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INTRODUCTION
Most birders who head to Sumatra visit Kerinci-Seblat National Park (KSNP). It is a large park of about 15,000 sq km. It can be explored from the northen tip near Medan or from the south via Keresik Tua. The highest freshwater swamp in South East Asia happens to be in KSNP. If you plan to birdwatch along the famed Mount Kerinci trail in search of endemics, be warned that the trail up is very steep and challenging. Do ensure that you are fairly fit before attempting it.

The information contained in this trip report is based on a on 2 week trip to Sumatra in July 2005. 

This guide is divided into the following sections:

1. GENERAL INFORMATION

2. PADANG

3. KERESIK TUA with excursions to LETTER “W” WATERFALL & SUNGEI SANGIR

4. SUNGEI PENUH AND TAPAN ROAD

1. GENERAL INFORMATION

Beyond the top hotels and the Padang’s Tabing Airport, little English is spoken or understood so it is important to learn the important Bahasa Indonesia phrases before your arrival.

The Internet is available in cafes at most of the larger towns. The going rate at most cafes was 5,000Rp per hour. Handphones are a common sight in towns and not unusual in villages. Getting a signal at populated areas should not be a problem.

In Padang, there are ATMs with PLUS. In the larger banks, you can withdraw rupiah using your VISA card. Some of the larger towns have Western Union too.

As in most countries in Asia, expect to bargain for many products and services. Foreigners are expected to pay more so don’t be surprised that the opening offer to you is up to 10x that of the one given to local standing right beside you. Keep your cool when that happens  - It will happen a lot! – and negotiate with a smile. Don’t get offended or plussed as they expect you to bargain. It always helps to know what the locals would pay before before you begin bargaining. The initial price frequently comes down quickly if you persist a little.

After using the toilet, it is an established local practice to “wash up” instead of using toilet paper. So, don’t be surprised if your accommodation does not have toilet paper. A separate hose or scoop will be provided instead. Those who find this way of cleaning up awkward should stock up on toilet paper before staying at mid to budget level accommodation.

Water right out of the tap is not potable. Bottled drinking water is cheap & easily available.

Budget birders will come to rely on minibuses a lot. They are cheap and convenient. You can flag the minibus down or ask to alight anywhere along its route. There is no need to find a bus-stop. The minibus will leave the terminal when there are enough passengers. Be warned that the drivers love to play techno music at ear-splitting levels. They do this to keep them awake on long drives and also to let potential passengers know that they are arriving. Use earplugs if you value your hearing. Most of the time, when the bus is not full, the ride can be quite pleasant. However, I was once squashed with 25 people in a 12 seater minibus!  That was possible only because the locals were incredibly cooperative and good-natured. They contorted their bodies to make way for the next passenger. Those who boarded later had to sit on other passengers’ laps with their heads pressed against the roof. Also, don’t be surprised to find live chickens wandering under your seat or to be seated next to large sacks of vegetables. To ensure a better chance of getting a comfortable ride, avoid taking trips during peak hours or peak days (eg. eves of public holidays or weekends)

The hygiene standard in Sumatra is different from most parts of the developed world. If one does not take precautions when consuming one’s food, it is easy to fall ill. I subscribe to the BOIL IT, COOK IT, PEEL IT, FORGET IT rule. If any food does not fit either of the first three criteria, just forget about eating it. This simple, yet effective, rule has kept me from getting any sort of stomach upset.

My fieldguide of choice is “Birds of Sumatra, Kalimantan and Java” by John McKinnon, Karen Phillips and Bas Van Balen. Unfortunately, it has been out of print for several years. I had to settle for an Indonesian version of this book, entitled “Burung-Burung di Sumatera, Kalimatan dan Jawa”. Even though the text and descriptions are in Bahasa Indonesia, each bird’s English name is available inside.

