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Ashy Thrush ς Geokichla cinerea, 14 April 2013, La Mesa Ecopark, Manila, Philippines; © Jan van der Laan. 
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Introduction 

After our success in Thailand in 2012, we decided to do another trip together. As we both visited the 

Philippines (Jan in 2000, Arjan in 2006), but without Whiskered Pitta, we decided to go after this pitta. 

Moreover both of us had never visited Subic Bay, so this could be a perfect short trip. Arjan is a friend of Rob 

Hutchinson (of www.BirdTourAsia.com) and Rob offered to take us to Subic Bay and some spots in and around 

Manila. 

 

 

Itinerary 

5 April Departure at 20:45 hours with flight KL 807 with KLM from Amsterdam to Manila with a short 

stop at Taipei, Taiwan. During our stop at Taipei we saw a pair of Amur White Wagtails. 

6 April Arrival at Manila at 18:15 hours. We took a taxi to the Sulo Riviera Hotel in Quezon City for two 

nights. A nice hotel, recommended by Rob Hutchinson.  

7 April We were picked at 3:00 am by Rob and Irene for a full day birding at Subic Bay. At first we tried 

to see the Chocolate Boobook, but in vain. We heard Philippine Scops Owl and Luzon Hawk-

Owl and saw Great Eared Nightjar. After sunrise we focused on species like Sooty Woodpecker, 

Green Racket-tail, Trilling tailorbird, Luzon Hawk-Eagle and White-fronted Tit. Other species we 

saw where Chinese Sparrow-Hawk, Asia Koel, Blue-naped Parrot, White-lored Oriole, Philippine 

Serpent-Eagle, Philippine Pygmy Woodpecker, Kamchatka Leaf Warbler, Japanese Leaf Warbler 

(both splits from Arctic Warbler), Spotted Wood-Kingfisher, Brown-breasted Kingfisher, Red 

Junglefowl, Rufous-crowned Bee-eater, Oriental Dollarbird, Whiskered Treeswift, Brahminy 

Kite, Blue Rock-Thrush, Crested Myna, a distant Roseate (or Black-naped?) Tern, Philippine 

Falconet, Rufous Coucal, Philippine Green-Pigeon, Luzon Flameback, Guiabero, Colasisi, Barred 

Rail, Plain Bush-Hen, Emerald Dove, Green Imperial Pigeon, Luzon Hornbill, Scale-feathered & 

Rough-crested Malkoha, Philippine Hawk-Cuckoo, White-breasted Treeswallow, Amethyst 

Brown-Dove, Blackish Cuckoo-Shrike. Most effort was put into finding White-fronted Tit, which 

we found already in the morning, but without good views. However just before sunset, we 

managed to find an individual showing very well. At around 21:00 we arrived at the hotel in 

Manila again, had dinner and went to sleep. 

http://www.birdtourasia.com/
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8 April In the morning we visited a city park in Manila where a Philippine Scops Owl was present for a 

while. We saw an adult plus two juveniles. After this sighting we took a taxi to Terminal 3 for 

our flight of 11:25 to Tuguegarao (Cebu Pacific 5J 5504). At the airport of Tuguegarao we met 

Aquilino Escobar aƴŘ Ƙƛǎ ŎǊŜǿΦ ²ƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƧŜŜǇƴŜȅ ǿŜ ŘǊƻǾŜ ǘƻ !ǉǳƛƭƛƴƻΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ in Baliwag, 

where our luggage Ǉƭǳǎ ŦƻƻŘ ŦƻǊ р ƴƛƎƘǘǎ ǿŀǎ ŘƛǾƛŘŜŘ ōŜǘǿŜŜƴ ǘƘǊŜŜ ǇƻǊǘŜǊǎΦ !ǊƧŀƴΩǎ ōŜŀǳǘȅ 

case weighted exactly 20 kilograms and the porters begged if the content could be divided 

among two bags, but Arjan insisted the beauty case would brought up to the mountain in one 

piece and with complete content. We departed at 15:30 hours and we reached Camp 1 at 18:30 

hours. During the walk we saw Black-shouldered Kite, Island Collared Dove, Red Turtle Dove, 

Spotted Imperial Pigeon, Pied Bushchat, Striated Grassbird, Philippine Drongo-Cuckoo, Pied 

Triller, Brown and Long-tailed Shrike, Large-billed Crow, Black-chinned Fruit Dove, Grey Wagtail 

and Philippine Duck.  

