tailorbirds, Common Iora, White-rumped Sharma and Common Hill Myna, with Whimbrel on the 



shoreline and Little Tern from the boat. A large Common Water Monitor and a Green Crested Lizard 

basked by the side of the path and hermit crabs scuttled around the forest floor and up the sides of 

the trees. We then walked along a boardwalk which skirted the edge of the mangroves, where brightly 

coloured crabs signalled away with their even more brightly coloured enlarged claws and mudskippers 

scooted between puddles. We then ascended around 400 metres to the sandstone plateau via a 

rough walking trail amongst the tree roots in the jungle. Excitement levels rose as we clapped eyes on 

our first Nepenthes at close range-we found three species (N. albomarginata, N. tentaculata and N. 

rafflesiana in quick succession. The Podocarp Dacrydium beccarii was also found in this area. We 

then headed back from the plateau, spotting a Proboscis Monkey on the forest floor as we 

descended. On our return, the tide was high enough for us to embark the little boat from the jetty back 

to HQ and then back to our hotel in Kuching. We had dinner on the veranda of the hotel near the pool 

overlooking the city and river. 

  

Day 3   
 

Fri 29 September Semenggoh Nature Reserve  

After another amazing breakfast, we headed to Semenggoh Orangutan Rehabilitation Centre in 

Semenggoh Nature Reserve, a natural habitat which is home to rehabilitated and now semi-wild 

Bornean Orangutans Pongo pygmaeus, which are supplementary fed if they need extra support. After 

listening to the introductory talk in which it was stressed (several times) that it was fruiting season so 

we may not see any Orangutan, we headed out to the viewing area to see if any Orangutans would 

come into the additional fruit offered them. As soon as we got there, we were told that an Orangutan 

had been sighted near the road, so we all hurried back to take a look. We were thrilled to learn the 

female Orangutan we were watching was none other than the “Grand Old Lady’ Seduku, who at 52 

years old had been in the reserve since it was opened in 1975. We then walked back along the road, 

birding en route and admiring the globular traps of the carnivorous Nepenthes ampullaria. We then 

visited the Sarawak Cultural Village which showcases authentic replicas of houses belonging to the 

major ethnic groups in Sarawak. We wandered around looking at the different styles of building and 

birdwatched around the village, picking up Chestnut-breasted Malkoha, Red-throated and Brown 

Barbet, Square-tailed Drongo-cuckoo, Yellow-bellied Prinia, Asian Glossy Starling, Asian Brown 

Flycatcher, Brown-throated Sunbird, Zebra Dove, quick views of Pink-necked Green Pigeon and a 

White-breasted Waterhen on the lake. We then attended a cultural performance, watching dancers in 

traditional costumes perform various dances of the different ethnic groups, and admiring the accuracy 

and skill of the ‘warriors’ killing balloons with their blow darts. One brave member of the public was 

‘volunteered’ to have a go with great success, and we were all very impressed (as was his girlfriend). 

We then headed back to Kuching for our final night in the city, where we were treated to a huge, 

delicious, and varied dinner at a food mall. 

  



Day 4   
 

Sat 30 September Gunung Mulu National Park  

We headed out to the airport this morning for our flight to Mulu for the next part of our adventure 

around Gunung Mulu National Park. This ancient and spectacular 52,000ha UNESCO-listed World 

Heritage Area is one of the most important natural sites in South East Asia and is notable for its high 

biodiversity and karst (cave) systems and exceptional natural beauty. On our arrival we were 

transferred to our upmarket and spacious accommodation to settle in, admiring a Red-bearded Bee-

eater from the boardwalk to our rooms, before heading out to the National Park to meet our ranger 

guide. After seeing a pair of Black-and-yellow Broadbills  at the start of the boardwalk in the park, we 

then walked the 3 km to Deer & Lang Caves, exploring the boardwalk railing (on which we found was 

a marvelous array of critters including land snails and giant millepedes), before taking a walk within 

each of the cave systems. As dusk approached, we headed to the public viewing area to watch 

thousands of bats emerging from the entrance to Deer Cave, chased by a Bat Hawk attempting to 

catch some. We just started to get into the show when the heavens opened, sending the spectators 

running for cover and interrupting the bat’s emergence. The walk back was a bit soggy, but we all 

made it back in time to board our transport back to our hotel for a buffet dinner-and the frogs loved it, 

judging by the cacophony of sound. 