TRIP PLANNING RESOURCES:

Lonely Planet Indonesia

Birding Indonesia by Paul Jepson

Where to watch birds in Asia by Nigel Wheatley

Birds of Sumatra, Kalimantan and Java by John McKinnon, Karen Phillips

 and Bas Van Balen

2. PADANG

Padang is the third largest city in Sumatra. It comprises mostly of low rise buildings. It’s a quaint town where horse carts share the roads with all sorts of modern vehicles. Besides the tall characteristic Minangkerbau rooftops, the few tall buildings are either hotels or shopping centres. 

There is a chinese cemetery located south of town. Being on a hill, it offers breathtaking panoramic views of the Indian Ocean. Looking downhill towards town, it is hard to miss the thick cloud of smoke that blankets Padang. If you have several hours to kill before your flight back, that is one of the few decent places in Padang to birdwatch. Please refer to my sketch of that area. There are lots of Eurasian Treesparrows about in Padang. But the parks and wooded areas do not have many other species of birds.

Birds seen at the Chinese cemetery include Coppersmith Barbet, Yellow Vented Bulbul, Greater Coucal, Peaceful Dove, Greater Leafbird, Scaly Breasted Munia, Pink Necked Green Pigeon, Olive Backed Sunbird, Scarlet Sunbird. A Long Tailed Sibia and several Java Sparrows were seen caged in town.
The best hotel in Padang is Hotel Bumi Minang (500,000 – 5,000,000Rp). There is a shopping complex near it that serves Kentucky Fried Chicken. On long birding trips, it is sometimes good to have some comfort food. I feel that Hotel Pangeran City (230,000Rp), a business class hotel, offers the best mix of comfort and value. I stayed at Hotel Benyamin (85,000Rp with breakfast) which had simple rooms.  It might be wise to pay for air-conditioning as it often gets quite hot and humid at night. It also keeps the mosquitoes out.

Pantai Padang, a stretch of beach a short walk from the city, comes alive in the evening when locals congregate there. Lots of food stalls line the road and it is a great place to watch the sunset. For last minute shopping, visit the largest shopping centre there – Matahari. It is located at the heart of the town.

An interesting novelty dish there is Bakso Tenis. It is basically spicy noodle soup served with just one huge tennis-ball sized beefball. 

GETTING TO PADANG

Two budget airlines now ply the Singapore - Padang route, no doubt to cater to the significant number of surfers who hang ten at Mentawai Islands.  SilkAir & Tigerairways regularly offer great discounts. In a recent Tigerairways promotion, a return ticket went for as low as S$80. To get rock-bottom prices, one usually has to make a booking a few months ahead. On occasions, there have been promotions to fill empty seats for near term departures. Check their websites regularly to scout for good deals.

3. KERESIK TUA

Mount Kerinci is home to 2 famours endemic birds - Schneider's Pitta and Salvadori's Pheasant. Before you get to climb  that steep and claustrophobic trail, you will need to pass by  several kilometers of expansive tea and vegetable plantations. 
WEATHER : 

IN July 2005, there was occasional rain encountered but most were brief spells. Most lowland areas were very hot. However, at higher elevations like Keresik Tua, it can get very chilly (likely to be around 15 degrees Celcius) in the early morning. Warm clothing is a must especially if pre-dawn departures to birding sites are expected. 

ACCOMODATION :

Pak Subandi’s Homestay is where most birders stay when they attempt Mount Kerinci’s trails. The rooms are pretty basic but adequate. Rooms that open to the living room have private toilets while those at the back of the house have shared toilets.

Pak Subandi’s wife is a great and versatile cook. After a hard day of birding, I looked forward to having her home cooked food.  Upon request, she would wake up long before sunrise just to prepare packet lunch for birders to bring into the forest. She is the one to look for if you have laundry needs.

Pak Subandi has several shelves full of birding books and field guides. He has a logbook where birders would contribute their interesting sightings and tips.  

