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Our first day on Boigu had come to an end.  We were all sitting around the table on the top deck of 

our live-ŀōƻŀǊŘ ǾŜǎǎŜƭ Ψ9ŎƭƛǇǎŜΩ, discussing ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΩǎ ǎƛƎƘǘƛƴƎǎΦ  ²ŜΩŘ ǎŜŜƴ ǘǿƻ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ birds, Singing 

Starling and Orange-fronted Fruit Dove during our day on the island.  The sun was setting and we 

were all enjoying a cool beer or gin & tonic, whilst keeping one last look out for anything that might 

be crossing over from nearby PNG.  It was the first time on these northern islands for most on board 

ŀƴŘ ŀƭǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŜΩŘ ǎŜŜƴ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ƴƛŎŜ ōƛǊŘǎ ŘǳǊƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŘŀȅΣ including Ashy-bellied White-eye, the 

conversation was concentrated on the earlier incredible sighting of Orange-fronted Fruit Dove.   

Our trip could not have started any better.  ²ŜΩŘ ŎƻƳŜ ŀǎƘƻǊŜ ŀǘ ŘŀȅōǊŜŀƪ ŀƴŘ ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 

streets of Boigu finding twenty  Singing Starling sitting on power lines and in neighbourhood trees.  

We continued through town with everyone ready to focus on any bird that moved.  We checked the 

local reed beds for vagrant mannikins without success, past the town cemetery someone pointed, 

άǊŀǇǘƻǊέΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀ ²ƘƛǎǘƭƛƴƎ YƛǘŜΦ  ¢ƘŜƴΣ άǇƛƎŜƻƴǎέΣ ŀ ŦƭƻŎƪ ƻŦ ¢ƻǊǊŜǎƛŀƴ LƳǇŜǊƛŀƭ tƛƎŜƻƴǎ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ 

along the coast, followŜŘ ōȅΣ άƪƛƴƎŦƛǎƘŜǊέΣ ƛǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ {ŀŎǊŜŘ YƛƴƎŦƛǎƘŜǊ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ŀƛǊǇƻǊǘ Ǌǳƴǿŀȅ 

ŦŜƴŎŜΣ ǘƘŜƴΣ  άŦǊǳƛǘ ŘƻǾŜέ ŀƴŘ ǿƻǿΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƛǘ ǿŀǎΣ ǎƛǘǘƛƴƎ ƻƴ ŀƴ ŜȄǇƻǎŜŘ ōǊŀƴŎƘ рлƳ ƛƴ ŦǊƻƴǘ ƻŦ ǳǎΦ  L 

ȅŜƭƭŜŘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΣ ά¢I!¢Ω{ !b ORANGE-FRONTED FRUIT DOVE,  ƛǘΩǎ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀƴ ǊŜŎƻǊŘΗέ   

The initial panic of making sure everyone had seen it subsided after the bird decided to sit there for 

at least 15minutes while we walked closer and set up our scope for a closer look.  Plenty of photos 

were taken in the dawn light of what is an unmistakable and truly spectacular bird.    

                          

 Photo: OFFD. (R.Baxter)                                                                                        Photo: OFFD. (Joy Tansey) 

 



 

Photo: Orange-fronted Fruit Dove (Barb Williams) 

Our targets for our second day on Boigu were three of the local specialties, Red-capped 

Flowerpecker, Collared Imperial Pigeon and Coconut Lorikeet.  For the Flowerpecker I have sites on 

both islands but the other two are more hit and miss, with fly-overs the most frequent form of 

sighting.  After breakfast on board we headed into the semi-deciduous vine forest which borders the 

extensive mangrove forests fringing most of the island.                 