 Day 5   

 

Sun 1 October Gunung Mulu National Park  

Early this morning we set out for a pre-breakfast walk on a 480-metre long canopy skywalk 

suspended about 20 meters above the forest floor, which provided a wonderful chance to view the 

spectacular tropical jungle at close range. A huge Voodoo Lily (Amorphophallus hewittii), which is a 

relative of the Titan Arum (one of the largest inflorescences in the world) was flowering at the entrance 

to the track into the skywalk and one of the group saw a Blyth’s Paradise Flycatcher. We then 

returned to the park headquarters for our picnic breakfast, before transferring to a longboat which took 

us to the Penan settlement of Batu Bungan, where we were able to purchase some handmade 

souvenirs to support the local community. We then headed to Wind Cave where we explored for a bit, 

before returning to the boat and heading to Clearwater Cave. By this time most of the group were 

‘caved out’ and the steep stairs leading to the entrance provided a further deterrent, so we elected 

instead to explore the picnic area around the cave before eating our picnic lunch. Blue-eared 

Kingfisher, Spotted Fantail, Slender-billed Crow and a gorgeous Black-naped Monarch were seen 

here. After lunch we explored further, watching an industrious pair of Bornean Least Pygmy Squirrel 

grazing the moss-covered tree trunks, and admiring a beautifully patterned land snail (Hemiplecta 

humphreysiana) and Plocoglottis acuminata orchid, before returning to the boat ramp and an 

afternoon bird walk near the park entrance. Here we added the endearing Rufous Piculet, a Blue-

crowned Hanging-parrot, Greater Coucal, Greater Racket-tailed Drongo, Black-and-red Broadbill, 

Greater Green Leafbird, Brown-throated and Crimson Sunbird, Spectacled Spiderhunter, Chestnut-



rumped Babbler and several species of Bulbul (Charlotte’s, Puff-backed, Black-headed, Spectacled, 

Cream-vented, Olive-winged and Asian Red-eyed Bulbul). After dinner (where we saw both 

Rhinoceros and Wreathed Hornbill flying over and roosting while we ate) we headed back into the 

park for a night walk where we saw a huge variety of frogs and insects, a Moonrat (more closely 

related to a Hedgehog than a rat), a grey and white Long-tailed Giant Rat (Leopoldamys sabanus) 

and heard a Barred Eagle-owl. 

  

Day 6   
 

Mon 2 October Gunung Mulu National Park  

We started early again today to take a pre-breakfast two-hour boat cruise, picking up Common 

Sandpiper, Striated Heron, Asian Black Hornbill, Stork-billed Kingfisher, Dark-throated Oriole and 

Yellow-bellied Prinia. After breakfast we spent the day exploring the various trails in the park. Bird 

species we saw included Raffles’s and Chestnut-breasted Malkoha, Buff-necked Woodpecker, 

Malaysian Pied Fantail, Grey-hooded and Sooty-capped Babbler, several bulbul species including 

Yellow-bellied and Yellow-vented Bulbul and glimpses of Bornean Crested Fireback, Crested 

Shrikejay and Asian Emerald Dove and Wallace’s Hawk-eagle in a tree near its nest, with a Crested 

Serpent-eagle flying overhead. The undoubted highlights were great views of Red-naped and Scarlet-

rumped Trogon and Green and Hose’s Broadbill. We really got lucky with the Hose’s Broadbill as they 

are not often found in this area, and great views were had by all. After another huge buffet dinner at 

the hotel, some of the group went out on a night walk along the road outside the hotel to watch the 

fireflies, before heading to bed. 

  

Day 7   
 

Tue 3 October Kota Kinabalu  

This morning we had an early morning bird walk around the hotel grounds and along the nearby road 

and hill overlooking Mulu to get any species we had so far missed. We had great views of Little 

Bronze-cuckoo, Square-tailed Drongo-cuckoo, Little Green Pigeon, Brahminy Kite, Red-bearded and 

Blue-throated Bee-eater, Blue-eared Barbet, Malaysian Pied Fantail, several bulbul species, Fluffy-

backed Tit-babbler and Yellow-rumped and Orange-bellied Flowerpecker, Olive-backed Sunbird, 

Eurasian Tree Sparrow, and Dusky Munia.  

We then packed our bags and headed to Mulu airport for our flight to Kota Kinabalu in Sabah. We 

were met by our local bird guide who would accompany us for the rest of the tour. We had lunch at a 

local restaurant, before a two-hour drive traversing Sabah's Crocker Range to our accommodation. 

