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Guide Bob Meinke, accompanied by expert Asa Wright 
Nature Centre naturalists Roodal and Dave Ramlal, with 
11 participants: Kelly, Juliana, Caroline, Mary Ellen, Bill, 
George, Jane, Susan, Michael, Catherine, and Duncan 
 

Thursday-Friday, April 19-20    Pre-Trip Early Arrivals at Asa Wright 
 
Bob and Kelly flew in on Thursday, mid-afternoon, after a short stay in neighboring Grenada.  The plan 
was to get settled in at the Asa Wright Nature Centre and Lodge (AWNC) ahead of the main tour group.  
Meeting us at Piarco International Airport near Port-of-Spain was Roodal Ramlal, who would be our 
guide-driver for the next several days, covering the duration of our stay at AWNC.  Fortunately for us, 
Roodal is one of the foremost bird guides in Trinidad, having worked at AWNC for over 30 years.  
Unassuming despite his reputation, his modest style and dry sense of humor soon had us convinced we 
were in very good hands.  Roodal drove us from Port-of-Spain up Blanchisseuse Road to the Centre. 
 
Arriving just prior to teatime, we checked in and quickly set about getting acquainted with the layout of 
the property and its surrounding 270 acre forest reserve.  AWNC is a combination nature resort and 
scientific research station located in Trinidad’s rugged Northern Range, near the Arima Valley, and is one 
of the top birding 
destinations in the 
Neotropics.  AWNC 
occupies the site of the 
former Spring Hill 
Plantation, built in 1906 
as a cacao farm, and 
later acquired by 
Icelandic immigrant Asa 
Wright and her husband 
Newcombe in the 
1940’s.  With a passion 
for birds and the natural 
world, Asa hosted many 
ornithologists and other 
visiting scientists over 
the years, eventually 
passing the centre that 
now bears her name on 
to a non-profit trust in 
1967. 
 
Lodging for the most part is in separate cabins (largely duplexes) scattered across the centre’s extensive 
compound.  The buildings are sturdy, and the rooms spacious and pleasant.  Rooms assigned to our group 
were only a short walk from the main estate house, which today serves as the social, educational, and 
administrative center at AWNC, and also houses the dining hall for guests.  We were soon headed back 
there for afternoon refreshment, and so began our introduction to the famed verandah that extends 
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across the back of the second floor of the main house, which has superlative views across the forest 
towards the Arima Valley below.  Fruit and well-stocked hummingbird feeders were the main attraction 
here, and the birds were very active.  A distant Savannah Hawk was observed over the valley below. 
 
Many eco-resorts set aside space for bird 
feeders, and often have on-site staff to 
chat with guests.  Yet few can match the 
AWNC verandah when it comes to 
accessible birdwatching and enthusiastic 
guides (several are assigned to work the 
porch area each day), not to mention the 
eager and sharing nature of the many 
visiting birders, who congregate here 
every morning and again before sunset.  
It was something our group would look 
forward to each day.  The socializing was 
a treat, and you learned so much in the 
process. 
 
On their first visit to the verandah, Bob and Kelly were happy to get re-acquainted with Martyn Kenefick, 
an AWNC board member, and a fellow traveler during a trip to the Pantanal in Brazil two years earlier.  
Martyn is also the senior author of Birds of Trinidad and Tobago, the superlative field guide our group 

would rely on during our upcoming travels on the 
island.  He was a wonderful  resource, and generally 
made himself available much of the day to provide 
much-appreciated logistic support to visiting tour 
guides, advise on bird identifications, and answer 
general questions about the Centre and its 
operations. 
 
On Friday, Kelly and Bob did a morning reconnaissance 
on the local trails, birded the forested entrance lane 
that leads into AWNC from Blanchisseuse Road, and of 
course scrutinized the feeders surrounding the main 
house verandah.  That afternoon Juliana, the only 
other early arrival, flew in from New Mexico, ready to 
bird.  The three of us rendezvoused on the verandah 
in time for the customary and complimentary rum 
punch (or fruit juice or soft drinks for those who 
prefer), offered every day at 6:00 PM sharp, and sat 
back and watched the hummingbirds.   
 