Feral Rock Pigeons were common Keresik Tua, while Black Shouldered Kite, Black Eagle and Oriental Magpie Robins were also seen. Caged birds seen displayed outside the locals’ houses included Long Tailed Sibia, Green Magpie and Blue Whistling Thrush.
BIRDING HIGHLIGHTS: On the trail up to Mount Kerinci, I came across a solitary Salvadori’s Pheasant (endemic) picking off uncooked rice off the floor of Cochoa Shelter made my climb up worth its while.  Although I trawled trail leading from scrub tunnel to Camp Cochoa at least 20 times (from daybreak till dusk), Schneider’s Pitta was not seen. It called several times from a distance away. Wreathed Hornbills and Blue Tailed Trogons were quite easily found though. The large fallen tree after Camp Cochoa attracted lots of insects in the morning and that was a magnet for lots of small birds like the Blue Nuthatch and Great Tit. Pak Subandi and I were pleasantly surprised to find a Dusky Woodcock perched on a fallen branch on the ground about 100m up from Basecamp Shelter just before sunset. We had a good 5-10 minute view of that skulking bird until it got too dark to see it anymore. At night, Pak Subandi arranged for an owling trip and he called in a Short Tailed Frogmouth several times. That unusual looking bird sat still for long periods while offering superb views. Do remember to bring along your camera!

BIRDS SEEN : Over a period of several days, the forested trail leading up to Mount Kerinci yielded birds like the Black Shouldered Kite, Black Eagle, Long Tailed Sibia, Black Throated Babbler, Eyebrowed Wren Babbler, Golden Babbler, Grey Throated Babbler, Pygmy Wren Babbler, Rusty Breasted Wren Babbler*, Spot Necked Babbler, Black Browed Barbet, Fire Tufted Barbet, Oriental Cuckoo, Ruddy Cuckoo Dove, Bronze Drongo, White Throated Fantail, Grey Headed Canary Flycatcher, Indigo Flycatcher, Little Pied Flycatcher, Pygmy Blue Flycatcher, Snowy Browed Flycatcher, Short Tailed Frogmouth, Wreathed Hornbill, Chestnut Capped Laughingthrush, Scarlet Minivet, Sunda Minivet, Javan Mynah, Large Niltava, Blue Nuthatch, Collared Owlet, Salvadori's Pheasant*, Plain Prinia, Slaty Breasted Rail, Sunda Blue Robin, Lesser Shortwing, White Browed Shortwing, Bar-winged Flycatcher Shrike, Long Tailed Shrike, White Browed Flycatcher Shrike, Mountain Tailorbird, Shiny Whistling Thrush*, Sunda Whistling Thrush, Great Tit, Blue Tailed Trogon, Mountain Leaf Warbler, Sunda Bush Warbler, Sunda Warbler, Yellow Bellied Warbler, White Breasted Waterhen, Mountain White-eye, Dusky Woodcock. 
(* : endemics)
LEECHES : None encountered.

MAP/SKETCH : See attached.

SCOPE: The trail up Mount Kerinci is through tight forest and that renders a scope pretty useless. Also, be warned that the trail becomes steep after Camp Cochoa and becomes very steep after Cochoa Shelter. The climb is tough so I call this form of birding “Extreme Birding.”

LESSONS LEARNT : As a minimum, learn the calls of all the small babblers and warblers before you arrive. There are lots of them there. In such a thick forest, this familiarity will give you the edge in finding them. Before your trip, do also get used to climbing steep slopes for hours on end.
GETTING TO KERESIK TUA

By minibus

From Padang town, I took a taxi to Aie Pacah Bus Terminal which is 12km east of town. It is a large bus station but the taxi driver will let you alight at the bay where the mini-buses leave for Sungei Penuh. There is likely to be more than one bus waiting for customers so the  touts will try to get you  to board their respective bus. Board the minibus with the most passengers as it will likely to be the one to depart first. Tickets which were offered by the tout at 40,000Rp was slightly cheaper than those being sold at the official counter inside the station. My 0830hrs bus arrived at Keresik Tua at 1430hrs. It stopped once for lunch and another time for a toilet break. The bus driver claims that minibuses leave for Sungei Penuh throughout the day and not only once as stated in one of the guidebooks. The continuous availability of buses means that you do not have to arrive at Pak Subandi’s house at an unearthly hour. Pak Subandi’s house is about 50m beyond a tiger’s statue (See sketch of village).