We made a stop at some roadside stalls to pick up some local fruits (langsat and mangosteens) which 

were in season before continuing to our accommodation. We had a bit of time to relax and settle in 

before walking to the onsite restaurant for dinner.  



 Day 8   

 

Wed 4 October Kinabalu Park  

Today we made a very early start so that we could be in the Kinabalu Park by 6am. The Park is a 

UNESCO World Heritage Site which has been designated a Centre of Plant Diversity for South East 

Asia and which is exceptionally rich in species, with examples of flora from the Himalayas, China, 

Australia, Malaysia and pan-tropical flora. Here, Mt. Kinabalu, the highest mountain in Malaysia, 

towers majestically at 4,095 metres (13,431 feet) and supports a very wide range of habitats, from rich 

lowland and hill rainforest to tropical mountain forest, sub-alpine forest, and scrub on the higher 

elevations. We arrived in time to hear the morning cacophony of Crimson-headed Partridges, but they 

proved elusive. We spent the day birding at various points along the road, successfully nabbing some 

bird specialities/endemics including the stars: Whitehead’s Trogon, Whitehead’s Broadbill and Fruit-

hunter, Bornean Stubtail and Mountain Wren-babbler, as well as Mountain Tailorbird, , Bare-headed, 

Chestnut-hooded and Sunda Laughing-thrush, Checker-throated Woodpecker, Grey-chinned Minivet, 

Bornean Whistler, White-throated fantail, Bornean Green-magpie, Flavescent Bulbul, Mountain 

Tailorbird, Black-capped White-eye, Grey-throated Babbler, a pair of Pygmy Flycatcher and both 

subspecies of Mountain Leaf Warbler (subspecies kinabalensis and sarawakensis). During the day, 

we had good views of Golden-naped Barbet, Ashy Drongo, Indigo Flycatcher, Temminck’s Sunbird. 

We also saw Borneo Black-banded and Jentink’s Squirrel, heaps of amazing orchids. We had a 

beautiful buffet lunch in an onsite restaurant and then headed back to our accommodation. 

  

Day 9   
 

Thu 5 October Kinabalu Park  

We had another early start this morning to travel back to Kinabalu for another morning of birding, 

catching up once again with Golden-naped Barbet, Ashy Drongo, Bornean Whistler and White-

throated Fantail and adding the endemic Bornean Treepie, Bornean Whistling -thrush, Black-sided 

Flowerpecker and Little Pied Flycatcher to the list. We also saw Grey Wagtail for the first time in the 

tour in a ditch on the side of the road and heard Dark Hawk-cuckoo calling in the valley. The varieties 

of squirrel also increased, with Bornean Mountain Ground Squirrel, Tufted Pygmy Squirrel and Pale 

Giant Squirrel joining the other two species seen yesterday. We also spotted a 50cm+ Kinabalu Giant 

Earthworm, which was leisurely making its way across the road and escorted it safely to the other 

side, before we headed to the Mount Kinabalu Botanical Garden where a pair of Bornean Shortwings 

were busy scuttling amongst the plant displays including several Coelogyne, Dendrochilum and 

Paphiopedilum orchids in magnificent bloom. We then drove to Poring where we visited a property 

with flowering Corpse Plants (Rafflesia keithii). These parasitic plants have no stems, leaves or roots 

and the enormous buds arise directly from the ground. The common name derives from its propensity 

to exude a chemical that smells like rotting meat, attracting carrion flies which inadvertently act as a 

pollinator. The flowers are also a ‘rotting meat colour’ as apparently both visual and olfactory cues are 



important in attracting flies to flowers. Our attraction to these plants was the rarity and unpredictability 

of blooming as there is no sign of them when they aren’t flowering, plus the size of the flowers, as one 

species of Rafflesia boasts the largest bloom in the world at over one metre in diameter. We struck it 

lucky, seeing three open flowers (one 7 days old and nearly finished blooming, a three-day old male 

flower measuring 880mm across and a female flower just one day old which was marginally smaller). 

We then visited Poring Hot Springs for lunch, followed by the Orchid Conservation centre, where we 

were greeted by a herd of Sambar Deer. Despite the rain we saw some Nepenthes and lots of 

flowering orchids, including the endemic Phalaenopsis gigantea, Paphiopedalum dayanum and 

Calanthe triplicata amongst the 1,200 orchid species from around Sabah in the collection. We then 

headed back to our accommodation for dinner.  

