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Helmet Vanga by Keith Valentine 

 

This remote and extremely beautiful part of the island protects Madagascar’s last remaining extensive 

area of lowland rainforest and offers visitors the chance to observe some of the island’s most exotic bird 

and mammal species. The experience of being able to search for such gems as Madagascar Serpent 

Eagle and Red Owl, which were thought to have been extinct for decades before their rediscoveries, is 

simply exhilarating! What’s more, chances of finding the fabulous Helmet Vanga are excellent, and a 
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reasonable chance also exists of seeing the inexplicably scarce Bernier’s Vanga. Other potential 

highlights include the intricately-patterned Scaly and Short-legged Ground Rollers, uncommon and 

localised Brown Mesite, and the Masoala near-endemic Red-breasted Coua, amongst many other eye-

catching specialities. We will visit a reliable site for the unique and near-mythical Aye-Aye, while Red 

Ruffed Lemur, considered by many to be the most beautiful of all lemurs, is confined to the peninsula. A 

wealth of other exciting birds, mammals, reptiles and amphibians are also found in this scenically 

spectacular paradise. These forests have recently been given National Park status and visiting the area 

will be a real treat for any enthusiastic birder who desires the opportunity of seeing one of the world’s 

most sought-after birds, the incredible Helmet Vanga, as well as some of Madagascar’s other mega-

ticks! 
 

THE TOUR AT A GLANCE… 

 

THE ITINERARY 

Day 1 Arrival in Antananarivo (Tana) 

Day 2 Tana fly to Maroantsetra and boat trip to Farankaraina  

Days 3 & 4 Farankaraina to Masoala Peninsula and Masoala National Park 

Day 5 Masoala Peninsula to Maroantsetra via boat and flight to Tana 

Day 6 Tana and departure 

 

TOUR MAP… 
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THE TOUR IN DETAIL… 

 

Day 1: Arrival in Antananarivo (Tana).  Today is 

essentially an arrival day as we prepare for our exciting 

exploration of the tantalising Masoala Peninsula. 

 

Day 2: Tana fly to Maroantsetra and boat trip to 

Farankaraina.  This morning our adventure to the Masoala 

Peninsula begins with a flight departing Antananarivo (or 

“Tana”) and heading for Maroantsetra, a small fishing village 

in the remote north-east of the island. From here we embark 

on a boat ride to one of the only reliable and accessible sites 

on Madagascar for the unique, bizarre and near-mythical Aye-

Aye. This peculiar mammal left scientists baffled for many 

years as to which family it should belong due to its strange, 

long, thin fingers, bushy, squirrel-like tail, large, bat-like ears, 

and rodent-like teeth and nose. Combining its rat-like teeth 

and very special, thin middle finger, it fills the same 

ecological niche as woodpeckers, which are absent on 

Madagascar. This, the world’s largest nocturnal primate, was 

once considered to be on the brink of extinction but in recent 

years it has actually been found to be one of the most 

widespread of all Madagascar’s lemurs! It is now known to 

tolerate many different habitat types across a large altitudinal range, but the species nevertheless still 

remains very rare and is considered as endangered, occurring at extremely low densities throughout its 

range. We will put in a concerted effort this evening to find this legendary mammal and our chances of 

seeing one are very good. We may get lucky and find one rather quickly, though we might also have to 

wait patiently in its known territory for several hours for this elusive creature to finally make an 

appearance. Either way, it should be an exciting outing! 

 

Our boat ride to Farankaraina will skirt the Masoala Peninsula for a short while before heading up a 

narrow river to our basic lodge, where we will 

spend the night. Soon after leaving the port we 

will pass by an area of tidal mudflats that 

sometimes harbour the sought-after Crab-

plover, as well as Greater and Lesser Sand 

Plovers, White-fronted and Grey Plovers, Terek 

Sandpiper, Whimbrel, Striated and Squacco 

Herons, Dimorphic Egret and African Darter. 