                

                                                  Photo: Red-capped Flowerpecker (Fred Allsopp) 



We walkeŘ ǳǇ ǘƻ Ƴȅ ΨŦƭƻǿŜǊǇŜŎƪŜǊ ǘǊŜŜΩ and began our stake out.  From past experience the 

flowerpecker visits the tree every 30min but after an hour there was no appearance.  Another hour 

went by, while we counted Cicadabirds, Tawny-breasted Honeyeaters, Olive-backed Sunbirds and 

even another Orange-fronted Fruit Dove.  Into our third hour we decided to quickly play the call and 

within a few seconds we had great views of a handsome male Red-capped (Papuan) Flowerpecker, 

ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƛǎƭŀƴŘΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭǘƛŜǎ ŦƻǳƴŘ ƴƻǿƘŜǊŜ ŜƭǎŜ ƛƴ !ǳǎǘǊŀƭƛŀ ōǳǘ .ƻƛƎǳ ŀƴŘ {ŀƛōŀƛΦ 

After lunch we walked to the other side of town for better views of a rare cinnamon morph Black 

Bittern which Biggles discovered the previous afternoon.  We managed a few photos of this large 

and unusual bird which I estimated to be nearly 70cm.  We also managed to fit in a cruise along the 

coastline and down the Boigu River.  The highlight of our river cruise were two House Swift which 

flew down the river over our boats.  Frustratingly I saw two small lorikeets fly past silhouetted by the 

sun which most likely would have been Red-flanked Lorikeet.          

               

                                  Photo below: Cinnamon morph Black Bittern. (Jenny Spry) 

                               

After a couple of days on Boigu it was time to reposition to Saibai.  Not long after setting off we 

came across another two House Swifts while birding from the boat.  Our first visit to Saibai we 

concentrated on the western end of the island where we heard a possible Common Paradise 

Kingfisher in the mangroves near the cemetery.   We walked through the area and searched for an 

ƘƻǳǊ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƭǳŎƪΦ  9ǾŜƴ ǘƘƻǳƎƘ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ŦƛƴŘ any vagrant kingfishers we did see some nice birds 

ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ άtŀǇǳŀƴέ ǊŀŎŜ ƻŦ {ǇŀƴƎƭŜŘ 5ǊƻƴƎƻΣ .ƭŀŎƪ .ǳǘcherbird, Large-billed Gerygone, Pied 

Heron, Rufous-banded Honeyeater and Shining Flycatcher.   



After a relatively quiet day we headed into the wetlands for a look at the local evening duck roost.  

As we approached, flocks of Radjah Shelduck, Grey Teal and Pacific Black Ducks descended on the 

ŀǊŜŀ ŀƴŘ ōȅ ǘƘŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǿŜ ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŀōƻǳǘ рлл ŘǳŎƪǎ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀΦ  ²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƭƻƴƎ 

when I saw a small pale duck fly in and land ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻŦ DǊŜȅ ¢ŜŀƭΦ  L ǎŀƛŘ ǘƻ .ƛƎƎƭŜǎΣ άǘƘŀǘ ŎƻǳƭŘ 

ƘŀǾŜ ōŜŜƴ ŀ DŀǊƎŀƴŜȅΦέ  ! ǉǳƛŎƪ ǎŎŀƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŦƭƻŎƪǎ ŀƴŘ L ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǎŜŜ ŀƴȅǘƘƛƴƎ ǳƴǳǎǳŀƭΦ  CƛǾŜ ƳƛƴǳǘŜǎ 

ƭŀǘŜǊ {ǳŜ [ŀǎƘƪƻ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀƴ ΨǳƴǳǎǳŀƭΩ ŘǳŎƪΣ ǎƻ L ǿŀƭƪŜŘ ƻǾŜǊ ǘƻ ǘƘe scope and there was a cracking 

male GARGANEY swimming with the teal.  The brown head and prominent white eyebrow stood out 

ŀƴŘ ǎƻƻƴ ǿŜΩŘ ŀƭƭ ƘŀŘ ƎǊŜŀǘ ǎŎƻǇŜ ǾƛŜǿǎ ƻŦ ǘƘis rare Palearctic migrant.  In the fading light we took a 

few long range ID photos and made a late dash for the boat a very happy bunch of birders. 

 

Gargany Photo Centre: (Barb Williams) 

 

Photo: Boigu. (R.Baxter) 

Over the next couple of days we continued to explore the island finding many of the sub species 

endemic to these two northern islands and the Trans Fly.  The local sub species of Orange-footed 

Scrubfowl, Peaceful Dove, Torresian Imperial Pigeon, Barking Owl, Little Kingfisher, Tawny-breasted 

Honeyeater, Red-headed Honeyeater, Northern Fantail, Willie Wagtail, Black Butcherbird and 

Torresian Crow were all located on Saibai but by the final afternoon we had still not seen or heard a 

single Coconut Lorikeet or Collared Imperial Pigeon. 



