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Day 1:

Saturday, 5th January

With Christmas over and the New Year upon us we gathered at Heathrow to experience
the first two weeks of 2019 on the teardrop island of Sri Lanka. There was a slight delay in
boarding but with a tail wind our overnight journey on Sri Lankan Airlines soon caught up a
little on time.

Day 2:

Sunday, 6th January

Our guide for the tour, Thushara, was waiting to meet us in arrivals along with our ground
agent, Perry. Having purchased a few local rupees we then headed out into the humid
sunshine to our spacious, modern bus, greeted with further warm smiles from our driver,
Janaka, and helper Duminda.
As Thushara gave an overview of the country, just 34km from India at the narrowest point,
we were transported northeast along roads shared with cars, mopeds, tuk tuks, bicycles
and dogs. A process of 'mutual understanding' seemingly ensured vehicles approaching
head on would gently move over as they passed. Our journey took us past roadside stalls
and verdant paddy fields, the water-filled fields being a popular habitat for Cattle Egrets,
Black-headed Ibis, Indian Pond Herons, and Red-wattled Lapwings. Passing through the
town of Kurunegala, overlooked by a statue of Buddha high on the hill, we stopped at a
small cafe for drinks. Pond Herons and a Little Egret examined the river to the back of the
cafe as we scanned the surrounding fields where telegraph wires provided useful perches
for a Blue-tailed Bee-eater and Ashy Wood Swallows. Palm Squirrels called continuously
from the trees.
Just as we were driving away a female Asian Koel was
seen by the entrance gate, the spotty female quite a
different plumage from her all-black mate. We drove
through a couple of small remnants of forest, including
Mahogany trees, the only patches of original habitat on
this part of our journey protected from the slash and burn
cultivation. Other clearings were used as makeshift
cricket pitches. We paused to look at a large, seated
Buddha statue, elephant heads adorning the surrounding
walls before completing the final leg of our journey which took us alongside the man made
reservoir, the Kandalama tank, and on to Amaya Lake hotel.

Day 3:

Monday, 7th January

The sun rose at 6.30am and we were treated to a warm
dawn chorus as Cattle Egrets flew in to take up their
daily positions on the lawn. Other ‘garden’ birds began
to show, including White-bellied Drongos, Red-vented
Bulbuls, Asian Paradise Flycatcher, Common Iora and
three Jerdon’s Leafbirds. Noisy parakeets flew over, the
largest, Alexandrine, landing in the treetops, showing
their distinctive red shoulders. A Crimson-fronted
Barbet, endemic to Sri Lanka, chased a Coppersmith
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Barbet whilst in a close Indian Laburnum (a cassia, known as ‘shower of gold’) Whiterumped Munias flitted through as an Asian Brown Flycatcher perched, scanning for prey.
Walking towards the lake we paused near one tall tree, steadily filling with colourful birdlife
including a Loten’s Sunbird showing its very long bill, Small Minivets, Orange-breasted
Pigeons and Golden-fronted Leafbird. At the lake edge a full array of egrets was already
present, including Great, Little, Intermediate and Cattle, providing a useful comparison.
White-breasted Waterhens, an adult with a couple of young, scuttled around the lake edge
as Whiskered Terns, Great Cormorants and a White-bellied Sea Eagle flew over. The
stumps of trees long submerged by the reservoir provided a useful perch for Purple Heron
and Spot-billed Pelican. The surrounding thicket added to the biodiversity, the habitat
being home to Junglefowl, Dark-fronted Babblers and a White-rumped Sharma whose rich,
melodious voice was somewhat atypical of a colourful bird, showing well in the dense
undergrowth.
After breakfast we gathered by our rooms to explore other areas of the extensive hotel
grounds where a Blyth’s Reed Warbler was making its way through the canopy. Butterflies
were now flitting around, including the black and white Common Sailor and Common
Rose. Pale- and Thick- billed Flowerpeckers also explored the treetops whilst back down
by the lake, Brahminy Kites drifted over, joined by White-bellied Sea Eagle and a distant
Crested Serpent Eagle engaged in a swooping display flight. Our attention was also drawn
to scores of Orange-winged Groundlings shimmering around the water’s edge.
After lunch we travelled a short distance to look at the wildlife inhabiting the foothills of the
Sigiriya rock fortress, the 200 metre column of rock dominating the landscape. Before
even leaving the hotel grounds we stopped to let a Rat Snake cross the road and watched
as it effortlessly slithered over the wall onto the lawn. Driving through rice fields we noted
small huts, some up in trees, there as watch towers to scan for any roaming elephants
though the only occupant of one paddy field was a Woolly-necked Stork. Other fields
hosted White-throated Kingfisher and Blue-tailed Bee-eaters on the bordering fence posts.
Selected as the new capital by a 5th century king, Sigiriya was abandoned after his death
but used as a Buddhist monastery until the 14th century. The partial outer moat and pools
offer a rich habitat for a range of species; a family of Lesser Whistling Ducks glided
between waterlilies on one pond. Brown Shrikes surveyed the pastures from prominent
vantage points on the lookout for prey as Green Bee-eaters made sorties from exposed
branches in the hope of catching insects displaced by the grazing Water Buffalo. Jerdon’s
Bushlarks also foraged in the fields as a group of Palm Swifts
continuously scythed through the air around one palm.
Butterflies, dragonflies and damselflies were in abundance and
the large lake attracted Purple Swamphens and elegant
Pheasant-tailed Jacanas, busy procreating.
The thickets around the lake hosted a group of Toque Monkeys,
macaques endemic to Sri Lanka, characterised by a whorl of hair
on top of the head. A Shikra watched on silently from an open
branch. Just off the road we went to have a look at a dark pool
on the forest edge unexpectedly finding an Orange-headed
Thrush foraging in the leaf litter on the opposite bank. A large
Water Monitor swam off behind a sprawling banyan tree,
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beneath a watchful Common Kingfisher. The bus caught up with us and we drove to the
other side of the lake, looking back over to the imposing rock where a pair of Shaheen
Falcons was flying in and out of the cliff face, these being the South Asian subspecies of
Peregrine (F.p. peregrinator). A large flock of House Swifts circled the top of the rock as a
Shikra flew in to a closer tree. Our final destination was to a nearby hotel where a quick
search of the bordering scrub resulted in us finding an Indian Pitta, typically adopting its
upright stance, deep in the undergrowth.