Between Friday morning and afternoon, we saw nine 
hummingbird species (i.e., White-necked Jacobin, 
Copper-rumped, Green Hermit, Black-throated Mango, 
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Ruby-topaz, Tufted Coquette, Blue-chinned Sapphire, White-chested Emerald, and Long-billed Starthroat), 
all in a cumulative span of perhaps 30 minutes viewing time.  Not bad.  Palm, Blue-gray, Silver-beaked, and 
White-lined Tanagers were common at the fruit feeders, as were Purple and Green Honeycreepers,  
Grayish Saltators, Cocoa and Spectacled Thrush, and Violaceous Euphonia.  Overhead soared Zone-tailed 
Hawk, Band-rumped Swift, and Southern Rough-winged Swallow.  We finally heeded the dinner bell, and 
later that evening listened for owls, looking forward to meeting the rest of the group the following day.  
 

Saturday, April 21   Main group arrives | Afternoon birding at AWNC 
 
The three early arrivals (Bob, Kelly, and Juliana) were up at dawn today, heading for the main lodge to 
check the feeders and enjoy the excellent coffee that’s brewed every morning on the verandah.  After 
breakfast, we accompanied Ann Sealy (General Manager of the Centre) and her grandson on an 
impromptu walk along the entry road to the property.  The sky was a bit overcast, and although humid, 
the morning was pleasant and birds were everywhere. 
 
We quickly spotted our first of several Trinidad Motmots, one of the species that comprises the so-called 
“Blue-crowned Motmot” complex.  They were quiet this morning, but later we would hear their calls 
several times.  Another noteworthy find was a 
Black Hawk-Eagle soaring on the thermals well 
above the trees, while more Band-rumped Swifts 
darted erratically through gaps in the heavy 
forest.  Heard distinctly and eventually seen by 
the group were several Cocoa Woodcreepers, as 
well as a shy Streaked Xenops, several Forest 
Elaenia, and a pair of Long-billed Gnatwrens.  
White-shouldered Tanagers were common, and 
near the junction with Blanchisseuse Road we 
had great views of a family of Ferruginous Pygmy 
Owls, making use of roost boxes placed on the 
shaded lower limbs of a large tree. 
 
Returning for a buffet lunch, we relaxed in the 
afternoon as the temperature warmed, studying 
our bird guides, scrutinizing the feeders, and 
leisurely exploring the grounds of the Centre.  By 
mid-afternoon the rest of our group was trickling 
in, as our Asa Wright main guide for the week, 
Roodal Ramlal, continued to shuttle the arrivals 
up from the airport.  After checking in and 
finding their rooms, the group began to show up 
on the verandah in anticipation of the sundown 
refreshments, and in short order informal 
introductions were underway.  Our only delayed 
arrivals were Catherine and Duncan, who were experiencing flight issues out of Toronto.  They reached 
the Centre later this evening, and we met them the following morning at breakfast.   
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The group was suitably impressed with their first evening meal at Asa Wright.  Although the food has 
always been well-received here, the current chef, who was a relatively recent addition to the staff, has 
by all accounts elevated the cuisine to another level.  Most groups visiting the Centre usually eat 
together at a single table (and we were no exception), facilitating discussion about what we’d seen 
earlier, and what to expect the following day.  It was an enjoyable start to the trip, and after a quick bit 
of time back on the verandah to review our species list, we retired to our rooms. 
 

Sunday, April 22   Centre Orientation| Night Birding at Wallerfield 
 
The daily routine of getting to the verandah at or just after first light never wavered during our visit, 
simply because you never knew what new bird might show up.  Not surprisingly, the group as a whole 
was mesmerized by the hummingbirds, and this morning was the first opportunity for most of us to view 
some of the tropical specialties the centre is known for.  Bill, in particular, was watching for a Tufted 

Coquette, and the feeders didn’t 
disappoint.  And as amazing as 
the bee-like coquettes are, the 
Ruby-topaz soon supplanted 
them as the most sought-after 
hummingbird for the trip, due to 
its remarkable color 
combinations and overall scarcity 
at the Centre during our stay.  
Turquoise Tanagers made one of 
their infrequent feeder visits this 
morning as well, Barred 
Antshrikes were exceptionally 
tame, a Common Black-hawk was 

spotted just above the treetops, and a 
striking Swallow-tailed Kite was recorded 
near the bus shelter up at Blanchisseuse 
Road.  Cocoa Thrushes were vocal and 
everywhere, Tropical Kingbirds were 
common on the utility wires, and a Scaled 
Pigeon was seen in the scope. 
 