By the final afternoon we had given up on the finding any lorikeets but there was one last chance to 

find the imperial pigeon, a three hour cruise.  We travelled in our zodiacs down the two Saibai rivers 

and along the coast.  As we cruised the coastline two stunning Collared Imperial Pigeons crossed the 

channel directly in front of us flying from Kaumag Island across to Saibai.  They positioned 

themselves perfectly in the afternoon light giving us great views of this spectacular pigeon.   

It was a wonderful way to end a very successful tour. 

The second trip to Boigu and Saibai started the next day and we once again briefly dropped into 

Little Tuesday Island on our way north from Horn Island to see Ashy-bellied (Pale) White-eye.  With 

the white-eye in the bag, we had a relaxing cruise north.  The tides on Boigu early in the week were 

extremely low so we decided to do the tour in reverse order and start on Saibai, which turned out to 

be a great decision. 

           

We went ashore on Saibai early the first morning in our two tenders.  As everyone was coming 

ashore off the first boat a few Coconut Lorikeets flew overhead.  By the time the second tender 

ŀǊǊƛǾŜŘ ǘƘŜȅΩŘ ƎƻƴŜΦ  LƴŎǊŜŘƛōƭȅ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ǿŜ ƴŜƛǘƘŜǊ ƘŜŀǊŘ ƴƻǊ ǎŀǿ ǘƘŜ ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǿŜŜƪ 

and implausibly the very first species we saw this week.   

After a couple of hours birding near the cemetery we decided to walk east along the water front and 

leave Geoff at the Cemetery to do some photography. We stopped briefly to check out the wetlands 

and as we were scanning the area two Pacific Swallows sailed past in the strong breeze.  Despite a 

ǎŜŀǊŎƘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ŀǊŜŀ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǊŜƭƻŎŀǘŜ ǘƘŜƳ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ǿƻǳƭŘ ŦƛƴŘ ŀ ŦƭƻŎƪ ƻŦ ŜƛƎƘǘ ǘƘŜ Ŧƻƭƭƻǿ ŘŀȅΦ 

After lunch it was time to head back into the wetlands in search of the Garganey.  As we approached 

the site I could see there were significantly less waterfowl present than the previous week.  The 

night before our tour started the island was subject to a huge downpour which filled the interior of 

the island with water.  The ducks were now dispersed far and wide and the 500 from the previous 

week was now 50 and none of those were our Garganey. 

 



²ŜΩŘ ōŜŜƴ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ŦƻǊ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ ƘƻǳǊǎ ǿƛǘƘƻǳǘ ƭǳŎƪ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ŀǎ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊƛƴƎ 

leaving we spotted a Peregrine Falcon chasing another bird towards us from the direction of the 

local supermarket.  Immediately we realised it was an imperial pigeon and not a Torresian.  As it flew 

away all I could make out was the pale head and I told the group it could be a Purple-tailed Imperial 

Pigeon, then just after that it changed directions towards us and the falcon gave up its pursuit.  It 

banked nicely above us in the fading evening light and we were able to take a quick photo showing 

all the diagnostic features of ½h9Ω{ Lat9wL![ tLD9hb.   

 .ŜƭƻǿΥ ½ƻŜΩǎ LƳǇŜǊƛŀƭ tƛƎŜƻƴ ό{ǘŜǾŜ weynolds)        
     

                     
On our first trip we found a new bird for Australia on the first day and incredibly ǿŜΩŘ ŘƻƴŜ ƛǘ ŀƎŀƛƴ 

ƻƴ Řŀȅ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŜŎƻƴŘ ǘǊƛǇΦ  ²Ŝ ƳƛƎƘǘ ƘŀǾŜ ŘƛǇǇŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ DŀǊƎŀƴŜȅ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ ŎƻƳǇƭŀƛƴƛƴƎΦ    

Back on the boat that night Geoff told us of another brief sighting of possible Red-flanked Lorikeet at 

the cemetery.  With that information we started the day again at the western end of town in the 

hope of seeing these small lorikeets from nearby coastal PNG.  We spent a couple of hours in the 

area and although we had no lorikeets we did have nice views of a flock of eight Pacific Swallows.   