Ask the bus driver to let you alight infront of Pak Subandi’s house. If he does not know where it is, write the following phrases and show it to the driver. “Ke partum harimau di Keresik Tua” which means  “To the tiger’s statue at Keresik Tua”. You can request the driver to inform you upon arrival with the phrase “Kapan datang tempatu, tolong beritaku”. 

By taxi, van or pre-arranged transport

Taxis are easily available from Padang town or Tabing airport. Each taxi carries a laminated price list showing the rates to get to the various destinations. It costs  600,000Rp for a one-way trip to Keresik Tua. Pak Subandi or Afin can arrange for chartered transport to pick you up from the airport for the same price. Look under the section of Useful Contacts.

USEFUL CONTACTS:

Pak Subandi (Tel : 018-62-0748-357009)

Pak Subandi is the resident bird expert at Keresik Tua who owns the homestay. He is a member of Birdlife International and can help to arrange for birding trips to nearby sites. In 2005, he had yet to get an email address. It will be a quite sometime before his village goes online. Pak Subandi can arrange for transport to fetch guests from the airport directly to his doorstep in Keresik Tua for 600,000Rp. It’s a fair rate as several taxi drivers in Padang were charging that price too.  For larger groups, 7-seater L3000 passenger vans will be used.

Afnir (Office Tel : 0748-222250,  HP : 0852 660 78363)

As a ranger with Kerinci-Seblat National Park, he is stationed in Sungei Penuh town. He, too, can also arrange for transport to meet guests from Padang’s airport. As I was birding alone, it did not make sense to rent a car. I engaged him to give me a 1 hour scooter ride to and from Tapan Road each day. The daily setoff was before sunrise.

ACKNOWLEDGEMENTS : Ding Li for his pre-trip advice.

LETTER “W” WATERFALL

After birding in the claustrophobic tight forest up Mount Kerinci for some time, the open views and tendered gardens offers a welcome respite. Mount Kerinci’s trail can get very slow in the afternoon, so this is a good alternative to get the active garden species. The more open terrain makes it much easier to find birds.

GETTING THERE : Just flag down any white coloured van heading back towards Padang from the road in front of Pak Subandi’s house. Tell the driver you want to go to Pelompek. That village is just two rows of shophouses along a 100m stretch of road. (See sketch). A one-way trip takes 15-20 minutes and costs only 2000Rp. Just pay the driver that amount upon arrival.  If you ask for the price, his quote will likely to be 10,000-20,000Rp!

BIRDING HIGHLIGHTS: The gardens are home to many Hill Prinias and Scaly Breasted Munias. At the entrance, the trees are home to Great Tits, Golden Babblers and Bar-winged Flycatcher Shrikes. Lots of chirpy Oriental White-eyes feed off worms on the trees before the waterfall.  It was surprising to see Yellow Vented Bulbuls at that altitude. However, I dipped on both the Lesser Forktail and swifts.

Other birds seen there included Black Eagle, Long Tailed Shrike, Sunda Whistling Thrush, Ashy Drongo, Golden Bellied Gerygone and Eurasian Treesparrow.

LEECHES : None.

MAP/SKETCH : See sketch.

SCOPE: Yes.

LESSONS LEARNT : Pak Subandi informed me about the trail that leads from Pelompek town to the Second Falls (see sketch) after I had returned. That might be a good trail to explore should time permit.

SUNGEI SANGIR

Sungei Sangir passes through the highest freshwater swamp forest in South East Asia. The views along the river are simply breathtaking. The water is unusually placid and it is very relaxing to hear just the water running off the oars.  The river passes through several rice fields and a fairly inaccessible swamp forest.

The remote section of this river is home to the Pacific Black Duck and Lesser Adjutant. The Lesser Adjutants are listed as vulnerable under the 2006 IUCN Red List Category. There are only about 5000 of such storks in the world.  To see them, you need figure out how to “walk on water”! Otherwise, be prepared to get terribly wet and muddy. Ask Pak Subandi or the boatmen for instructions. It is definitely an experience of a lifetime.