9 April In the early morning we had good looks of Luzon Hawk-Owl and Philippine Nightjar and at night 

we heard a distant Philippine Eagle-Owl. We started walking at 6:40 hours for Camp 2. At first 

we encountered more Spotted Imperial Pigeons, Streak-headed Rhabdornis, Sierra Madre 

Crow (heard-only), Furtive Flycatcher (in bamboo along the river; a new bird for Arjan), Rufous 

Coucal, Elegant tit, Amethyst Brown-Dove (seen!), Blue-headed Fantail, Luzon Shama, Pygmy 

and Ameline Swiftlet, Philippine Bulbul, Emerald Dove and White-eared Dove. After crossing 

the river we had lunch in the small village of Sawa. After Sawa the climb got steeper and for 

Jan the trails were too overgrown and at one moment he had a bamboo stick pointing in his 

eye, which caused him losing one of his contact lenses. Happily Aquilino found it back. During 

the final ascent we saw a pair of Golden-crowned Babblers. At 15:00 hours all had reached the 

Camp 2 and after unpacking things, we did a short walk above the camp. We heard a calling 

Flame-breasted Fruit-Dove and found the remains of a shot one, although a pair of Philippine 

Trogons and Luzon Hornbill offered some compensation. After dinner and some washing, we 

went to sleep just after dark. At night we heard Luzon Hawk-Owl and Great Eared Nightjar. 

 

10 April We woke up at 5:00 hours and tried to see the Blue-breasted Flycatcher immediately. We had 

good looks of this bird and after a quick breakfast we started to explore the higher elevations 

of Camp Sawa. We quickly found out birds were very scarce and difficult to see and most 
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recordings were heard-onlies. However we managed to see Cream-bellied Fruit-Dove, Luzon 

Hornbill, Citrine Canary-Flycatcher, Philippine Fairy-Bluebird, Rusty-breasted Cuckoo, 

Philippine Hawk-Cuckoo, Elegant Tit, Blue-headed Fantail, Philippine Coucal, Philippine Cuckoo-

Dove, Spotted Wood Kingfisher, Colasisi, Guiabero, Grey-rumped Swiftlet, Pygmy Swiftlet and 

Ameline Swiftlet. Frustrating were the heard-onlies of Flame-breasted Fruit-Dove, Luzon 

Bleeding-Heart, Whiskered Pitta (two), Rusty-faced Wren-Babbler, Rufous Hornbill and 

Philippine Serpent-Eagle. Jan could sent his sister Marianne a SMS for her birthday, during the 

times we came into reach of the telecom antenna in the valley ŀƴŘ !ǊƧŀƴ ǊŜŎŜƛǾŜŘ ŀ ƭƻǘ ƻŦ {a{Ωǎ 

from his work. After dinner we took an early rest. 

11 April Pouring rain woke us up. After the rain stopped at around 8:00 hours we started birding above 

the camp. Just above Camp 2 we heard several Cream-bellied Fruit-Doves, the same Flame-

breasted Fruit-Dove, Luzon Bleeding-Heart and a Sierra Madre Ground Warbler (aka Rusty-

faced Babbler). Again we heard the Pitta of the day before, but after a few 100 meters we heard 

another one on the left side of the trail. This birds seemed too far away, so we decided to go to 

the third stream crossing. There we finally had a small feeding flock, which produced Luzon 

Striped Babbler, Yellowish White-eye, Citrine Canary-Flycatcher, Blue-headed Fantail, Elegant 

Tit, Sulphur-billed Nuthatch, Lemon-throated Leaf-Warbler, Buzzing Flowerpecker and also (not 

in the feeding flock) several Rufous Hornbills. Moreover, we had a long duel again with the 

same Whiskered Pitta as the day before. After an hour the bird suddenly flew over our heads 

while jumping off a cliff, but Jan ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ƛǘΦ ²Ŝ ǘǊƛŜŘ ǎƻƳŜ ǘŜǊǊƛǘƻǊƛŜǎ ƘƛƎƘŜǊ ǳǇΣ ōǳǘ the most 

exciting moment concerned Jan collapsing through a bamboo bridge happily without injury. On 

our way back, we tried the second Pitta territory and the bird answered. We dueled with the 

bird quite some time in some sort of arena and suddenly we heard him behind us. We walked 

back to the trail, but Jan was convinced the bird was still in the arena. Then Arjan saw the bird 

close-by and after some nerve-wrecking seconds, Jan connected too with the bird. And what a 

bird it was! The bird seemed bigger than expected ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǿƻǊŘ ǘƘŀǘ ŎŀƳŜ ƛƴǘƻ ƳƛƴŘ ǿŀǎ ΨǿŜƭƭ 

ǘǊŀƛƴŜŘΩΦ ¢ƘŜ ōƛǊŘ ǎƘƻǿŜŘ ƛǘΩǎ back as well, showing its green-blue back and golden-brown hind 

crown. Then it disappeared. What a relief, it was 17:00 hours, so one hour daylight left! We 

made our traditional Mexican Wave (we first did that after seeing Eared Pitta in Khao Yai) on 

the trail and the last part of the walk back to the camp was easy, since we were walking on air. 