After breakfast we assembled at 8:30 for an orientation hike along the Discovery Trail, which leads into 
the forest below the main lodge building.  This would be a route we could walk later on our own if we 
wished, during free time, and AWNC staff wanted to impress upon us a number of safety considerations, 
as well as logistical details associated with hiking the Centre’s trails.  As we headed out, among the first 
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to greet us were tiny Bananaquits (busy pollinating as they searched for nectar), as well as Giant Ameiva 
lizards and enormous Gold Tegus, the latter being monitor-sized reptiles that lumbered across the trails 
at the edge of the vegetation.  The first stop on our walk was a Golden-headed Manakin lek, where only 
a few of us had satisfactory views.  Further down the trail was a much more active lek for White-bearded 
Manakin, which supported several vocal males and a number of greenish-hued female birds.  Euler’s 
Flycatchers were common along the trail, and we also got our first looks at Great Kiskadee, White-necked 
Thrush, Spectacled Thrush, Golden-olive Woodpecker, Linneated Woodpecker, Golden-fronted Greenlet, 
Green-backed Trogon, White Hawk, and a fly-by of Orange-winged Parrots. 

 
As we moved into the forest we soon heard the unique 
‘clunking’ calls of Bearded Bellbirds, among the most 
sought-after species for visiting birders in Trinidad.  Their 
vocalizations are somewhat ventriloquial, and locating 
the birds was challenging.  However, we all eventually 
had reasonably good scope views of this bizarre species 
during the hike, and several of us subsequently had even 
better looks during later walks in the area.   
 
We returned in time for lunch, with the group splitting up 
as we hiked back.  Additional species picked up along the 
way included Guianan Trogon, Squirrel Cuckoo, Blue 
Dacnis, Great Kiskadee, Gray-fronted Dove, and Tropical 
Peewee.  After lunch we had a few hours to explore or 
relax at the Centre.  It was hard to ignore the large and 
noisy groups of Crested Oropendola that populated the 
AWNC grounds.  Of particular interest were the ongoing 
disputes between this species and a number of recently 
arrived Piratic Flycatchers.  The aptly-named flycatchers 
often interfere with the reproductive success of 
Oropendolas, by harassing and driving them from their 
long, pendulous nests.  The intruders then move in, 
ejecting the Oropendola eggs before the female 
flycatchers starts their own brood.   
 

Later this afternoon we drove down from Asa Wright to Wallerfield, a large, fenced off area (formerly 
Waller Air Force Base, constructed by the U.S. during WWII), which is now largely abandoned.  With 
public access restricted, the site has more or less reverted over the years to a wild state, and open field 
species such as Southern Lapwing are plentiful.  As we moved into more forested habitats we soon 
picked up several of our lowland target species, including Sulphury Flycatcher, Moriche Oriole, and Fork-
tailed Palm Swift.  With dusk approaching, Yellow-headed Caracara came in to roost nearby, Ruddy 
Ground-Doves settled into the underbrush, and a Common Blackhawk flew overhead.  We brought a hot 
dinner with us, and enjoyed an improvised picnic buffet on the tailgate of our truck as the sun set.   
 
Hordes of fireflies soon signaled that it was time to return to the vehicles to begin our search for some 
nocturnal birds.  Dave Ramlal (Roodal’s son) had joined us this evening, and he led the group as we 
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moved slowly across the vacant runways and cracked tarmac of the old airfield.  It was a warm night and 
birds were active, and by the end of the evening we had picked up numerous Common Pauraque, White-
tailed Nightjar, Common Potoo, and a Tropical Screech Owl, thanks to Dave’s sharp eye, patient driving, 
and expert use of the spotlight.  We headed back to AWNC and arrived rather late, and decided to 
postpone our species list review until the following evening. 
 

