Okinawa, Ryukyu Islands April 5-8 2005
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This was an effort to finally nail the Okinawa Rail, which I only heard on both my previous trips, the subject of several days searching so far, so the chance to tag it on at the end of the Taiwan trip was too good to miss. I arrived on China Airlines CI120 from Taipei at 1100 on Tuesday April 5th , leaving Taiwan at 0835 with just an hour’s flight time elapsed. Immigration gave me a hard time as clearly this is an unusual way to come, but I passed eventually and then had to locate the Budget Car Hire place, which is actually a guy with a flag by bus stop 11, and is a courtesy car into Naha. It took me about half an hour to work this out, but eventually I was on my way north, taking the road parallel to the river then following the green Okinawa Expressway signs for Nago. This is only about 70 km and takes about an hour, though no-one obeys the absurdly low 80km speed limit on the toll-charging Expressway, costing ¥1000. I found the same place I stayed in 2000 in central Hentona, about 30 km north of Nago, which costs ¥3500 per night and was perfectly fine for my purposes, going out at 0500 and coming back long after dark. I do wish I had packed a towel though!

I was birding the Yanbaru forest by 1500, hearing Okinawa Rail at a couple of sites but none close by, and not seeing much else beyond Varied Tit and Ryukyu Minivet, though it was useful to get my bearings again. The traditional technique for seeing the rail is to drive or walk slowly and try to get one crossing the road. Indeed signs warning about them doing this are all over Yanbaru, but it seems decidedly hit and miss to me and you would need a great deal of luck as they seem loath to come out of cover.

Next morning Wednesday April 6th I left at 0515 and ended up in the lower section of the driveways where I’d heard the rail close by in previous years. Pale Thrush was common, and Japanese Bush Warbler sounds uncannily like a Little Shrike-thrush, whilst I saw about 4 Ryukyu Robins from the car, the females giving good views. The Bush Warbler we saw in Taipei fits Manchurian nicely, these local birds have no russet crown and seem smaller and more olive brown.  The rail remained elusive, heard a couple of times but none in the road as per usual! My tape got one close response to 10m, with the bird making a harsh glucking call, and I saw the ferns shake as it went up a bank, but that was it, they seem to check you out once and gone, I was just at the wrong angle for a clear shot at it. Subsequent tape playing brought it back a little and I could hear it moving in the dry leaf litter, but no views were possible and eventually they or it moved off. Aargh!

I slept for a couple of hours in the car, then drove slowly round the lower tracks one last time at mid-day. To my amazement there was a Gorsachius Night-Heron standing right by the road near the almost rail sighting spot on some short grass, quite tame and not overly concerned by the car, I even got a one shot of it from the Olympus camera before it flew, revealing no white edgings to the wings- astonishingly this was the rare and elusive Japanese Night-Heron, complete with yellow lores and a brown crown, a totally unexpected bonus mega-tick!

The forest here seems very dry at the moment, so I decided to go and check out the Oku area on Chris Cook’s recommendation. This is actually only a half hour from Hentona, going via Cape Hedo, and it was obviously much damper. I heard rails in the forest near some fields just outside the village, and in the late afternoon I heard them at about 10 different localities in total, clearly at a higher density here than near Hentona. One bird was right by a sidetrack some 3 km from the main road turn-off in long grass, and I saw the grass wave as it dashed off, answering my tape with a strange almost raptor-like trisyllabic vocalization that I later got on tape. Still no sighting though, and both walking and driving the roads proved fruitless once more. I did however find a pair of Pryer’s Woodpecker right by the road, the male giving a sharp “ wik” vocalization, constantly repeated and quite ralline. The female gave superb views as the male called continually, and in flight they looked to have almost a large pale panel at the base of the primaries that I had not noted before. Two Japanese Wood-Pigeon also perched out after I heard one earlier, the entire head is dark metallic green with the dark neck striations showing, upperparts dark grey and underparts paler grey with whitish under tail coverts, a pale green bill and reddish legs. I hard the extraordinary calls of Whistling Green-Pigeon in the woods by the fields earlier, but it was not responsive and I have still to see this species on Okinawa where it seems distinctly rare.

I stayed out till dark, driving back down at dusk and getting very nice views of two individual Ryukyu Scops Owl for my trouble, readily tapeable or imitated as the case may be. The make has a monotone “ pew” call, and what I assume is the female answers with a sharp, quiet “kevick”, the eyes are yellow and the legs seem either unfeathered or very closely feathered. I checked the side valley that looks so nice, as well as the main road, for roosting rails without success. A single Ryukyu Flying-fox was a good find as well, whilst it was still light, the nape rather yellowish and the fur otherwise pale brown, not a large species. All in all a fine day barring the absence of the primary quarry. which was within spit twice, and clearly worth a return bout……..

 Next day I left Hentona at 0515 and was at the site by 0545, again seeing no rails in the road and only hearing them across the river this time. Lots of very skulking buntings kept flushing off the road and track and vanishing, calling a quiet “tik” note, and one was a female Grey Bunting. Desperation was setting in after a couple of hours, so I walked up the sidetrack at km 3 again, hearing the rails call as I went up. I decided to head along to where the track doubles back and where I had one of the close encounters yesterday, going in along a small side trail where some illicit logging was in progress on the steep slopes above the road. 

I had fantastic views of a pair of Pryer’s Woodpecker on the way in, the male tapping on a felled tree and with the female on an upright trunk nearby, even hopping and edging backwards down the trunk some 3 or 4 times one at one time.  I later saw the female again at very close range on the bend- the toes and claws are peculiarly long and dark, and looked to be 3 forwards with no obvious hind toe visible.