After dinner and washing (with 4 leeches on WŀƴΩǎ back and chest) we went to sleep.  

12 April We rose early (Jan was awake at 3:45), packed our gear and after some birding just above camp 

in a final attempt to see Sierra Madre Ground Warbler (aka Rusty-faced Babbler), we slowly 

walked down to Sawa village. Arjan encountered a crake on the trail, but could not identify it. 

During the descent we heard Sierra Madre Crows and after some effort Arjan saw two birds 

flying away. Suddenly at the same place we heard a Luzon Bleeding-Heart and we decided not 

to let this one go. We hid ourselves in the bamboo and after playing the sound for a while, the 

bird suddenly was seen walking towards us in a very narrow corridor. And what a beautiful bird 

it was! Beautiful blue grey on the upperparts, strong legs and the orange-ǊŜŘ ΨǿƻǳƴŘΩ ƻƴ ƛǘǎ 

breast were seen very well. Very happy we knew this was the second best bird of our short trip! 

Other birds seen during the descent were Black and Cinnamon Bittern (seen by Arjan and 

Aquilino at the river just below Sawa village), Philippine Honey-Buzzard, Oriental Honey-

Buzzard, Luzon Shama, White-lored Oriole, Eyebrowed Thrush. Around 15:00 hours we reached 

Camp 1, where we relaxed and observed the birds around camp. We saw Arctic Warbler, 

Yellowish White-eye, Barred Rail, Lesser Coucal, Philippine Falconet, Striated Grassbird, Long-

tailed Shrike and Lemon-throated Leaf-Warbler. After dinner we went to bed, again early. 

13 April We started walking in light rain at 6:30 from Camp 1 ǘƻ !ǉǳƛƭƛƴƻΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜ in Baliwag. During the 

descent it started to rain mildly, but we still could do some birding on our way down. We saw 
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Spotted Imperial Pigeons, Spotted Dove, Brown-headed Thrush, Oriental Pipit, Grey Wagtail, 

Philippine Tailorbird, Striated Grassbird and three groups of Chestnut-cheeked Starlings. At 

фΥпл ǿŜ ǊŜŀŎƘŜŘ !ǉǳƛƭƛƴƻΩǎ ƘƻǳǎŜΣ where we had a refreshing coke and cleaned our pants and 

shoes. Our shoes had become very heavy with sticky clay, so the final hour walking was a real 

challenge! The whole crew brought us back to the airport of Tuguegarao, where we arrived at 

11:30. We said goodbye and farewell and checked in quickly. The plane departed on time at 

12:55 hours and arrived on time in Manila at 13:55 hours. At the airport we took a burger at 

Burger King (tasted very well after days with oatmeal!) and took a taxi to the hotel. At the hotel 

we finally could clean ourselves, washed our clothes and drank some beer! In the late afternoon 

Rob and Irene took us to the Angono Petroglyphs, just south of Manila to look for a family of 

Philippine Eagle-Owls. Unfortunately we did not found It but had very good looks of Philippine 

Scops-Owl and Savanna Nightjar. At 21:45 Rob and Irene dropped us at the hotel, where we 

had dinner and celebrated the Whiskered Pitta again with a beer. 