Day 4:

Tuesday, 8th January

We gathered by the pool again before breakfast along with a gabbling party of Yellowbilled Babblers. The Cattle Egrets were already foraging on the lawn and the swimming
pool provided a convenient place for one to wash a worm before devouring it. The leafless
branches above the canopy were, once again, a favoured perch with Imperial Green
Pigeon, both leafbirds, Black-headed Oriole and Thick-billed Flowerpecker vying for
position. Greenish Warbler and Oriental White-eyes flitted around in the Indian Laburnum.
The island of land up the driveway is a regular site for Indian Pitta, though it didn't show
this morning so we headed along the perimeter wall to the staff quarters where a jewel of a
bird, the Emerald Pigeon, came in to drink at a birdbath. A pair of Small Minivets similarly
gleamed in the morning sun. Heading back round through the tangled thicket the ghostly
form of a pale morph Asian Paradise Flycatcher floated between the trees, its long tail
wafting behind as it flew. A Wood Sandpiper foraged on the lake's edge as a White-bellied
Sea Eagle gave a low level fly past having picked up a fish.
With the hotel grounds being such a rich habitat for birds we
walked around the gardens again after breakfast heading down
towards the lake. A spider putting the finishing touches to its
cage-like web, encasing one side of the trunk, then lay in wait,
hoping its mist net would entrap some prey. In the canopy above
us by the lake, a Grey Hornbill - one of Sri Lanka's endemic
birds - hopped from branch to branch. The insect-like call of a
Pale-billed Flowerpecker also emanated from the canopy above.
The lake itself hosted many egrets and cormorants again as a
Darter flew over. In the gardens a Black-hooded Oriole was
sitting tightly on her nest above the path, very tolerant of passing
hotel guests as was a Black-napped Hare. We also studied a large stick insect, clinging to
the wall of one of the bungalows and a little further round, a
Shikra posed on an open branch, glaring eyes ever on the look
out.
After an early lunch we were soon on the bus ready for our
journey south, getting only as far as the lake edge before
stopping to look at Paddyfield Pipits on the grassy slope with a
family of Purple Herons occupying a couple of pools below.
Vibrant fields of rice and palm trees stretched to the horizon
beyond. As we drove to Dambulla, immaculate school children
were making their way home, school time being 7.30am to
1.30pm, their white uniforms and education being provided by
the government. The imposing golden Buddha watched over as
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we stopped for a short visit to the surrounds of the towns Golden Temple.
Our route then took us through the larger town of Matale where we paused briefly at the
colourful, Hindu Muthumariamman Temple. Another temple here is believed to be the site
where Buddhism was first written down on palm leaves in the 1st century BC. A 1600leafed book now resides at the Temple of the Tooth in Kandy. Coming off the main road
we then wound our way up the narrow road to Hunas Falls, negotiating all variety of
vehicles and hairpin bends before reaching the unexpected tranquillity of the hotel.
A welcome cup of tea on the terrace, overlooking the small lake and manicured gardens
soon made the journey worthwhile, the surrounding Knuckles mountain range a silhouette
of layers heading out to the horizon. Great Tits also made us feel at home and Hill
Swallows swooped around overhead. A large raptor was spotted in the trees opposite, an
immature Grey-headed Fish Eagle, keeping an eye on the carp-filled pool. We completed
a quick circuit of the pool, endemic Yellow-fronted Barbets making an appearance before
the sun set behind the distant hills.

Day 5:

Wednesday, 9th January

The hotel terrace provides an excellent vantage point to scan the valley, becoming our
regular meeting spot. The pre-breakfast gathering was
treated to a gradual lighting up of the valley as the sun
rose behind, sweeping light from the hilltop down.
Alexandrine Parakeets showed their maroon scapulars
whilst an Oriental Magpie Robin welcomed in the day
from the rooftop with its musical song. An even closer
pair of Purple-rumped Sunbirds flitted around the pot
plants on the terrace, flying off as our attention turned to
a pair of Lesser Yellownapes which flew into the top of a
tree.
A gang of Toque Monkeys made its way around the lake so we followed suit, a party of
Layard's Parakeets overhead providing views of another endemic. As we crossed the dam
a Grey Wagtail bobbed around on the boulders, staying around long enough for all to see,
unlike a Stripe-necked Mongoose which fled from the track as it spotted people coming.
The forest was fairly quiet but the area around the golf course, now bathed in sunlight,
gave us views of both the diminutive Hanging, and Layard's Parakeets and a Crested
Hawk Eagle which perched obligingly on an open branch. A Brown Shrike favoured a
lower perch on the slope below us to scan for prey. As we headed back to breakfast the
call of a White-throated Kingfisher was more obvious than the bird itself though it was
eventually located and we watched as its tail shook with
each call.
By the time we met again on the terrace after breakfast,
raptors were beginning to lift. A Shikra, similar to our
Sparrowhawk, flew over soon followed by a close Whitebellied Sea Eagle as it swooped down to a pool-side
perch. Black Eagles, soaring up with a Crested Serpent
Eagle, were spotted in the distance. The exotic flowers
of a Pride of Burma tree dangled from a tree just up from
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the restaurant, the attractive leaves becoming green as they age. Further up the track a
helipad provided another raised view from which a pair of Shaheen Falcons could be seen
above their likely cliff-side territory.
Further down the road a couple of Sri Lanka Scimitar Babblers were flitting around in the
undergrowth of the somewhat neglected herbal garden. Several other birds then came
through, including White-rumped Munia, Oriental White Eye, Black and Yellow-browed
Bulbuls and Dull Blue Flycatcher. A view of Crested Serpent Eagle and Crested Hawk
Eagle flying together provided a useful comparison of the two raptors.
After lunch and a break until mid-afternoon we met once again on the terrace, spotting a
cryptically marked Green Garden Lizard sitting on top of a bush below. Back up at the
helipad the song of a Hawk Cuckoo continued to resonate though the bird remained
hidden from view. Bar-winged Flycatcher Shrikes and a pair of Scarlet Minivets, however,
made an appearance, flitting around in the canopy. A Lesser Hill Myna also showed well,
the yellow wattles extending up its crown. Given the beautiful surrounds and favourable
weather conditions the opportunity was taken for a group photograph before we headed
back to the lake, Black Eagle and a dark morph Oriental Honey Buzzard flying over the
hotel.
As we circuited the lake a pair of Black Eagles gave a majestic display as they effortlessly
swung around the hillside, lit by the descending sun. A bird call drew our attention to a
trickling stream towards the back of the lake, the bird responsible eventually coming into
view on the boulders, an Indian Blue Robin, typically deep in the undergrowth. As we
concentrated on the water's edge we were then treated to sightings of both Tickell's Blue
and Dull-blue Flycatchers and then a Brown-capped Babbler in full view, an endemic to Sri
Lanka usually deep in the scrub, a wonderful finale to our day at Hunas Falls.