Monday, April 23    Blanchisseuse Road | Brasso Seco & Morne le Croix 
 
After the requisite coffee on the verandah and our buffet breakfast, we left the Centre and headed north 
and east up Blanchisseuse Road.  Traffic was almost non-existent, and we stopped frequently to bird the 
forest understory as well as the canopy.  While trying to separate Golden-crowned Warblers from 
Golden-fronted Greenlets high in the treetops (they never sat still for an instant), we were rewarded 
when Juliana pointed out a beautiful Channel-billed Toucan in flight across the road.  We continued on 
and stopped again, focusing now on 
woodpeckers, with Linneated, Golden-
olive, and Red-rumped all present (the 
latter species a life bird for most of us).  
Dave Ramlal then pointed out a pair of 
Plain Antvireos in the underbrush, and 
an active nest of vibrant Swallow-tailed 
Tanagers (both male and female were 
seen) was discovered by Kelly, under a 
sheltered overhang on the shaded 
roadbank.  Just before getting back in 
the van we had a quick peek at a Great 
Antshrike, saw a colorful male Collared 
Trogon, and observed a seldom-seen 
Sooty Grassquit as it worked a tangle of 
lianas in search of insect prey.    
 
We moved downhill to the village of 
Brasso Seco, and enjoyed lunch and an 
opportunity to visit the local cacao 
cooperative.  One of the staff (and her 
adorable daughter) hosted us for part of 
the afternoon, and there was scant time 
for birds!  We bought some local chocolate and eventually returned to the vehicles for the drive back to 
the Asa Wright Centre, but not before spotting a group of rather lethargic Smooth-billed Anis bathing in a 
nearby creek, and our first Boat-billed Flycatchers on an overhead wire. 
 
Our route back passed through Morne le Croix, and along the drive Dave was able to hear a Brown 
Violetear while driving, even though the tiny hummer was perched a good 100 feet downslope and not 
visible from the van.  It was very cooperative, and waited for us to pile out and set up the scope—it was 
the only individual of this species we saw on the tour.  A few minutes later we got top-notch views of a 
pair of Rufous-tailed Jacamars, which were flycatching off a sagging telephone line—a beautiful species.  
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Continuing on, we set up the scope further down the road, got out the rum punches, and watched a 
colony of Yellow-rumped Caciques as they squabbled noisily in nearby trees.  Juliana trumped everyone 
by picking up a Black-tailed Tityra here, while the prizewinner for the group was a slow-moving flock of 
Blue-headed Parrots, with everyone getting excellent views through the scope.  That evening we 
reviewed our species list after dinner, and Catherine and Duncan showed us a photograph they took of a 
fascinating species of leaf-imitating katydid (Typophyllum sp.) from the Centre grounds.  A classic 
example of biological mimicry.  

 

Tuesday, April 24    Nariva Swamp 
 
This morning Caroline, Mary Ellen, and some other early risers were on hand when a Streaked Flycatcher 
was spotted off the verandah as coffee was being served.  A colorful Bay-headed Tanager was another 
first for several of us.  Trinidad Euphonias were being heard (though not seen) in the nearby trees, but 
we had little time to linger today—we quickly finished breakfast and headed to our rigs, destined for 
Nariva Swamp, a well-known birding location on the southeast coast of Trinidad.  While not far from Asa 
Wright on a direct line, a round trip to the Nariva wetlands is nonetheless a full day, as it requires 
navigating a circuitous series of two-lane roads through the mountains before reaching the coastline.   
 
There were many spots to bird along the way, however, and our first (via upper Blanchisseuse Road) was 
along a ridge that faced the Caribbean Sea to the east, where we would have our only chance of the trip 
to visit Speckled Tanager habitat (in high-elevation forest margins).  Unfortunately we missed out on the 
tanager, but settled for a detailed view of an Ornate Hawk Eagle, as it soared in close paralleling the 
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ridgeline.  Cages decorating a small home here held several Chestnut-bellied Seed Finch, a native 
songster now extirpated in Trinidad in the wild, due to overcollecting for the cagebird trade!  Descending 
to the plains below, we stopped again, in a field where cavity-nesting Brown-throated Parakeets were 
common.  In addition to seeing the parakeets, several Green-rumped Parrotlets flew in and inspected us.  
We also added a beautiful Yellow Oriole, Yellow-bellied Elaenia, and Eared Dove to our tally for the day. 
 