14 April After breakfast at 6:00 we were picked up by Irene and Rob for a morning visit to La Mesa 

Ecopark in the northeastern part of Manila. This place proved to be a very birdy place and 

although very ŎǊƻǿŜŘΣ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘǎ ŘƻƴΩǘ ǎŜŜƳ ǘƻ ōƻǘƘŜǊ ŀƴŘ ŀǊŜ ǇƭŜƴǘƛŦǳƭ ŜǾŜǊȅǿƘŜǊŜΦ ¢ƘŜ ōƛǊŘ 

of the park is of course the Ashy Thrush and we had stunning looks of one bird and saw fleeting 

glimpses of at least three other birds. Another specialty was Philippine Pitta (formerly known 

as Red-bellied Pitta), with one bird showing very well. Other birds we observed were Indigo-

banded Kingfisher, White-breasted Crake, Philippine Magpie-Robin, Mangrove Blue Flycatcher, 

Lowland White-eye, Japanese & Kamchatka Leaf Warbler, Red-keeled Flowerpecker, Emerald 

Dove (on nest), Hooded Pitta, Brown Shrike, Grey-backed Tailorbird, Pied Fantail, Colasisi, 

Yellow-vented and Philippine Bulbul. Rob and Irene brought us back to the hotel, we said 

goodbye, checked out and had a long lunch. At 15:00 hours we were brought to the airport 

were an enormous mass of people was blocking the entrance. With the help of a policeman we 

were sneaked through another entrance and after a moderate wait we could check in, left our 

luggage and at 19:45 our plane to Amsterdam departed, with a short stop at Taipei, Taiwan 

(our next destination?). 

15 April After a long flight we arrived at 6:15 hours at Amsterdam. Arjan was picked up by Jantine, and 

Jan took the train to Alkmaar, where Marieke picked him up. 

 

 

_____________ 
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Species Accounts 

Order and nomenclature follows IOC Bird List version 12.1 (January 2021). Where names differed from the 

usual fieldguides, the alternative name is given. Rusty-faced Wren-Babbler is changed to Sierra Madre Ground 

Warbler and is considered to be a warbler now. Birds restricted to the Philippines are in capitals. For a full 

overview of all Philippine endemics according to the Ih/Σ ǎŜŜ WŀƴΩǎ ǊŜǇƻǊǘ ŦǊƻƳ 2000. 

 

 

Recommended Literature 

For the Philippines there is actually one appropriate guide, A Guide to the Birds of the Philippines by Kennedy, 

Gonzales, Dickinson, Miranda and Fisher (Oxford 2000).  

Several trip reports can be found at www.cloudbirders.com and www.birdtours.co.uk.  
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White-fronted Tit at Subic Bay on 7 April 2013; © Jan van der Laan. 

 

Spotted Imperial Pigeon on our way to camp 2 on 9 April 2013; this part of Luzon is probably the best location in the Philippine to see 

this enigmatic and declining pigeon; © Jan van der Laan. 
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Left: Sooty Woodpeckers at Subic Bay on 7 April 2013; right: Green Racket-tail at Subic Bay on 7 April 2013, showing its rackets; © Jan 

van der Laan. 

  

Left: Luzon Flameback at Subic Bay on 7 April 2013; right: migrating Chinese Sparrow-Hawk at Subic Bay on 7 April 2013; © Jan van der 

Laan. 

   

Left: White-lored Oriole at Subic Bay on 7 April 2013; right: Rufous-crowned ƻǊ Ψ!ƳŜǊƛŎŀƴΩ .ŜŜ-eater at Subic Bay on 7 April 2013; © 

Jan van der Laan. 

  

Left: Philippine Collared Dove (left bird, the bird on the right is a Spotted Dove); right: Black-winged Kite, both during the walk to camp 

1 on 9 April 2013; © Jan van der Laan. 



Birds observed on Luzon, Philippines, 5-14 April 2013   

© The Virtual Birders 2013. 10 

 

Blue-naped Parrot at Subic Bay on 7 April 2013; still a healthy population in Subic bay; © Jan van der Laan. 

 

Philippine Serpent-Eagle at Subic Bay on 7 April 2013; © Jan van der Laan. 
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Left: Oriental Honey-Buzzard (not a Philippine Hawk-Eagle), Sawa village on 12 April; right: Stripe-headed Rhabdornis just below Sawa 

Village on 9 April; © Jan van der Laan. 

 

Philippine or Red-bellied Pitta in La Mesa Ecopark. Irestedt et al 2013 split the Red-bellied Pitta complex into 17 species. Gill, F & D 

Donsker (Eds). 2016. IOC World Bird List (v6.3) split the complex into 10 species; as the Pitta from Talaud, Indonesia is regarded as a 

subspecies of Philippine Pitta, this is not a Philippine endemic; © Jan van der Laan.  

  

Left: Philippine Magpie-Robin in La Mesa Ecopark. Right: Mangrove Blue Flycatcher, a possible future split, also seen in La Mesa 

Ecopark; © Jan van der Laan.  

  

http://192.38.112.111/pdf-reprints/Irestedt_PRSB_2013.pdf