Day 6:

Thursday, 10th January

As we met on the terrace again before breakfast pillows of cloud
filled the valley below, the cloud inversion leaving us with clear
skies above. A Brown Fish Owl was spotted on the edge of the
lake, flying up on to a rock with a recent meal, picking at it
before flying off into the forest. A pair of Greater Flamebacks,
woodpeckers that previously, and perhaps more appropriately,
went by the name Crimson-backed Goldenback, was perching
higher in the canopy.
With our bags ready for 8am we were soon heading back down
past the seemingly derelict Hunasegriya tea factory and maternity unit. Janaka skilfully
eased the bus around the hairpin bends as Thushara pointed out clove trees and pepper
creepers. Within the hour we were back on a main road, heading across the Mahale River,
the longest in Sri Lanka, flowing to Trincomalee in the north-eastern corner of the island.
The university town of Kandy was our next stop with a visit to the revered Temple of the
Tooth, enshrining the tooth relic of Buddha. Hidden in the hair of a princess, the tooth,
saved from the funeral pyre, was smuggled to Sri Lanka for protection in the fourth century
AD. Moving with each kingdom, the tooth finally settled in Kandy and Thushara gave an
informative narrative as we toured the complex.
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The colonial glory of the Queens Hotel opposite may now have faded but it made a
convenient comfort stop for refreshments before the bus picked us up again amidst the
constant stream of local buses, cars and tuk tuks. Our route out of town took us past the
botanical gardens and the tranquil university grounds containing a variety of introduced
trees, one of particular note being a sprawling fig, Ficus Benjimina.
As the altitude increased so did the abundance of tea bushes,
the neat plantations indicative of a more commercial business
than the cooperative practice around Hunas Falls. After the
small town of Pusselawa, more than 950m above sea level, we
arrived at our lunch stop overlooking the Ramoda Falls. Lesser
Hill Myna and a Crested Hawk Eagle, which took off from its
perch and circled in front of us in the valley provided an
additional attraction to the waterfall.
Following a quick buffet we headed back up the steep slope
from the hotel to our bus, our next stop being at a tea factory.
Here we were given a very informative tour, being taken through
the picking, withering, rolling, cutting and fermentation process before sampling the final
product. Harvesting is an all year round activity with the top two or three leaves, along with
the bud, being taken from each bush once a week. The fascinating machinery was little
changed over time, one drying machine recently purchased working alongside another
which was 100 years old, the factory itself being 170 years old.
We arrived at our next hotel in Nuwara Eliya in time for an outing
to the nearby Victoria Park. Soon after arriving we were enjoying
views of some of the park's special residents including Pied
Thrush and the striking Velvet-fronted Nuthatch with its violetblue upper parts and red bill. The denser thickets alongside the
refuse-filled stream hosted both Brown-breasted and Kashmir
Flycatchers, oblivious of their foetid surrounds. Somewhat more
attractive was the architecture seen on our journey back in the
bus, Janaka taking a route that took in several of the buildings
that give Nuwara Eliya the name 'Little England', transporting us
back to a bygone era. Set up as a hill country retreat where the
British colonialists could immerse in their pastimes, many of the
buildings retain features from the colonial period such as the red brick Post Office, the
General's House, Hill Club and our own accommodation, the St Andrew's Hotel.

Day 7:

Friday, 11th January

One of the key attractions for naturalists visiting Nuwara Eliya is the proximity to the
renowned Horton Plains National Park comprising the most extensive area of cloud forest
still existing in Sri Lanka. Most would head up to the park at first light though we chose a
relatively leisurely start in order to take in the scenic journey. The route up required smaller
vehicles than our bus so at 7.30am we boarded three minivans and travelled through neat
vegetable gardens, verdant pastures and dairy farms, pausing to look over to Adams Peak
and the surrounding Peak Wilderness Area. This area, along with Horton Plains and the
Knuckles Mountain Range make up the three highland parks listed on the UNESCO world
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heritage list as the Central Highlands of Sri Lanka, the heart of the island pumping the life
blood, water, to the rest of the country.
We disembarked at one point to look over the fields where a small stream meanders
through, Pin-tailed Snipe flying in, only to disappear as they landed in the long grass. A
Green Sandpiper flew through and a Pied Bushchat, a bird of
open country and cultivation, perched up on a post whilst a
Blyth's Reed Warbler worked its way through the bushes
alongside the stream.
A little further on we stopped again to watch Purple-faced Leaf
Monkeys as they foraged on the forest edge, a species of Old
World monkey endemic to Sri Lanka. Another endemic
species, a Sri Lanka Bush Warbler, remained more elusive as
it was spotted in the roadside scrub. Further up, we crossed
the railway line at Pattipola; at more than 6,000 feet above sea
level this is the highest station in the country. A little further on,
a small party of Sri Lanka Woodpigeons was coming down to
feed and drink by a small stream.
As we reached the entrance to Horton Plains cloud was drifting up and down but it
remained dry so we stopped by a small pool where we raided our lunch packs for some
mid-morning snacks. A pair of Black Eagles drifted up close by, cutting across the
autumnal-coloured trees (sizigium), the upper leaves turning red. Sri Lanka White Eyes
also showed well. Walking along the road we emerged from the forest into open grassland
traversed by a river of dwarf bamboo. The vehicles caught up with us and we drove a little
further on pausing firstly to look at a pair of Richard's Pipits by the side of the road then
stopping again by an information board describing the area as the sponge of Sri Lanka. A
Pied Bushchat perched up on the vegetation as a Kestrel flew in, landing up on a decaying
tree trunk.
A picnic area by the visitor centre made a convenient stop for
lunch where Large-billed Crows watched on at a respectful
distance. A Sambar by the cafe was less restrained, tourists
flouting park rules by providing handouts. Just behind, a small
party of Black-headed Munias foraged down in the grass for
seeds, a smartly plumaged, tri-coloured adult accompanied by
several plainer juveniles. Back by the visitor centre, a Pied
Bushchat posed more brazenly, making a sortie out to catch a
grub before devouring it.
Distant thunder rolled over the hills and though the plains
gleamed against the darkening sky, the rain remained on the
horizon. Closer to, a White-bellied Sea Eagle contrasted starkly against the sky. Back near
the vehicles a Yellow-eared Bulbul, another of Sri Lanka's endemic species, also showed
well followed by a Brown Mongoose which scurried around the wall. As we drove back, an
Oriental Honey Buzzard glided overhead and we made a quick stop at the head of one of
the trails to see if much was showing. Other than the distant, gentle cooing of a Sri Lanka
Woodpigeon and a Greater Coucal, the forest was quiet as mist enveloped the moss and
lichen-laden trees.
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Back at the hotel there was time for a quick cuppa before those who wished headed out
again to revisit Victoria Park. A bag of cassava crisps, freshly cooked by the entrance to
the park made a welcome snack. Contorting ourselves to get the best angle through the
undergrowth we added Indian Blackbird to the list, the bird appearing to be oblivious to us,
the putrid stream and a rat patrolling the water’s edge. A pair of amorous Rose-ringed
Parakeets exploring their nest hole made an altogether more colourful scene, though
Common Sandpiper, Grey Wagtail, Blyth’s Reed Warbler and a Brown-breasted
Flycatcher, along with numerous Pond Herons, also seemed to find the stream to their
liking.
A Palm Squirrel took more interest in the pendulous bee’s nests hanging from branches
above, scouring the geometric comb for a snack. Meanwhile a small party of Scalybreasted Munias gathered on a tree before heading to roost in their grassy nests. A scan
for a Pitta resulted in one being spotted deep in the undergrowth just as gates were
closing so we headed back to the hotel, passing stalls neatly laden with fresh fruit and veg.