We continued east to the 
coast and then veered 
south, stopping for a brief 
picnic lunch at a seaside 
park.  The wind was near 
gale force when we pulled 
in, but that didn’t stop 
some of us from trying to 
bird along the beachfront.  
Magnificent Frigatebirds 
and Ruddy Turnstones 
were the only species 
braving the heavy winds, 
however, and we quickly 
moved on.   
 
The winds soon calmed as 
we drove a short distance 
inland, and in no time the 
birding picked up.  Cattle 
and Great Egrets were 
common as we approached 
Nariva, and Carib Grackles 
were also widespread.  Grey-lined Hawks (both adult and juvenile) were spotted hunting above the 
tangles of roadside fields, and Crested Caracara were perched at several sites.  A quick stop for a walk 
along a sheltered creek with Dave and Roodal produced Striated Heron, Brown-crested Flycatcher, Pale-
vented Pigeon, and (best of all) male and female Black-crested Antshrike. 
 
Nariva Swamp, designated a Wetland of International Importance under the Ramsar Convention, sits at sea 
level, and is a 60+ hectare mosaic of pristine mangrove habitat, freshwater marshland, active and 
abandoned agricultural tracts, and scattered homesteads.  Despite the farming and other human activity, 
the quality of the birding here was surprisingly good.  Blue-and-yellow Macaws, once prevalent in 
Trinidad but now hunted for the pet trade, have recently been re-introduced at Nariva, and we saw a 
pair foraging for palm fruit.  A largely uncooperative Pearl Kite was scoped as it sat partially hidden in its 
nest, and Giant Cowbirds congregated near Crested Oropendola nests (the former birds are documented 
brood parasites).  Other noteworthy species included Wattled Jacana, Pied Water-tyrant, White-headed 
Marsh Tyrant, and Yellow-hooded Blackbird.  Our long day at Nariva culminated with an afternoon stop 
by an open field, where we coaxed a Yellow-chinned Spinetail out of some low brush—most of us had 
clear views.  We were then on the road back to the Centre for dinner and a species list review. 
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Wednesday, April 25    Oilbird Cave | Caroni Swamp 

Building on our trip yesterday to Nariva, we visited Caroni Swamp today, a vast wetland area with open 
water located on the west side of the island.  But before we piled back into the vehicles, we had the 
chance (after coffee and breakfast) to stretch our legs on a downhill hike to see the local Oilbirds, rare 
(and considerably larger) relatives of nightjars and whip-poor-wills.  Unique enough to be placed in its 
own family, the cave-dwelling Oilbird is the only nocturnal frugivore known in the world, and is capable 
of flying many miles each night in search of its favorite fruit.  The AWNC colony we visited is among the 
most significant Oilbird nesting sites known, and is arguably one of the easiest to access—really a rare 
opportunity.  Everyone who ventured down the trail was able to get excellent looks at the roosting birds.  

Tramping down to the Oilbird Cave was a bit of a trek, and our afternoon at Caroni Swamp offered just 
the opposite—an easy drive followed by a leisurely boat trip.  As we wound our way down the road from 
the Centre and into the outskirts of Port-of-Spain, we picked up a stunning Red-breasted Meadowlark in 
what was essentially an industrial park.  A short distance further we stopped along a busy boulevard near 
a golf course, and scanned the banks and shallows of a broad stream that ran through a culvert below us.  
We quickly spotted Ringed Kingfisher, Black-crowned Night Heron, Stilt Sandpiper, and Black-necked 
Stilt, but the trophy find here was a Little Egret, an Old World taxon (sister species to Snowy Egret) that 
has just—since the 1990’s—started to cross the Atlantic to populate scattered sites in the Lesser Antilles.  

A few miles on we arrived at Caroni Swamp, where we birded the Visitor Center grounds for a few 
minutes as our guides readied the boats for our outing on the water.  Two life birds for most of the 
group were quickly located—the stunning Masked Cardinal, as well as a very vocal Bicolored Conebill—
both skulking in the heavy mangrove cover.   