  

Day 10   
 

Fri 6 October Sepilok  

We left early this morning to drive eastwards along part of the Sandakan-Ranau Death March Route 

where almost 2,500 allied prisoners of war which included Australian servicemen died at the end of 

the second world war. We stopped at a fruit market to buy some seasonal fruit and taste some Durian, 

which because of its pungent odour is banned from most hotels and vehicles, before heading to the 

Bornean Sun Bear Centre. This facility includes large forest enclosures to provide a natural 

environment suited to the needs and welfare of rehabilitated sun bears and facilitate their release 

back into the wild; it was opened to the public in 2014 to increase education and provide further funds 

for their care. We viewed two Sun Bears from an observation platform while learning about their 

habits and conservation methods used to protect them. We then travelled to the nearby Orangutan 

Rehabilitation Centre at Sepilok which is the oldest of its kind in the world. Here we watched many 

individuals, some mothers with young babies, emerging from the rainforest from a raised wooden 

walkway and observation deck. We also watched Blue-throated Bee-eaters sitting on a branch inside 

the Orangutan baby’s pen and a predominantly black colour form of Prevosts’ Squirrel and a Pig-tailed 

Macaque stealing fruit from the primates. While exiting, we were distracted by a Flying Dragon (Draco 

cornutus), a Hooded Pitta, Bornean Bristlehead and Crested Myna. We then headed to our 

accommodation for the night at our Sepilok nature resort. While wandering around the boardwalk to 

our cabins, we had great views of a pair of Black Hornbills who chose to roost in the trees nearby. 

  

Day 11   
 

Sat 7 October Sepilok to Kinabatangan  

This morning, after negotiating around a wild Orangutan who had made camp near a cabin the 

previous night, we left early to visit the Rainforest Discovery Centre (RDC) where we viewed the 

magnificent rainforest from a 347-metre-long steel Canopy Walkway elevated 20 metres off the 



ground. The birdwatching was great and we picked up several great bird species including Thick-

billed Green-pigeon, Green Imperial-pigeon, Wallace’s Hawk-eagle, more Black-and-yellow 

Broadbills, Green Iora, Black-capped Babbler, Crimson Sunbird and Black Magpie, and had great 

views of a pair of Rhinoceros Hornbill. On the way out we walked down a small trail in the rainforest, 

seeing Rufous-backed Dwarf Kingfisher. We also heard Rufous and White-bellied Woodpecker and 

saw Plantain, Prevost’s (black form) and Pale Giant Squirrel. After returning to our hotel for breakfast, 

we then continued to Kinabatangan, where we left the bus behind and transferred ourselves and our 

luggage to a boat and crossed the Kinabatangan River to our rainforest lodge where we were greeted 

by an enormous Water Monitor that was wandering the mudflats in front of the stilted encampment of 

the lodge. In the late afternoon we embarked on a boat cruise along the Kinabatangan River in search 

of birds and wildlife. Also known as the corridor of life, the Kinabatangan River is the longest river in 

Sabah. With a catchment area of 16,800 square kilometres, Kinabatangan is home to 198 species of 

birds including 8 species of hornbills, and one of only two places in the world where you may 

encounter 10 different species of primates. Bird highlights included White-winged and Whiskered 

Tern, Storm’s Stork, Lesser Adjutant, Oriental Darter, Purple Heron, Great, Intermediate and Little 

Egret, Dollarbird, Stork-billed Kingfisher, White-bellied Sea-eagle and Brahminy Kite; several hornbill 

species were also seen flying over at dusk to roost including Black, Oriental Pied and Wrinkled 

Hornbill. We also chanced upon a troop of Proboscis Monkeys, Long-tailed Macaques, and a fair 

sized semi-submerged Estuarine Crocodile (same species we get in Australia) which sauntered away 

at our approach. We returned to our lodge for a huge buffet dinner before negotiating out way along 

the raised walkways to our cabins. 