Day 8:

Saturday, 12th January

Rain swept through overnight, leaving grey skies but it was once again dry as we loaded
the bus after breakfast and headed south, passing Gregory Lake before making a quick
stop at the Seetha Amman temple, believed to be the site where Sita was held captive by
the king Ravana. Circular depressions in the rock are said to be the footprints of Lord
Hanuman and a large troop of Toque Monkeys made the most of any fruit offerings.
As we continued on the A5 through Bandarawela, at an altitude
of 1225m, we witnessed our first shower, relative humidity
reaching 80% as we drove through the backpacker town of Ella.
A hotel a little further on made a convenient stop for
refreshments with a scenic view of the valley and as we
continued our descent, the picturesque Ramayana Falls
provided another photographic opportunity.
The road eventually straightened out as we continued south,
negotiating dogs, cattle, entire families on a moped and erratic
tuk tuk drivers. A roadside pool proved too tempting to drive past
so Duminda helped us cross the road and we were soon
watching our first Spot-billed Pelican, a Painted Stork as it flew over and a variety of
egrets. A pair of Common Kingfishers watched over the water as Wood Sandpiper and
Grey Wagtail patrolled the edge.
As we neared our destination, the delightful Cinnamon Wild, nestled in the wilderness of
the Yala buffer zone, we skirted around the lagoon full of waders, leaving a scan of the
area for another day. Flocks of both Brahminy and Rosy Starlings, however, did make us
pause briefly before we arrived just before 2pm, a Rat Snake slithering off the track ahead.
Following lunch and some time to settle into our well-appointed rooms we gathered again
in the afternoon to look over the lake where Marsh Crocodiles basked on the banks.
Umbrellas came in to use, albeit briefly as we spotted a variety of herons, egrets, spoonbill
and waders feeding around the water’s edge, including Little Stint, Marsh and Common
Sandpipers and Little Ringed Plover. Pin-tailed Snipe foraged on the grassy shores.
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Taking a walk around the lake a female Asian Koel was scoped, whilst another elaborately
plumaged bird, the Barred Buttonquail, along with an Indian Pitta, chose to remain deeper
in the understorey.
As we circuited the lake Thushara pointed out a Giant
Milkweed, Calotropis gigantean, the food plant of the Plain
Tiger butterfly, with its delicate clusters of waxy, lilac flowers.
Opposite, on the grassy field, a pair of Great Thick-knees
stood out in the open, a large wader with a striking, chiselshaped bill. Up in the treetops both Green Imperial and
Orange-breasted Pigeons had gathered whilst a Brown Shrike
made repeated sorties from the branches to catch a gathering
of bees. A couple of Small Pratincoles quickly flew over as the
lakes residents provided a photogenic silhouette against the
setting sun.

Day 9:

Sunday, 13th January

Overcast skies had little effect on the lake’s residents this morning as we met before
breakfast by the water’s edge. The usual waders were already probing away around the
perimeter whilst one of the islands, in addition to recumbent crocodiles, hosted the Greater
Thick-knees, as well as Black-crowned Night Herons, Lesser Whistling Ducks, Grey
Heron, Curlew Sandpiper and Little Ringed Plover.
To avoid the rush of jeeps heading for the morning safari we took a more leisurely
approach to our days visit to the renowned Ruhuna National
Park, more affectionately known as Yala, the most visited
national park in the country. After breakfast we boarded three
safari jeeps, the plethora of wildlife en route to the park
resulting in multiple stops even before the entrance. A family of
Lesser Whistling Ducks were in the first pool we reached along
the road and we also had close views of both Blue-tailed and
Green Bee-eaters, birds we soon realised would be close roadside companions on our safari, perhaps enjoying insects
disturbed by the passing vehicles. A stocky Jerdon’s Bushlark
perched up on a wire whilst we examined the waders, an
elegant Pacific Golden Plover, Kentish Plover and Black-tailed
Godwit adding to the breathtaking array seen.
We disembarked at the ticket office and took the opportunity to use the facilities before
heading towards the entrance, a Black-headed Cuckooshrike and a Jacobin Cuckoo vying
for our attention. A pair of Yellow-wattled Lapwings stood alongside a pile of elephant
dung, evidence of the parks somewhat larger occupants. By 10am we were finally in the
park, a huge, unfenced area of grassland, forest and lagoons bordering the Indian Ocean.
The mixture of habitats correspondingly hosts a wide variety of fauna with hundreds of bird
species and reputedly the highest density of Leopards in the world.
We pulled up alongside the first lake, the light cloud and overnight rain helping to keep the
temperature and the dust down. Black-headed Ibis, Painted Storks and Asian Openbill
were feeding, the curved mandibles of the latter leaving it with its strange ‘nutcracker’
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gape. A large troop of Hanuman Langurs sat up in a bush with ever attendant Chital, also
known as Spotted Deer. The two species have developed a mutualistic relationship
whereby Chital benefit from the langurs' ability to post a lookout from trees, and also
dislodge fruit, while the langur benefit from the Chital's strong sense of smell, both keeping
a check on potential danger.
Our journey on was next interrupted by a Sirkeer Malkoha in the road, a bird usually given
to hiding in deep shade whilst a Baya Weaver’s habits brought him into the open as he
attended to his neatly woven nest. A little further on we watch Pheasant-tailed Jacana on a
pool covered in huge white water-lilies, watched over by a Grey-headed Fish Eagle. In
order to get to our picnic site before noon, when vehicles are not permitted to drive for two
hours, we continued on. Our path, however, was blocked by a quietly browsing herd of at
least a dozen Asian Elephants, their smaller ears and twin-domed head clearly
differentiating them from their African relatives. We left them to feed, the youngest suckling
from its mother. As we neared our lunch stop an Indian Roller was spotted, typically up on
a prominent perch, and a Sri Lankan Jackal, a subspecies of the golden jackal native to
southern India came into the open as the final vehicle approached.
The picnic spot provided a welcome break and leg stretch as we tucked into our extensive
lunch, untroubled by any marauding Toque Macaques. The natural sounds of the jungle
drew our attention to Brown-capped Babblers dodging around in the thick scrub, another of
Sri Lanka’s endemics, along with Asian Paradise Flycatcher, Golden-fronted Leafbird and
the musical, fluty tones of a Black-hooded Oriole. An Indian Cuckoo perched up alongside
the river opposite a group of
birdwatchers more intent on using
un-natural calls to satiate their own
self interests. As we packed up, a
few monkeys stared to arrive in the
hope of any discarded crumbs.
At 2pm we were on our way again, stopping at a nearby pool patrolled by Whiskered Terns
as Streaked Weavers popped up in the reed bed. The rear vehicle also paused to allow a
Dung Beetle to roll its cache off the road, though gathering a smaller ball would perhaps
have hastened its journey. We parked up on the edge of an open area that was moving
with Ashy-crowned Sparrow Larks, the males standing out with their jet black underparts.
With no other vehicles in sight, we watched over the tranquil scene with Sambar and Wild
Boar in the background amidst the reverberating sounds of Peafowl.
Our journey was once again interrupted by the
appearance of a bull Elephant in the road. The jeeps
were silenced as he sauntered casually by within
touching distance, then continuing on his way. We
parked up again near the dunes, waves of the Indian
Ocean crashing beyond whilst Sand Plovers and Little
Stint foraged in the calm water of the lagoon. Great
Crested Tern, showing its powerful yellow bill, flew by,
the tip of a nearby Spoonbill’s spatulate bill also showed
yellow. A Common Kingfisher then flew to the edge of the lagoon alongside a Little Stint
not looking that much bigger than its wading counterpart. Marsh, or Mugger, Crocodiles
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lurked on the edge and one, exhibiting its minimum exposure posture in the water, was
given a wide berth by a Painted Stork as it fed in the shallows.
Before exiting the park we drew up alongside the last pool where a young Asian Elephant
was seeing off Langurs on the edge of the forest. A Pond Heron was using the head of a
Water Buffalo as a convenient island as terns danced
above the water. Chital and Sambar resting under
bushes and a family party of Lesser Whistling Ducks
gliding across the pool added to the serene scene by
which to remember our full day in Yala.