GETTING THERE : Pak Subandi can arrange transport to Jenir Jaya, which is 20 minutes away. At that obscure little village, we hired two boatmen and relied on a primitive dugout canoe. After overcoming the initial jitters about the boat’s ability to take our weight, the journey was very enjoyable. 

BIRDING HIGHLIGHTS : We found a flock of about 20-30 Pacific Black Ducks and a single Lesser Adjutant The Pacific Black Duck's distribution range stretches from Indonesia, New Guinea, Australia to New Zealand.

During the canoe ride, several Purple Herons and Black Eagles flew overhead. White Headed Munias and Cattle Egrets were common in the padi fields. In recent years, the Chestnut Capped Laughingthrush has become uncommon along the trail up to Mount Kerinci. Thankfully, numerous flocks of this bird are still thriving well along both sides of this river. Be prepared to see lots of kingfishers, drongos and pigeons.
Other birds seen there were Long Tailed Shrike, Great Tit, Scaly Breasted Munia, Ashy Drongo, Hill Prinia, Eurasian Treesparrow, Javan Mynah, Oriental Magpie Robin,  Zitting Cisticola, Lesser Coucal, Spotted Dove, Purple Heron and White Throated Kingfisher.

LEECHES : None encountered.

LEECHES : None encountered.

MAP/SKETCH : NA

SCOPE: It will definitely come in handy to sight those birds from a long way off. However, you’ll almost certainly get at least a little wet on this trip. Certain sections have to be negotiated on foot. In fact, the area around the Pacific Black Ducks and Lesser Adjutant is submerged a little in water. Go ahead, “walk on water”. Just don’t sink right to the bottom!

LESSONS LEARNT : After the trip, do apply the ointment that Pak Subandi has on your legs. It’ll prevent skin infection. Pak Subandi’s legs were fine the next day but mine had had lots of pus sacs develop on the numerous fine cuts. No thanks to the grass and the muddy water. I had to waste time to visit the village hospital and take a course of antibiotics to clear it. 

4. SUNGEI PENUH

This is a small town where birders stay to birdwatch along the famed Tapan Road. From the Kerinci-Seblat National Park (KSNP) Office, the birdy stretch is between half and hour to an hour’s ride away. There is a simple shopping complex there and there are several Internet cafés around. Few people speak English there, even at the guesthouse. As with most towns in Sumatra, the birdlife inside populated areas is poor. Ojeks (motorcycle taxis) are everywhere and they will frequently approach you.

GETTING THERE : From Pak Subandi’s guesthouse, just take a minivan that heads away from Padang. Its just a few hours away.

ACCOMODATION : Matahari losmen has budget rooms. Those who prefer better accommodation may wish to put up at Aroma Hotel (for local businessmen) instead. Both of these buildings are included in the sketch of the town.

Birders wishing to grab an early breakfast before sunrise will be glad to know that there is breakfast available by 5.30am. It is at a wooden canteen that caters to soldiers from the adjoining army camp. The local food there is very cheap and quite tasty.  Both the staff only speak Bahasa Indonesia and do not have a menu. Ask for “Mee Rebus”(noodle soup), “Mee Goreng”(fried noodles) or “Nasi Goreng”(fried rice). Their “Gado Gado” was quite a welcome change from the standard fare. They were able to wrap packet lunch for me and even lent me a metal spoon so that I could eat along Tapan Road. “Bungkus” means to wrap or take-away.

TAPAN ROAD

This is 44km stretch of road that leads from Sungei Penuh to Mauro Sako. It will take a 3 hour ride to cover that distance. At an altitude of 800m, it has a nice mix of highland and lowland birds. Large trucks, goods vehicles and buses often ply that road so do take care not to stand in the middle of this narrow road especially around blind corners.

A short distance before the large national park signboard is a small wooden shack. It is a provision shop that sells bottled drinks, snacks and simple food of questionable hygiene standard.  It also sells petrol so some inter city truck drivers stop there for their break. 