We should arrive at our accommodation in the 

mid-to-late afternoon and an initial visual of the 

surrounding forest could produce several of the 

island’s more common and widespread 

endemics, such as Malagasy Paradise 

Flycatcher, Crested Drongo, Malagasy Coucal, 

Chabert Vanga and Madagascan White-eye 

Brown Mesite by Keith Valentine 

Aye-aye by Jonathan Rossouw 
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before we embark on our evening’s Aye-Aye quest. 

    

Days 3 & 4: Farankaraina to Masoala 

Peninsula and Masoala National Park.  We 

will depart early this morning on the boat ride 

to the fantastic Masoala Peninsula National 

Park, our plan being to spend most of the day 

birding in the surrounding lush and verdant 

lowland forest that blankets the Peninsula. We 

are likely to bump into several tern flocks 

during our trip out across the Bay of Antongil, 

which could include Roseate and Bridled Terns, 

as well as the stocky Brown Noddy. This 

spectacular park provides a sanctuary for some 

of Madagascar’s most endangered species and 

also protects the largest area of lowland 

rainforest remaining on the island.  

 

We will spend two full days in this remote area 

searching the narrow trails that lead through the forest for the region’s rarest and most seldom-sighted 

wildlife. The luxurious lowland rainforest that hugs Masoala’s coastline offers a chance at finding two 

gorgeous species of vanga, namely the incomparable and immensely coveted Helmet Vanga, and the rare 

and little-known Bernier’s Vanga. These two avian highlights will form the basis of our explorations. 

The Helmet Vanga is a classy bird, unmistakable in its appearance and is often first located by its call. 

Bernier’s Vanga is much more difficult to locate, with the males looking somewhat similar to large, 

crestless Drongos; the females, however, are diagnostic in their mostly ginger, banded plumage. They 

are particularly fond of areas where pandanus is dominant and thrives, and we will try our very best to 

see these target species. We will be searching the regular mixed feeding flocks carefully for both birds 

in and amongst other more common, widespread and regularly seen Vangas such as Blue, Hook-billed, 

Rufous, Tylas, Red-tailed and White-headed. Red-breasted Coua, along with the handsome Scaly Ground 

Roller, were once thought to be restricted to the Masoala Peninsula and are quite easily located along 

forest paths. Both of these species were only 

fairly recently found to occur in Mantadia 

National Park as well and the coua has also 

subsequently been found in Perinet Special 

Reserve. Both species are however rare and 

tricky to find in these parks, which we visit on 

our Madagascar Comprehensive tours. The 

secretive Brown Mesite is another uncommon 

species that we will look for in dark areas of 

forest as it walks quietly across the leaf litter. 

Pairs inhabit steep, forested slopes and are 

usually a little easier to find here than in the rest 

of its limited range in the east of the island. 

Three members of the ground roller family are 

present on the peninsula, with the shy afore-

mentioned Scaly Ground Roller being more Red Ruffed Lemur by Glen Valentine 

Bernier’s Vanga (male) by Dubi Shapiro 
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reliable here than anywhere else on the island. The others are the sensational Pitta-like Ground Roller 

and arboreal Short-legged Ground Roller, another species that is rare and difficult to find elsewhere but 

is very regularly seen on the Masoala Peninsula.  

 

Additional possibilities include two species that 

are highly endangered and extremely difficult 

to find, namely the Madagascar Serpent Eagle 

and the Red Owl. The Serpent Eagle was 

rediscovered in this area of Madagascar in 1993 

after it was believed to be extinct, with the last 

prior sighting being in 1930! It ranks as one of 

the rarest raptors in the world with an estimated 

population of around just twenty birds on the 

Masoala Peninsula and a world population of 

no more than 250 birds and is a species that is 

confined to large expanses of pristine, primary 

rainforest (both lowland and lower montane). It 

often perches motionless and silently for long 

periods in the under-canopy, which possibly 

explains the scarcity of sightings. The best way 

of locating this mega rarity is during the 

breeding season (November to January) when individuals utter their strange, far-carrying calls fairly 

frequently. While we will be very fortunate to see this eagle, we will nevertheless definitely be keeping 

our eyes and ears peeled for this species during our time on the Peninsula. The Red Owl occurs in 

