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A 40-Year Wait, Over at Last!
By Scott Weidensaul
Forty years is a long time to
wait to stand on a porch.
But that’s roughly how long
I’d waited to experience the
fabled verandah at Asa Wright Nature
Centre -- the time that elapsed since
I first read about this extraordinary
place (probably in an old issue of a
nature magazine, though I can’t be
certain) until I finally saw it for myself.

Oilbirds at Dunston Cave

It wasn’t a lack of interest, certainly,
but simply a case of too many other
things getting in the way of what
had long been a priority on my travel
bucket list – reinforced by each
story from a friend or colleague just
back from Trinidad that made me
ever more determined to see that
legendary place for myself, someday.
That opportunity finally came in
March, when my wife (National
Audubon educator, Amy Weidensaul)
and I were invited to share in AWNC’s
fiftieth anniversary celebrations. We
left our home in Pennsylvania, where
more than two feet of snow had just
fallen; my back still ached from hours
of shovelling. Because of flight delays,
we didn’t arrive at the Centre until
nearly midnight, the forest cloaked in
darkness.
So our first taste of Asa Wright – and
our first real taste of Trinidad itself –
came at daybreak the next morning,
when we at last found ourselves on
the storied verandah. I’d imagined
the scene many times over the
years, visualizing it from the

A White-necked Jacobin

descriptions of friends, and their photos
and videos. But nothing had prepared us
for the reality – the hurly-burly of hundreds
of birds of dozens of species jostling for
position at the nectar feeders and fruit
trays, passing through the gardens or flying
across the mist-draped valley below.
Bellbirds -- I’d wanted to hear them for
decades – tonked in the distance, as flocks
of orange-winged parrots flew by. Purple
honeycreepers by the score elbowed
each other for a drink of sugar water, as
white-necked jacobins, black-throated
mangos and half a dozen other kinds of
hummingbirds buzzed around. Forty years

Butterfly Orchid

suddenly didn’t seem too long to
have waited for such a spectacle.
And the verandah, of course, was just
the beginning. Over the course of
the subsequent week, we sampled
some of the best that Trinidad has
to offer, from the stunning sight
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monarchy, and at the end of each
long, full day, we found ourselves back
on the verandah after dark, watching
long-tongued bats swirl out of the
night to drink at the hummingbird
feeders, and geckos scurrying around
the walls snatching up insects. One
evening at dinner, someone noticed
that an enormous silkmoth, larger
than my outstretched hand, was
hanging motionless from one of
the dining room lamps -- which
compensated for our having just
missed a green hermit hummingbird
nest on a lamp cord in the sitting
room, whose chicks had fledged not
long before our arrival.

of legions of scarlet ibises in Caroni
Swamp (where we also watched
a huge female peregrine falcon
strafe a young flamingo repeatedly,
finally forcing it into the water), to an
ornate hawk-eagle soaring over the
Northern Range, to dozens of yellowthroated frogs around the edges of
the swimming hole, carrying their
tadpoles piggyback along, to the
delightfully weird oilbirds in Dunston
Cave -- another bucket-list experience
for me, given my lifelong fascination
with nocturnal birds. We watched
endemic piping-guans in Grande
Riviere in the morning, and stood
spellbound as immense leatherback
sea turtles dug their nests in the beach
at night.
Amy and I were impressed at every
turn -- by the diversity of the birds
and other tropical wildlife, by the
friendliness of the Centre’s personnel,
and by the high caliber of the
educator and guide staff (including
the independent guides AWNC uses
for off-site field trips). We ate like

And each morning started with
sunrise on the verandah -- the
memory I will carry most vividly from
our first (but certainly not last) visit to
Asa Wright. Is 40 years too long to wait
to stand on a porch? No, but I hope no
one else makes my mistake, and waits
that long to enjoy this exceptional
birding experience.
Scarlet Ibis in flight

Photos by Scott Weidensaul

T&T Birding Scene:

Hummingbird Puzzles
This is the time of year when most
northbound migration has passed through
but there has still been a lot of activity both
at Springhill and elsewhere in Trinidad to
keep birders fully entertained.

The Woodstar at Asa Wright
Photo by Dave Pullan

The rarest two sightings of the period are,
to date, not conclusively identified and
both involve Asa Wright. Two “Woodstar
hummingbirds” have been photographed
at fairly close range. The first, from our
Chairman’s garden on April 29th and the
second, seen from our own balcony on

May 2nd; the choice being between
Rufous-shafted
and
Amethyst
Woodstars. The separation of these
two species in anything other
than breeding male plumage is
fraught with difficulty with much
resting on comparative bill length
and the shape and colour of the
tail feathers. Both are wanderers
from mainland South America
and both are extremely rare here.
Indeed, Amethyst Woodstar was
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only documented for the first time in
Trinidad as recently as 2015. The Rare
Birds Committee will have to study
these photos at length.
It is at the tail end of the migration
season when the more unusual
species tend to occur. Our tour
guide Mahase and his customers
photographed a male Rose-breasted
Grosbeak from the Blanchisseuse
Road just south of Spring Hill on April
23rd and Centre guides, Randell and
Elizabeth, reported a Baltimore Oriole
from the Centre on May 13th.
Elsewhere on the island, the
agricultural fields at Orange Grove
have received much attention of late
with the star bird being an adult male
Yellow-bellied Seedeater on May 5th.
Sightings in recent times have been
restricted to the Bocas Islands and the
southbound slopes of the Northern

Range – indeed a pair bred in the Lopinot
Valley during 2013. Also found at Orange
Grove have been the last reported Northern
Waterthrush of the season on May 5th,
whilst an adult male Snail Kite (perhaps one
of the Caroni Rice Project birds of previous
months) together with the first reported
White-faced Whistling-Ducks of the season
and a Little Egret, were all photographed
on May 13th. The same date produced
an incredible total of 32 Yellow-headed
Caracaras feeding on the pastures.
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Brickfields produced two Gull-billed
Terns on April 25th and, better yet, an
adult Franklin’s Gull on May 5th.
However, the highlight for many
birders in the country has been
the regular showing of American
Flamingoes in Caroni swamp which, at
their peak have numbered 75 birds in
recent days.