I found a vista point down slope, played the tape and almost at once I caught sight of an Okinawa Rail crossing a gap and coming up slope about 20m below me, basically a bulky dark bird that was clearly it. I hastily pouched the I-pod, focussed the bins on the area and almost at once picked it up poking back down the slope. It looked a bit like a scrubfowl initially, being similar size, dark brown above and distinctly tubby, but then I saw the long rather stout based and slightly decurved bright red bill, the white eye-stripe, dark crown, black and white barred underparts and red legs-YAY! Three trips and about 5 days of looking, and 5 seconds full view at 20 m was just great! I saw it again obscured, and that was it, no further response to the tape. They seem to come in once and that is the lot, very odd and not a bird that I think a group has much chance of seeing unless you jam one in the road, though a roosting bird would be another matter.

It did start calling when it saw me on the track on the way down, one set of the usual squeals then the loud raptor-like call I heard yesterday, but there was no response to playback yet again.  What a relief, under the belt at 0935, though I had had visions of dipping yet again.  I dawdled back to Naha, seeing some very tame chestnut-bellied Blue Rock Thrush at Cape Hedo, and photographing Okinawan rock tombs along the coast plus a giant rail statue, before struggling to find a hotel in Naha where they are all a well-kept secret. I was surprised at how few migrants were around, there seemed to be a lot more in Taiwan.

Car parking at the Tokoyo Inn (¥6000) was unusually inscrutable and bizarre even by Japanese standards, as you drive the vehicle into a sort of giant elevator, lock it and leave it there. I was half expecting to get a cube of mangled metal next morning, but no, the vehicle had mysteriously been turned around and was ready to remove.

OKINAWA BIRD LIST

Ticks marked √ in bold type. * denotes endemic or near endemic

Reef Egret 

A dark phase bird near Henton on April 7th.

Little Egret 


One near Hentona.

√ * Japanese Night-Heron Gorsachius goisagi

One confiding adult at Yanbaru above Hentona at 1205 on April 6th, which gave incredible views both at rest and in flight. This was a species which I never expected to see, there are no stakeouts and it is rare and cryptic throughout.

Grey Heron 

One at Naha

Grey –faced Buzzard 

Four near Oku on April 6th, and three next day en route to Hentona.

Accipiter sp.

A couple seen briefly over Yanbaru April 6th.

Peregrine 

A large pale female was perched on a ridge in Yanbaru on April 6th, a surprising sight.

Common Sandpiper 

One near Hentona April 7th.

* Japanese Wood-Pigeon 

One heard and two seen on April 6th near Oku, and one there next day.

Oriental Turtle-Dove


Five or six round Oku both days.

* Whistling Green–Pigeon (H)


One heard giving its amazing deranged sounding call by Oku on April 6th.

√ * Okinawa Rail Rallus okinawae
Two heard on April 5th in Yanbaru above Hentona, and a couple there next day again only heard though one was almost seen! About ten heard around and above Oku next day, with another one almost seen again. Finally, one seen and a couple hard at Oku on April 7th.

* Pryer’s Woodpecker

Two heard drumming in Yanbaru above Hentona April 6th, a pair above Oku same day, and what is likely to be perhaps another pair there about a km further up the track next day. Also heard drumming here.

* Ryukyu Scops Owl

Two pairs calling in on the descent above Oku on April 6th, two individuals seen and two heard. Males have the monotone “ pew” call and females the quiet “kevick” I think.

Pacific Swallow


Small numbers seen around villages.

Pale Thrush

Common along the forest tracks

Blue Rock-Thrush

A couple en route to Hentona on April 5th, then some 6 at Cape Hedo and about 5 along the fences near Hentona on April 7th, all males of the philippensis rufous-bellied form, singing at Cape Hedo and one interacting with a female there

* Ryukyu Robin

A couple briefly on the first day, six next day and four on April 7th, the males much shyer than females and only two seen for certain, one showing well.

* Japanese (Brown-eared) Bulbul

Common and noisy throughout

Chinese Bulbul

One flying over the expressway north of Naha on April 5th would be a Jap tick if I count it.

Zitting Cisticola

Two in fields near Oku and three at Cape Hedo, giving the single note zitting song plus a rapid “chick-chick-chick” like a cloud-scraper. The whitish tip to the tail was very apparent.

Japanese Bush Warbler

Heard commonly in the forests, the usual call very like Little Shrike-thrush, and a couple seen.

Varied Tit

One on April 5th and another next day also at Yanbaru above Hentona, hammering noisily at a nut.

Great Tit


Quite common at the wooded sites.

Japanese White-eye

Quite common and vocal in the forest areas.

* Ryukyu Minivet

Two on April 5th, two at Yanbaru above Hentona and four next day at Oku and heard there on April 7th.

Large-billed Crow

A nuisance on the forest tracks, it gave me a start a couple of times.

Tree Sparrow

A few in some towns.

Grey Bunting

A single female in dense cover above Oku on April 7th was the only one identified for certain, though I suspect they were quite widespread as ticking buntings haunted the woods.

Bunting sp.

Quite a few ticking away in dense cover but none seen well enough to identify though I was sure Black-faced was certain to figure amongst them.

Ryukyu Flying-fox Pteropus sp.

A single near Oku on April 6th, which flew in and landed in a tree by the road late in the afternoon, and one flying there next morning
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