extremely low numbers as well and is largely nocturnal, and chances of observing this species are 

unfortunately very slim. However, we will be listening out for its calls during night walks and the chance 

always exists of finding one perched on a day roost. Two almost unknown endemics that have been 

claimed from the forests on the Masoala Peninsula are the Dusky Tetraka and Red-tailed Newtonia, but 

a sighting of either of these two species would certainly be a coup! Two very special and diurnal 

mammals that we hope to encounter are the Red Ruffed and White-fronted Brown Lemurs (not available 

on the main tour) and we also have another chance here of seeing Madagascar’s largest predator, the rare 

and seldom-seen Fosa.  

 

Obviously we will also see a number of more 

regular but no less spectacular and eye-

catching species during our time here and these 

may include White-throated Rail, Malagasy 

Kingfisher and Frances’s Sparrowhawk, while 

mixed species flocks should yield Spectacled 

Tetraka, Long-billed Berniera, Malagasy 

Green and Souimanga Sunbirds and 

Nelicourvi Weaver, as well as several species 

of vanga already mentioned. If we are lucky 

we may even encounter the scarce Forest 

Fody, Madagascar Cuckoo-Hawk, secretive 

and shy Madagascan Ibis and Madagascar 

Wood Rail, or even the rare Madagascar Red-breasted Coua by Dubi Shapiro 

Scaly Ground Roller by Jonathan Rossouw 
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Sparrowhawk. We can also expect to be entertained by flocks of tern-like Madagascar Pratincoles 

hawking insects in the late afternoon and sitting about on the large rocks that are dotted along the 

beautiful, white-sand beach in front of our lodge. 

 

In the evenings we will embark on night walks 

along the surrounding forest trails, which will 

allow us the opportunity to see some of 

Madagascar’s endearing nocturnal lemurs, 

while these outings also usually produce a few 

‘herps’ and diurnal birds on the  night roost. 

Likely mammals to be encountered include 

Eastern Avahi (Woolly Lemur), the range-

restricted Seal’s Sportive Lemur, the miniscule 

Brown Mouse Lemur and Greater Dwarf 

Lemur. We also stand a good chance of finding 

the bizarre Fimbriated Leaf-tailed Gecko 

during this night-time foray and chances exist 

for the rare and handsome Eastern Fork-

marked Lemur and Aye-Aye. 

 

Day 5: Masoala Peninsula to Maroansetra 

via boat and flight to Tana.  This morning we will take the boat back to Maroantsetra to connect with 

our internal flight back to Tana, where we will spend our final night of this Masoala Peninsula Extension. 

Depending on the time of our flight we may have some time for some final morning’s birding along the 

trails around our lodge. 

 

Day 6: Tana and Departure. This morning, those that are staying on for the Comprehensive tour of 

Madagascar will begin the tour in Tana, while those not doing the main tour will depart on their flights 

home. 

 

FINANCIAL ARRANGEMENTS: 

Tour dates, prices, single supplement rates, approximate flight costs and spaces available for this 

tour are displayed on our website. Please see under IMPORTANT NOTES below. 

 
This includes: 

 All meals from dinner on day 1 to breakfast on day 6; 

 Bottled drinking water; 

 All lodgings; 

 Ground transportation; 

 Madagascar internal airport departure taxes; 

 Reserve entrance fees; 

 Extra activities as mentioned in the itinerary; and  

 All guiding services (including tips for local guides and services). 

 

The tour fee does not include: 

 Visa fees;  

Brown Mouse Lemur by Markus Lilje 

http://www.rockjumperbirding.com/tourinfo/madagascar-masoala-peninsula-extension-2018
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 ANY flights including internal flights; 

 Any drinks; 

 Special gratuities; 

 Telephone calls; and 

 Laundry and other items of a personal nature. 

 

Single Supplement: 

The single supplement cost for this tour will be charged if you wish to have single accommodation. If 

RBT cannot provide you with a rooming partner for these nights although you choose to share, the single 

supplement will become applicable. We will make all reasonable efforts to ensure that a rooming partner 

is found if you do wish to share. 