  

Day 12   
 

Sun 8 October Kinabatangan to Danum Valley  

This morning we took another early morning boat cruise birdwatching and wildlife viewing along a 

different section of the Kinabatangan River. Species seen this morning included a Greater Coucal, 

Green Imperial-pigeon, Yellow-bellied Prinia, Javan Myna, several more Storm’s Stork, Striated 

Heron, Wallace’s Hawk-eagle, White-bellied Sea-eagle and Grey-headed Fish-eagle, and great views 

of both Common and Stork-billed Kingfisher. We also picked up a solitary Rainbow Bee-eater which 

was on migration-probably from Australia where this species is very familiar to us. Several more 

hornbills were seen including Bushy-crested Hornbill and we had brief views of Common Flameback. 

We returned to the lodge for breakfast before travelling by land to Lahad Datu in time for lunch and 

then continuing onto the lodge located near the Danum River in the Danum Valley Conservation Area 

– Sabah’s largest protected area of lowland dipterocarp forest preserved for conservation, research, 

education, and training. This Bornean Eden has over 200 species of trees per hectare, some of which 

are the oldest and tallest (and most diverse) in the world. On the way in we had excellent views of a 

pair of Bornean Crested Fireback. After settling into our spacious jungle cabins, we took a quick stroll 

to the nearby river and watched a Flat-backed Millipede trundling over the rocks and some hornbills 

flying over, before heading to the restaurant for dinner; we then boarded an open safari vehicle for a 



night drive with our local guide, where we saw Blyth’s Frogmouth and heard Barred Eagle-owl. The 

mammalian highlight of the night was a Red Giant Flying Squirrel. 

  

Day 13   
 

Mon 9 October Danum Valley  

We spent the whole day today around the Rainforest Lodge grounds with a break in the middle of the 

heat of the day after lunch. The day started with an early morning walk along the road near the lodge, 

where we came upon a durian tree occupied by a wild female Orangutan and her young baby. Mum 

was preoccupied with picking ripe fruit off the tree and demolishing the succulent interiors, spitting out 

chunks of the thick skin onto the road below, while junior climbed spider-like through the canopy 

above at a death-defying height in between naps. We then walked along the longest canopy walkway 

in Sabah, spanning approximately 300m in length and standing at 26m at its highest point and then 

back to birding along the road and poking into some of the trails in the search for the more elusive 

species such as Pittas. Bird species we saw here included Chestnut-breasted Malkoha, Square-tailed 

Drongo-cuckoo, Spotted Fantail, Wallace’s Hawk-eagle, White-fronted Falconet, Maroon-breasted 

Philentoma, Dark-necked Tailorbird and further quick views of Bornean Bristlehead. We also saw 

Rhinoceros Hornbill and added White-crowned Hornbill, Black-throated and Striped Wren-babbler, 

Brown Fulvetta, Tiger-shrike, Lesser Cuckoo-shrike, Pale Blue Flycatcher, White-crowned Forktail, 

Lesser Green Leafbird, Horsfield’s and Moustached Babbler and Bornean Spiderhunter. We also had 

good views of a troop of Maroon Leaf Monkey and heard the amazing calls of Muller’s Gibbon 

echoing through the valley. The tantalising calls of the Great Argus and Helmeted Hornbill also 

echoed in the distance through the forest. After dinner, we walked around the lodge grounds 

spotlighting for wildlife and had great views of a pair of Brown Wood-owls. We also saw several 

species of frog, including File-eared Frog which looked as though its skin was a few sizes too large for 

its body, several stick insects, a beautifully coloured Lantern Bug (Pyrops whiteheadii), a Dusky or 

Common Mock-viper coiled up on top of some fern fronds fast asleep, and a Triangle Keelback 

(Xenochrophis trianguligerus). 

  

Day 14   
 

Tue 10 October Danum Valley  

A wild Orangutan had been seen near our cabins that morning which was an exciting start to the day. 

After our last breakfast together as a team, it was time to pack up and head back to Lahad Datu 

airport for our flight back to Kota Kinabalu. We had our last dinner together in the hotel and headed to 

bed. 

We saw a total of 179 species of birds and heard another 19 species. We also saw 20 species of 

mammals, including wild Orangutan and heard a couple of species of Gibbon during our trip. The 



frogs were also amazingly diverse and the pervading ‘wuk wuk’ call of one species (Giant River 

Frog?) became one of the memorable night sounds on the trip. An amazing variety of giant 

invertebrates, including millipedes, beetles, earthworms and stick insects and a myriad of gorgeously 

coloured butterflies added to the wonder and the Nepenthes, Rafflesia, orchids and giant trees were 

truly remarkable. 

  

 
Rafflesia. Photo: T. Cochran 
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