About a kilometre beyond the provision shop is a concrete building. It used to be accommodation but is now closed. Its compound is surrounded by tall pine trees. At its carpark, there are several wooden huts that offer convenient shelter when it rains.

GETTING AROUND : At Sungei Penuh’s KSNP office, there is a ranger called Afnir. He gave me a ride up to Tapan Road before sunrise each morning and returned to collect me in the evening. The road leading to the National Park is full of potholes so do not expect a quick ride. It took us between half and hour to and hour to get near to the hotspot. Afnir was keen to use a car but I had to insist on a scooter due to budget restrictions.

BIRDS SEEN :  Along the way to the national park early in the morning, several Lesser Forktails (which were on the road) were scared off by our scooter. Several Sumatran Treepies* were seen several times between the large national park’s signboard and the closed accommodation. Fire Tufted Barbets and Black Browed Barbets were easily spotted as they kept calling noisily. On the empty branches, Ashy Drongos and Lesser Yellownapes went about doing their business. The fruiting trees played host to Ochraceous Bulbuls, Sunda Bulbuls and Sumatran Green Pigeons. Temnick’s Sunbirds and Orange Bellied Flowerpeckers also flitted about.  The most beautiful bird I saw there was the Orange Spotted Bulbul. The orange spots in front of its eyes together with its yellow cheeks and black throat gave it a very unique look. 

Other birds seen were Golden Babbler, Yellow Vented Bulbul, Scaly Breasted Bulbul, Sumatran Drongo, White Throated Fantail, Grey Headed Canary Flycatcher,  Chestnut Capped Laughingthrush, Blue Masked Leafbird*, Green Billed Malkoha, Sunda Minivet, White Headed Munia, Blue Nuthatch, Black and Crimson Oriole, Hill Prinia, Black Eagle, Long Tailed Shrike, Pacific Swallow, Rufous Tailed Tailorbird, Great Tit, Sumatran Treepie, Oriental White-eye
(* : endemic species)
BEWARE OF SUMATRAN TIGERS!

I was unfortunate enough to encounter one when I was birding alone along Tapan road.

Afnir had just let me alight from his scooter and had headed back to town. Day was just beginning to break, and even the first goods vehicle for the day had not even passed me. I was there all alone.

It was about a 3 hours walk beyond the large national park’s signboard. I was in the middle of nowhere as the nearest towns were several hours away by transport each way. I was all ready to find a pitta.

In front of me, about 30m ahead, at the apex of a bend, I encountered a tiger!

Never underestimate the power of a tiger's roar - it can be used to stun its prey. When it roared AT me, I could feel the impact of each roar enter the front of my body, mess up everything inside me and proceed to leave from my back with barely any discernable decrease in intensity. Imagine being hit by an aeroplane's jet engine for just a split second. Each roar was so projected cleanly through me with so much energy that both my legs just collapsed under me. My mind went totally blank with fear. If it had wanted to eat me, I'd be the proverbial sitting duck. I knew I did not want to die but I was just too terrified move.

That tiger roared for several more times. All that while, it was hidden in the bushes ahead of me. Time stood still as those bushes continued to rustle. Although I had never prayed before, I distinctly remember asking for divine intervention.

When I had finally regained composure, I backed off slowly. Thankfully, the rustling seemed to get less as the tiger headed away.

I was really lucky that that tiger was not in the mood for breakfast that morning. Later, according to the rangers, what I had experienced was a situation where the tiger probably had its young nearby and it had only intended to warn me to keep away.

Tigers generally move to the edge of the forests at night to feed and will proceed back deep into the forest again in the day to avoid people.

Nevertheless, I was way too shaken to continue and decided to terminate my birding trip prematurely. It is a pity that I did not get to bird watch at the fabulous lowland birding site, Mauro Sako, where tigers are also seen.

If you decide to bird watch in that area, it might be safer to do so in a large party or have a car follow you.

A month after I returning home, I still had a phobia of entering forests
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