 

IMPORTANT NOTES:  

a) Due to constantly fluctuating exchange rates, we quote our tours in 4 currencies. The tour price 

is however fixed only in the currency printed in bold, and the actual cost in the other currencies 

listed will be adjusted according to prevailing exchange rates at the time of final invoicing (usually 

4 months before the tour.) The same applies to approximate flight and single supplement rates, 

which are also quoted in the respective fixed currency. 

b) Rates are based upon group tariffs; if the tour does not have sufficient registration a small party 

supplement will have to be charged.  

c) Furthermore, these costs are subject to unforeseen increases in tour related costs and may have 

to be adjusted as a result.  

d) Lastly, we may be forced to change or alter the itinerary and / or the designated Rockjumper 

leader/s at short or no notice due to unforeseen circumstances; please be aware that we will attempt 

to adhere as close to the original program as possible. 
  

Tipping:  

As noted above, gratuities (drivers, hotel staff, restaurants etc.) are included on this tour. However, this 

does NOT include your Rockjumper leader. If, therefore, you feel that he has given you excellent service, 

it is entirely appropriate to tip him.  

 

Special Notes 

 It is important for the comfort of your fellow travellers that you do not over-pack. Kindly stick to 

20kg (44lb) for check in luggage and 8kg (+- 18lb) for hand luggage. 

 Fitness: This Masoala extension tour requires a reasonable level of fitness and participants should 

be in good general health as most of the birding will be done on foot, and may require walking 

for several hours at a time. Should you have any physical limitations, please notify us in advance 

of departure. 

 Accommodation throughout the trip is of a generally good standard and the hotels and resorts that 

we make use of are clean and comfortable. The exception here being the night at Farankaraina, 

which is rather basic. There is no camping on this trip. 

 In some areas, it can be hot to very hot, especially at midday. We will, therefore, make a number 

of early starts in the morning to maximise the most pleasurable time in the field. In addition, some 

of the days are long and fairly demanding.  
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ARRIVAL & DEPARTURE DETAILS: 

This tour does not include ANY airfares. Day 1 is essentially an arrival day and you are welcome to 

arrive at any time on this day. The tour will conclude on the morning of day 6 in Antananarivo 

 The above information in respect of arrivals and departures is a guide only. Precise arrival and 

departure information will be sent to you in your Tour Confirmation package once the tour has been 

officially confirmed. If you wish to arrive early and/or depart late and would like assistance in this 

regard, kindly contact the Rockjumper office. 

 

FLIGHTS: 

All internal flights will be taken with Air Madagascar. Please note that internal flight delays and last-

minute flight schedule alterations will always be an inherent risk on any tour to Madagascar and we may 

have to re-arrange the tour itinerary around the internal flight schedule. However, we will take all 

reasonable precautions and actions to ensure the tour follows the advertised itinerary as closely as 

possible. Where flights get cancelled or rescheduled, we may have to embark on lengthy road journeys, 

or provide the option of hiring charter flights if they are available (these are very expensive). Chartered 

flights, therefore, present possible extra costs to the tour, so it is imperative that you consult with your 

travel insurance company to ascertain what amount they may cover should the situation arise. 

 For international flights the main port of entry is Ivato International Airport, Antananarivo 

(IATA: TNR) and is serviced with regular flights from Johannesburg operated by Air Madagascar and 

from Paris operated by Air France. We have the capacity to advise you on the best route according to 

your preferences but your local travel agent will best be able to book these flights for you. We can, 

however, book the internal flights for you, and also the flight from Johannesburg to Antananarivo. 

IMPORTANT: please DO NOT book your international flights until you have consulted the 

Rockjumper office for confirmation on the status of the tour. 

 
Rockjumper Birding Ltd 

Labourdonnais Village 

Mapou 

Mauritius 

Tel (USA & Canada) toll free: 1-888-990-5552 

Email: info@rockjumperbirding.com 

Alternative email: rockjumperbirding@yahoo.com 

Website: www.rockjumperbirding.com 
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