      

Above: All eyes on the Garganey (Barb Williams)                                        Pacific Swallow (Steve Reynolds) 

 



During the day we visited the eastern end of town and had brief views of the local small dogwa sub-

species of Brown Goshawk before heading into the coastal vine forest in search of the Flowerpecker.  

As we entered the forest on the edge of town we flushed a fruit dove, which after 40 minutes of 

searching was identified as Superb Fruit Dove.  Arriving at my Red-capped Flowerpecker site we 

were rewarded with excellent views of this highly sought-after species. 

We decided once again to finish the day at the Garganey site and like the afternoon before, the next 

incredible sighting came just as we had nearly given up for the day.  As we scanned the wetlands, a 

storm approached from the northwest.  The sky turned black and we noticed a flock of Pacific Swifts 

travelling on the storm front towards us.  We noticed a smaller swiftlet amongst the flock, then 

another, then another and as I scanned back towards the storm the sky was full of UNIFORM 

SWIFTLETS.  The flock was spread out and we estimated there was conservatively sixty swiftlets, 

which eventually travelled in front of us and away towards the far eastern end of the island, which 

co-incidentally was where our boat was moored. Following this spectacle we made our way back to 

our boat where we enjoyed a wonderful dinner whilst reminiscing over yet another great day. 

 

On our third day on Saibai I decided to change things around and do one last search for the elusive 

duck in the morning.  We wandered around the wetlands for a couple of hours again without success 

and were soon back in the zodiacs heading to the boat for an early lunch.  As we motored east along 

ǘƘŜ {ŀƛōŀƛ ŎƻŀǎǘƭƛƴŜ ŀ ƭŀǊƎŜ ōƭŀŎƪ ŀǉǳƛƭƭŀ ŜŀƎƭŜ ǎƻŀǊŜŘ ǘƻǿŀǊŘǎ ǳǎ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ǘǊŜŜǘƻǇǎΦ  Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŀƪŜ 

long to identify it as a magnificent D¦wb9¸Ω{ 9!D[9.   

hƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ²ƻǊƭŘΩǎ ƘŀǊŘŜǎǘ ǘƻ ǎŜŜ ŜŀƎƭŜǎΣ ƴŜŀǊ ǘƘǊŜŀǘŜƴŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ Ǝƭƻōŀƭ ŜȄǘƛƴŎǘƛƻƴΣ Ƴŀƛƴƭȅ ŘǳŜ ǘƻ 

habitat loss, it menacingly patrolled up and down the coastline stirring up a flock of Magpie Geese 

and generally looking fittingly breathtaking for what is an absolute world mega.  This species is 



ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ƘƛƎƘ ƻƴ ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ ǿƛǎƘ ƭƛǎǘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜǎŜ ǘǊƛǇǎ ǘƻ .ƻƛƎǳ ŀƴŘ {ŀƛōŀƛ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǿŀǎ ƻǳǊ ǘƘƛǊŘ ǎƛƎƘǘƛƴƎ 

in eight trips and certainly the best. 

          

 

With several mouth-watering species on our trip list we still had two of the local specialties to find, 

Collared Imperial Pigeon and Singing Starling.  With those two species in mind we repositioned to 

Boigu where we were soon ashore and having nice views of Singing Starling as we walked through 

town.  We set ourselveǎ ǳǇ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ ǎƛǘŜ ǿŜΩŘ ǎŜŜƴ ǘƘŜ hǊŀƴƎŜ-fronted Fruit Dove the week before 

which is nicely located where several large mangrove trees and emergent canopy species provide a 

sharp transition to the edge of town and provide quite a few convenient perches for our target 

species.                                                                                                  Below: Singing Starling (Joy Tansey) 

        

We staked the site out for a few hours and saw Ciciadabird, Dollarbird, White-throated Needletails, 

Brush Cuckoo and an assortment of more common local species but not our targets.  After a nice 

lunch on board we spent the afternoon exploring the local Boigu Rivers where we had brief views of 

a possible Chestnut Rail and frustratingly had three all dark imperial pigeons fly quickly across the 

river too quick for us to ID. 