Day 10:

Monday, 14th January

Our pre-breakfast gathering by the lake was greeted by a rising sun and the usual plethora
of waders, herons and egrets. We watched from the platform as a couple of Spot-billed
Pelicans plunged their pouched bills into the water; the feeding behaviour of a party of
Wild Boar beneath us was somewhat less synchronised as they rooted around with their
snouts in the soil.
After breakfast we headed back into Yala, this time resisting the temptation to scan the
lagoon en route in favour of maximising our half day in the park. As bee-eaters wheeled all
around we watched as a pair of Yellow-crowned Woodpeckers scaled a nearby tree, the
scarlet nape of the male just visible. A Crested Hawk Eagle was calling by one of the pools
whilst a little further on a Chital stag was grazing by another pool, his beautiful, large
antlers looking like an encumbrance. Colourful White-throated Kingfishers sat on exposed
perches both by the pools and deeper into the forest, quite adept at capturing a wide range
of prey.
We headed out towards a lagoon, stopping at a couple of pools
en route, noting a wood apple tree, the fruit being widely used in
local fruit juices. At one point in the road, a couple of Yellowbilled Babblers were interlocked in a vicious struggle, eventually
parting and flying off into the scrub. Less obvious was a
Common Garden Lizard, contiguous with the branch it was
perched on. At the lagoon we parked up and checked a large
roost of terns which included both White-winged and the
diminutive Little Tern. Both Greenshanks and Redshanks were
amongst the waders and close scanning revealed a Broad-billed
Sandpiper, a scarce winter
visitor.
Continuing on, our final stop was at a picturesque tank
that retains water even in heavy droughts, the
prominent, dome-shaped Elephant Rock rising up
behind. A small, family group of Asian Elephants quietly
browsed in the background with a Brahminy Kite drifting
around overhead as Purple Swamphens trotted around
the marshes, a truly idyllic scene.
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With our exit time approaching we headed back out of the park, though not before
stopping for our first Chestnut-headed Bee-eater. As colourful as its cousins, but lacking
the tail streamers, this species also undertakes acrobatic sallies from an exposed branch
to catch its prey.
After lunch back at Cinnamon Wild and a short siesta we travelled in the jeeps again, this
time to the nearby saltpans. Initially the water level looked too high in the pans however a
couple of shallower pools beyond were quickly noticed, along with the carpet of waders
busily feeding there. We set up the telescope on the causeway and the variety of species
was soon evident, the mudflats teeming with Little Stints along with Curlew, Marsh and
Broad-billed Sandpipers, Turnstone, Common Redshank, Kentish Plover and Greater
Sand Plover standing much taller than the Lesser Sand Plovers close by. The diversity
was incredible and enabled detailed comparisons of all the identification features.
A bathing Ruff was also spotted on the bank of a larger pan in which wooden posts
provided ideal roosting spots for both Lesser and Greater Crested Terns. As we circuited
around the pools, a flock of small waders flew overhead, the strong white wingbars
identifying them as Kentish Plovers. Running through the list after dinner we noted an
amazing total of 21 wader species in just one day.

Day 11:

Tuesday, 15th January

Wader identification continued this morning as we gathered by
the lakeside again before breakfast, close Common, Wood and
Marsh Sandpipers providing useful comparisons. The
evocative, shrill bark of a Chital, made when a predator is in
sight, reached us from the distant forests, evidence that the
Leopards that had evaded our gaze were still being detected by
others.
With bags ready for 8am they were soon collected and back on
the bus as we bade farewell to Cinnamon Wild and an enjoyable three night stay. In
recognition of today being a Hindu holiday, Thai Pongal, a day of giving thanks, Thushara
recited a stanza and explained a simple meditation technique before giving a summary of
the route we had travelled thus far. Before leaving the area we made another stop at a
roadside pool, taking to the shade with the sun now breaking through its thin veil of cloud.
Wood and Marsh sandpipers probed at their own reflections with both Red- and Yellowwattled Lapwings and another Pacific Golden Plover looking on. On the other side of the
road the coastal lagoon provided the ideal winter stop off for Gargany, an abundant visitor
at this time of the year. The ducks were joined by Spoonbills,
Pelicans and terns, including the huge, scarlet-billed Caspian Tern.
The ‘Food City’ supermarket in Tissamaharama provided a
convenient comfort and shopping stop, enabling us to stock up on
porridge oats to supplement breakfasts when up at Sinharaja. A
little further on was Yatala Vehera, an imposing, ancient Buddhist
stupa surrounded by a moat and wall of sculpted elephant heads.
Dragonflies flitted between the lotus flowers on shimmering wings.
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A local garden provided our next stop, Thushara having gained permission from the
owners for us to have a look for a resident pair of White-naped Woodpeckers. Passing by
their simple home, the most welcoming family indicated the nest hole and within a minute
of setting up the scope we heard a short, repeated call indicating a bird was approaching.
The male, already incubating, peered out of the hole and with unbelievable timing, his
mate landed on the palm in front of us and exchanged brooding duties. A little further
round in the garden a Jungle Owlet was roosting and again we all managed to get a
telescope view of this small, heavily barred owl. Several butterfly species also appreciated
the gardens including the colourful swallowtail known as the Lime Butterfly and the brown
Common Crow. Offering our very grateful thanks to the family we headed back onto the
bus, the outside temperature now reading 32°C.
The road leading to Udawalawe was lined with stalls stacked with terracotta dishes of curd
and neat displays of fruit and veg. Sadly, elephants in the park have learnt to wait at the
electric fence to be fed by well-meaning though ill-informed tourists buying the produce for
them. Our lunch, however, was ready for us as we arrived at our one night stop, Centauria
Wild. With bags offloaded into our well-appointed rooms we headed out in three jeeps to
the nearby national park, created to provide a sanctuary for wild animals displaced by the
construction of the Udawalawe Reservoir. An important habitat for water birds and Sri
Lankan elephants, Udawalawe National Park is the third most visited park in the country,
and the number entering in jeeps soon becoming apparent as the clearance of invasive
species in the park concentrated most of the wildlife, and ensuing tourists, to the open
section of the park.
As we waited for tickets a Plum-headed Parakeet was spotted up high, our first for the
tour. An Indian Roller also perched up in the open then in the
traffic jam that ensued we came up to a small herd of Asian
Elephants in the bush, freshly coated in soothing mud. With
most jeeps heading to the lake we veered off on our own path
where a Grey-bellied Cuckoo and Jerdon’s Bushlark provided
very close views. A Black-winged Kite, striking ruby eyes intent
on its quarry, glared down from its perch as it devoured its
recent kill whilst a little further on a Land Monitor scoured a
muddy pool in search of its next meal, possibly one of the frogs
that peered above the murk. An Indian Pond Terrapin was
basking at the back of another waterhole as both Wood and
Green Sandpiper moved around the wallowing Water Buffalo.
A small party of Yellow-eyed Babblers typically clambered around in the undergrowth,
occasionally resting long enough for us to see their red eye-ring and yellow iris. Another
bush hosted several species flitting around, including Marshall’s Iora, Blyth’s Reed
Warbler, White-browed Fantail and Ashy Prinia though the focus of their alarms remained
hidden. As we made our way to the exit, birds were taking to their roost and one tree was
adorned with all three species of bee-eater providing a useful comparison of Blue-tailed,
Green and Chestnut-headed. A Forest Wagtail, usually inconspicuous and shy, topped
another tall stump in the distance.
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Day 12:

Wednesday, 16th January

With a relaxed morning planned, for those who wished we had a local stroll before
breakfast before the heat of the day suppressed activity. Birds we had become familiar
with at Amaya Lake were showing in the garden, including both flowerpeckers and Purplerumped and Loten’s Sunbirds, feeding on the flowers of a parasitic mistletoe. Just down
the road, Painted Storks, egrets and herons were bordering the edge of the lake along with
a large herd of Chital. Walking into the scrubby area a pair of
Woolly-necked Storks flew up as our steps released a pleasant
herbal aroma. Intricate spiders’ webs, the silk capturing droplets
of dew, glistened in the rising sun, their owners lying in wait in
the tunnel below. A male Asian Koel flew round as the bubbling
notes of another rose from the bush before the call of an Indian
Pitta was noted coming from a thicket. As we scanned through
the branches the bird was seen perched up in full view. Another
bird of well-wooded country and gardens, a Black-headed
Cuckooshrike, also made an appearance along with a line up of
swallows on the overhead wire, comprising Barn, Sri Lankan and
Red-rumped.
After breakfast we headed out again and watched a Yellow-billed Babbler in front of the
hotel as it tussled with a huge, green caterpillar as a White-browed Fantail made acrobatic
sorties around the garden. Back at the scrubby area it was now already hot and humid
with blue skies and just a few clouds. Bird life was accordingly reduced though butterflies
were more active, Grass Yellows dancing over the grass and parties of Common Crows
vying for attention. An Ashy Prinia sang from a high perch and Tawny-bellied Babbler, a
small, brown babbler with a chestnut crown showed well on a branch. A Yellow-crowned
Woodpecker also flew onto a tree trunk before we ambled back to the hotel with time for a
final freshen up and pack before lunch and our onward journey.
Having to check out at 11am we had an hour before lunch, heading up onto the rooftop
terrace with its panoramic view of the lake, forest and fields of sugarcane. In the middle of
the lake, dead trees made convenient nesting posts for Indian Cormorants, Asian
Elephants coming down to the shoreline in the background. A pair of Crested Serpent
Eagles drifted up, soon followed by a White-bellied Sea
Eagle as raptors took to the thermals. A Red-vented
Bulbul huddled under a lantern on the trace wall in
search of any trace of shade.
With a quick buffet lunch we were on the road again by
1pm, the bus having been thoughtfully decorated with
balloons and streamers by our drivers for Susan’s
birthday. We snaked up the road past tea bushes,
rubber trees and pepper creepers. Packed school buses
found impossible spaces to pass and we unexpectedly reached a small town before
heading out again on another single-track road. A convenient pullover enabled us to
disembark as a Black Eagle was spotted flying over and the bird then put on a show as it
swooped down and floated around over the treetops below us.
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With ever darkening skies it wasn’t long before the cloud descended and heavy rain, the
first of our tour, began to fall. Fuelled with additional biscuits, Janake negotiated all
conditions and Duminda even spotted a Crested Serpent Eagle nestled in a tree. Wafts of
cloud washed over the hillside along with the intermittent rain, which ceased as we arrived
at the start of the driveway up to our next lodge. Though our bus had transported us up
seemingly impossible roads this final one would have been impossible and we, and all of
our luggage were packed on board another which was ready and waiting to take us up to
our rural retreat at Rainforest Edge. We were greeted with a welcome drink, a warm herbal
concoction consumed with jaggery, the local palm sugar. As we settled into our rooms, the
earlier rain was replaced by a beautiful sunset. We met at 7pm for dinner and celebratory
birthday drinks for Susan, the homemade curries here being commented on as some of
the best of the tour, along with the birthday cake that followed, so kindly sourced by
Thushara.