Continuing the numbers theme, in southwest Trinidad a minimum of 50 Ospreys
have been gathering around the Pitch Lake
and cumulatively at three different sites
close to La Brea up to 20 Scaled Doves have
been recorded.
A little further up the west coast, we are
delighted to confirm that the pair of
Crested Caracaras at Point Lisas successfully
reared two youngsters, both of which have
been seen subsequently feeding in the
area. Once again, careful watching from

The Woodstar seen at Lopinot
Photo by Graham White

Earth Day
Tree Planting
To celebrate Earth Day, some staff
members planted trees around the
Centre. Take a look!

Landscape Gardener, Richard Alibocas
Photo by Elizabeth Naipaul

Naturalist Guide, Elizabeth Naipaul
Photo by Johanne Ryan

Deputy General Manager,
June De Gale-Rampersad
Photo by Johanne Ryan

Conservation Officer, Johanne Ryan
Photo by Elizabeth Naipaul
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Ocelots:
1,2, 3?
By Johanne Ryan and Nigel Noriega
‘Good things come in threes’ they say.
We at Asa Wright can attest to that
truth. Recently, camera traps have
‘sighted’ three ocelots on our property.
In March 2016, volunteers for the
Trinidad Ocelot Project (TOP) ventured
into our forests to place cameras in
accordance with established camera
survey methods. Our own Springhill
Estate was a selected area. TOP was
established with the aim to study the
ocelot population in Trinidad - the only
country where ocelots occur without
larger predators. As a partner of the
TOP, we at Asa Wright were keen to
survey the feline predator along our
trails.
Now, let’s learn more about our Tiger
Cats, as ocelots are called in T&T.
Similar to fingerprints in humans,
every ocelot has a unique coat
pattern. This characteristic was used
to identify the ocelots sighted on Asa
Wright’s lands within the last year.
Here, it seems that the same female
ocelot was recorded over several
months on the Motmot, Oilbird and
Adventure Trails. On the Adventure
Trail, we even caught this individual
with rodent prey in its mouth. This
ocelot was distinguished by a white
‘axe’ behind the left shoulder, a white
‘arrow’ behind the right shoulder, and
long neck stripes.

The female “resident” ocelot with prey

A male ocelot was photographed on
the Bamboo Valley Trail in August 2016.
Compared to the female ‘resident’, this
male has a proportionately smaller pelvis
and longer body length. It does not have
a white ‘arrow’ behind the right shoulder. It
has a slightly different anteroposterior spot
pattern from that of the aforementioned
female.

Throughout the years, staff members
and visitors anticipated the day
when the elusive ocelot would be
seen. In the past, there has been
evidence of an ocelot’s presence – a
sighting and on another occasion,
paw prints were left behind. Camera
trap photos through Mike Rutherford
and now, the TOP, have confirmed
that the ocelot is here; walking our
trails, hunting for prey. We hope
to continue collaborating with the
TOP to collect more data on the
ocelot population at Asa Wright. Our
organisation would especially like
to thank all partners of this project;
Sustainable Innovation Initiatives
(S.I.I.), The Society for the Protection
of Endangered Carnivores and
their International Ecological Study
(S.P.E.C.I.E.S), Earthwatch Institute
and The University of the West Indies
(U.W.I.). The collaborative nature of
this project is key in its success.

A possible second female ocelot was
sighted as well. This one was snapped on
the Motmot Trail in August, 2016. We can
say more about ocelot IDs as more data is
collected. This process takes time.

Photos courtesy the Trinidad Ocelot
Project

The male ocelot

Although this data is very preliminary, our
initial guess is that this female resides on
Asa Wright grounds, and much of the area
might be within her territory.

Visit http://www.trinidadocelot.net/
for more information and stay tuned
as the project progresses.
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U.S. Wrestler lands at AWNC
By Johanne Ryan
Nikki
Bella,
World
Wrestling
Entertainment star, visited Asa Wright.
Nikki described her visit to our Centre
as an “incredible experience”. “I have
seen animals that I never thought I’d
see up close and personal,” she said.
To see some snapshots of her visit to
our Centre, go to her YouTube page
and Instagram account. On YouTube,
you can see footage of our guide,
Jessie, leading her on a tour. Nikki
was in Trinidad for Republic Bank’s
Decibel Entertainment Festival which
took place from May 5th – 7th.

Senior Waitress, Pamela Allemany,
poses with Nikki (right) and her makeup
artist (left)		

Left to right, Nikki Bella, our guide, Jessie and Nikki’s makeup artist, in front of our
Gift Shop

YOUNG ENVIRONMENTALIST OF THE MONTH
If you think your child has done something helpful to preserve the
environment, please feel free to share it with us. Either write a short story or
send a few pictures to asawrightconsedu@gmail.com
He/she may be selected as our Young Environmentalist of the Month. Once
your child is featured in our monthly newsletter, he/she and two adults will be
given a complimentary day visit to Asa Wright Nature Centre, which includes
viewing birds/animals on the Verandah, a nature tour and use of the clear
water pool. Ages 5-16.
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