Day 13:

Thursday, 17th January

A birdwatching trip to Sri Lanka would not seem complete without a visit to Sinharaja
Forest Reserve, a national park protecting the country's last
viable area of primary tropical rainforest, home to exceptional
biodiversity. We had a slightly earlier breakfast than usual (which
included a hearty bowl of porridge!) before taking the bus up to
the entrance gate, all in our leech-socked attire. One of the
sought-after endemic birds of the forest is the striking, Sri Lanka
Blue Magpie and as we signed the entry book, these were hard
to miss as a small party of them gathered around the centre. In
decline, due to the loss of habitat, these large chestnut and
electric blue birds, with bright red bill, formed a riot of colour
against the forest. Layard’s Squirrels clambering up the trees,
darker palm squirrels than previously encountered, are also
endemic to Sri Lanka.
From the centre we headed up into the forest in three jeeps, our earlier porridge only
providing a little extra ballast up the bumpy track. A Crested Hawk Eagle interrupted our
journey, gleaming in the morning light as it called from the top of a pole. We parked up just
below from the education centre where we met up with our two local guides. The clearing
by the centre provides a useful watch point and we soon noticed more endemic birds,
including a White-faced Starling sitting up in a tree opposite a Sri Lanka Hill Myna and a
Legge’s Flowerpecker, more colourful when seen next to its Pale-billed cousin up in the
canopy.
As we walked back down the track we looked at a huge
Land Snail on the side of a tree, algae causing the shell
to look a dappled green. Tree Nymphs, large, elegant
black and white butterflies, glided gracefully through the
forest as we watched Purple-faced Leaf Monkeys eating
the huge tree-borne jackfruit. As we finally got to the
entrance to the main track our sharp-eyed guides
pointed out a couple of snakes. The first looked like a
lime green ribbon draped over the fern but was in fact a
Green Vine Snake, its elongated head slowly inching through in search of prey. Deeper in
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the understorey, a Green Pit Viper lay on a branch by the stream, a moderately venomous
snake endemic to Sri Lanka showing the typical, triangular head of a viper.
With food prohibited within the park we took the opportunity to raid our lunch packs before
heading along the track. Junglefowl had obviously not heard of the no food rule and first a
female, then a male accompanied us on much of the walk, perhaps in the hope of
handouts or taking advantage of any insects (or hopefully leeches) disturbed by us on the
way. The lustrous, multi-coloured male had apparently become tame having been rescued
in order to remove some string caught in its foot.
A Common Bronzeback Tree Snake was spotted lying in
wait on a tree fern just before our guides tried to get us
onto a Spot-winged Thrush, moving around on the dense
bank below. Another forest inhabitant, more renowned
for sitting undetected up in the trees, a Malabar Trogon,
then made an unexpected appearance right above us,
posing to give us great views of his crimson underparts
as he made feeding sorties around the trees. All the
while, the distinctive sound of cicadas echoed around,
suddenly ceasing before regaining speed again. Other bizarre insects, pointed out on a
tree trunk, were Lantern Flies, a type of bug. The snout-like structure can apparently be
inflated and was previously believed to be luminous at night, a statement that was adopted
without question when they were first classified though they are now known not to emit
light.
Sinharaja is a known location of the Sri Lanka Frogmouth and
locating their daytime roost would be impossible without the
guides. They managed to locate one just down the slope and
without any disturbance, the telescope was placed at a
respectful distance and we filed in for a view. With its
colouration matching dried leaves the bird was expertly
camouflaged and we enjoyed a quick look before moving on to
a shelter for a short rest ourselves. All of a sudden the canopy
came alive with the excited chattering of a party of Orangebilled Babblers, a great sign that a mixed-species feeding flock
was on its way through. It was difficult to know where to look as
a Sri Lanka Drongo and Red-faced Malkoha joined the flock.
Characteristic laughing calls rose from the forest floor and we found a group of Ashyheaded Laughing Thrushes rooting through the leaf litter just behind the shelter. A little
further up the steps, the malkoha showed again briefly along with a Black-naped Monarch
and Asian Paradise Flycatcher. All too soon, the feeding flock was on its way and the buzz
of cicadas and whirring of rain frogs resumed.
Along the track large, female Wood Spiders (a species of golden orb-weaver) lay in wait in
the centre of their expansive webs, one miniscule male keeping a respectful distance in
the wings. We also noted both Green Garden Lizards and a female then male Kangaroo
Lizard, both resting up on their long hind legs. A few leeches were lying in wait for us at
the next shelter, encouraged out by yesterday’s rain, so after a brief rest we retraced our
steps, cloud cover not being sufficient to deposit any further rain but humidity was high.
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Back at the entrance to the track we finished off our lunches before boarding the jeeps
again for the journey downhill. A huge silk moth was seen by one jeep along the way whilst
a little further on we stopped for a small flurry of birds including Asian Paradise Flycatcher
and Scarlet Minivets. Our bus then met us before we transferred to the hotel bus again,
reaching the lodge and a very welcome cup of tea. The wonderful view from the terrace
lured us back for a further look and Indian Swiftlets were spotted wheeling around, as well
as Palm Swifts. Black-capped Bulbuls perched on the bushes below, capping a day that
showcased the incredible biodiversity of the forest.
With Thushara having to depart the following evening, we chose to say a few words of
thanks tonight, in the more personal surrounds of the lodge. A more professional,
dedicated, knowledgeable friend and guide would be hard to find. After dinner we were
beckoned by the staff to see a snake they had moved from the car park, later identified as
a Pipe Snake, an endemic species that is nocturnal and non-venomous. The threatened
snake had curled up, showing the white coloured underside of its posterior, resembling a
cobra’s head, to repel the enemy. This has given rise to its Sinhala name, 'Depath naya'
meaning ‘the cobra who has two heads'.

Day 14:

Friday, 18th January

We met again out on the terrace before breakfast, a light mist
shrouding the hills. A Black Bulbul perched in the open just
below, as both Red-vented and White-browed fed in an adjacent
tree. Along the road, children were being ferried from the
scattered houses to school in tuk tuks. Across the valley, the
bursting pods of a kapok tree looked as though it held a roost of
egrets though a Yellow-fronted Barbet up in one of the Fishtail
Palms was not an imitation. A statuesque Common Garden
Lizard sitting motionless on a bush could also have been
mistaken for a toy. Back up on the terrace a pair of Sri Lanka
Grey Hornbills made a couple of fly pasts.
Porridge and hoppers greeted us for breakfast today whilst the leftovers on the bird table
below were being enjoyed by a Yellow-fronted Barbet
and Yellow-billed Babblers. With clear skies it was
becoming hot, subduing some activity though welcomed
by raptors, the first being a Shikra seen from the terrace
as it displayed over the hills beyond. A small feeding
flock came through the parking area, including Blacknaped Monarch, Bar-winged Flycatcher Shrike and Asian
Paradise and Asian Brown Flycatchers.
We were watching Scarlet Minivet and Oriental White-eye together in a tree as the sound
of an oriole reverberated around the valley and then a pair of Lesser Goldenbacks flew on
to a palm, the birds now considered by some to be a separate species in Sri Lanka. A
Crested Serpent Eagle drifted up against the hillside and was soon joined by a pair of
Legge’s Hawk Eagles showing rufous barring on their undersides, distinguishing them
from the similar Crested Hawk Eagle. As we enjoyed their aerial grace we were suddenly
aware of an Oriental Honey Buzzard overhead performing its ‘butterflying’ courtship
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display to another bird that then appeared as they lifted up together. The pair could have
been mistaken for different species with one being a very dark morph.
We headed back to the lodge and found a comfy spot in the shade, by the pool. With
refreshing fruit juices in hand the raptor watching continued with another Crested Serpent
Eagle drifting over followed by a Crested Hawk Eagle and a distant pair of Black Eagles.
The insect-like call of a Hanging Parrot heralded its arrival up in the tree tops though it
remained largely hidden from view.
Lunch was ready just after midday and, having cleared our rooms beforehand, we were on
our way soon after, our 1.30pm departure coinciding with home time as neatly-uniformed
students crammed onto the school buses. Our journey down was somewhat easier than
the hairpin bends and single-carriageway up to the lodge and we hit the two lanes of the
expressway soon after 3pm. We had to leave this duel-carriageway, driving through some
of Colombo’s suburbs before joining another expressway to the airport, an ever increasing
silhouette of skyscrapers bursting up from Colombo in the distance. One, as yet unfinished
tower, the Lotus Tower will be the tallest self-supported structure in South Asia, at 350m.
As we drove the final 23km of expressway to Katunayake and our hotel we passed
Negombo Lagoon, a large, estuarine lagoon where neat brush piles had been erected by
fisherman to act as artificial mangrove islands to attract a catch. With a day of flying
ahead, we checked in quickly and had a cuppa in rooms before stretching our legs with a
walk in the extensive gardens before dinner. The lake at the back of the hotel was
occupied by several water birds including Purple Herons and a skulking Yellow Bittern,
whilst in the front lawns, an Oriental Honey Buzzard flew quickly out through the palms
and a party of three Lesser Goldenbacks landed on another trunk.
Our ground agent, Perry, called in as we gathered at dinner and after we enjoyed the
extensive buffet the opportunity was taken to thank everyone for travelling to Sri Lanka
with Wild Insights, along with a final Ayubowen to Thushara, until next time.

Day 15:

Saturday, 19th January

We had time again before breakfast to stroll around the grounds, dry but cooler conditions
suiting us, if not the staff. White-bellied Drongos were already surveying their surrounds
from the top of a tree and a Brown-headed Barbet opted for the fence of the tennis court
as its perch. An Asian Openbill flew over the lake as a Stork-billed Kingfisher darted off
around the corner. The Purple Heron looked as though it had not moved from the day
before as a Water Monitor patrolled the edge of the lake.
Asian Koels were showing well this morning though the
dawn chorus was being led by the rich, piping song of an
Oriental Magpie Robin. A Stork-billed Kingfisher
provided another flypast as we arrived at the ornamental
pond in the garden. Both Red-vented and White-browed
Bulbuls were enjoying feeding here and were soon
joined by a Brown-headed Barbet. A pair of Blackhooded Orioles, meanwhile, were more intent on a game
of chase around the grounds.
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The choice at the breakfast buffet was once again vast so, replete and with the final repack complete, we headed back to the bus where we expressed our awe, gratitude and
appreciation for the excellent transportation we had received over the fortnight, safely in
the hands of Janake and Duminda. With a quick transfer to the airport and a relatively
seamless check in we were soon relaxing in departures before a smooth journey home,
steeped in rich memories from the teardrop of India.
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Bulbuls, Babblers and Barbets

Forged in fire then slowly hardened, mountains of volcanic gneiss
Form the heart of India’s tear drop, lifeblood for its fields of rice.
Water flows in great abundance, bounty of the seasons’ rains,
Harvested in lakes or ‘tanks’ to irrigate the fertile plains.
Famous for its fragrant spices, quality to beat the rest
But, sensitive to market prices, other crops were put to test.
Coffee failed from too much water, a canny Scot tried growing tea,
To his delight the plants all flourished – birth of a new industry.
Villages of half-built houses, construction ceased as funds ran dry,
Rusting metal reinforcement waiting for more prosperous times.
Three-wheeled mayhem on the highways, little sign of driver angst,
No abuse of the use of horns, perhaps a gentle toot of thanks.
Contemplative giant Buddhas guard the holy, bell-shaped shrines
As shaven heads in saffron robing chant the rhythmic, sacred lines.
But room enough for other cultures, other gods and other creeds,
With temples, mosques and Christian churches catering for different needs.
See that motley group of people vaguely dressed in greens and brown,
Could it be a new ‘keep-fit’ class, arms in synchro, up and down?
Arch those backs to scan the heavens, talons soaring in the sky,
Forward bend to spot the pitta, half-baked bird and oh so shy.
Infrastructure slowly healing from a time of civil war,
Monies squandered in the conflict redirected to the poor.
Education of the youngsters, Tamil and the Singhalese,
Through multi-lingual, white-clad students, holds the key to lasting peace.
Written on a Wild Insights visit to Sri Lanka
Reproduced with kind permission of A.D. Pickering, January 2019
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John Moxham, Helena Fox, Alan Pickering, Pamela Staley, Christine Pickering, Jim Cassels, Angela Cassels

Sincere thanks for choosing to travel with us on this trip to Sri Lanka. We hope this report
brings back many happy memories of the wildlife seen and special moments shared. If you
have already made reservations for a future Wild Insights tour, we look forward to seeing
you again soon and if you have not yet made plans, we hope you will be able to join us
again before too long.

Keith & Linda Offord

Front cover image: Crested Hawk Eagle
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