We then loaded up and 
drifted into the swampy 
channels.  American Pygmy 
Kingfishers were 
uncharacteristically easy to 
spot here, Green and 
Ringed Kingfishers were 
also present, and there 
were more Little Blue 
Herons patrolling the 
banks than any of us had 
ever seen in one location.  
Moving further into the 
mangroves, the understory 
provided habitat for Plain- 
Brown and Straight-billed 
Woodcreepers, and both 
species were located.  An 
immature Boat-billed 
Heron was found perched 
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near the water’s edge, flocks of Greater Ani flew overhead as we coasted through the gallery forest, and 
several iridescent Green-throated Mango caught scattered shafts of sunlight as they twittered from over-
hanging branches.  Last but certainly not least, two insufferably cute silky anteaters were also spotted 
curled and sleeping low in the trees—by consensus, 
designated the mammal of the trip!   
 
We soon cleared the forest and motored quietly into 
open water.  Colorful flocks of Tricolored Heron, 
American Flamingo, and Great Blue Heron came into 
view, and familiar shorebirds such as Semi-palmated 
Plover, Sanderling, and Greater and Lesser 
Yellowlegs foraged on the exposed sandbars.   
 
By now it was late afternoon, and similar to previous 
days, happy hour refreshments appeared on cue.  As 
it turned out, however, this coincided with the 
sudden appearance overhead of several Scarlet Ibis 
flocks, the birds arriving without warning to settle in 
for the evening.  More than one rum punch was 
sacrificed in the ensuing chaos as many of us 
scrambled for our cameras.  Though often described 
and photographed, the intense color of the Scarlet 
Ibis (the National Bird of Trinidad) cannot truly be 
appreciated until seen in person.  As the daylight 
wanes in late afternoon, the spectacle is especially 
keen at Caroni Swamp, where observers wait among 
shadows along the forest edge while the sun still 
shines above on incoming flocks.  Really amazing. 
 
After nearly an hour scrutinizing and taking pictures, 
we reluctantly returned for our short road trip back 
up to the Centre.  Tonight would be our last at Asa 
Wright, as we would be leaving in the morning for 
Grande Riviere, a remote village on the north shore 
of Trinidad.  Dinner tonight was exceptionally good. 
 

Thursday, April 26    On to Grande 
Riviere | Mt. Plaisir Estate Hotel 
 
Of course none of us could resist a final early 
morning on the verandah at the Asa Wright Centre 
lodge building, and although whistles of Trinidad Euphonias were once again heard high up in the 
mistletoes, none were ever seen.  Next time perhaps.  After we checked out, Roodal and Dave drove us 
north to Grande Riviere, stopping to take in the crashing surf of the rugged northern coastline along the 
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way.  Our own familiar Brown Pelican was common here, and we saw Short-tailed Swifts for the first time 
(new to our list), circling overhead when we stopped at a roadside quickie-mart for cold drinks. 

We arrived at the beachfront Mt. Plaisir Estate Hotel in mid-afternoon, and quickly checked in.  Dave 
soon bid us farewell and headed back to Asa Wright, while Roodal stayed on, and took those who were 
interested on an afternoon bird walk in the forest above Grande Riviere.  Although situated at sea level, 

the temperature here was not as sultry as we anticipated, and our shaded hike was actually quite 
comfortable.  The first bird that caught our attention was an active Rufous-browed Peppershrike, calling 
relentlessly from the canopy.  We were not in any particular hurry, so we waited patiently (and quietly) 
for several minutes until the bird cautiously descended and sat in the open for everyone to see.  
Peppershrikes are often heard, yet they typically keep well hidden, so this was a nice opportunity.  A 
beautiful species, it was a life bird for many in the group.   

We wandered further as dusk approached, and listened to a wide range of additional calls.  We focused 
in on the musical whistle of the Rufous-breasted Wren, another species that makes its presence 
emphatically known through its song, yet seldom offers a clear view.  In this case, adults were seen 
briefly (but well) as they perched and then flew rapidly through the underbrush.  As we turned back for 
our return walk, we also identified Long-billed Gnatwren, Piratic Flycatcher, and Channel-billed Toucan 
by voice, and then heard (and saw) Fork-tailed Palm Swift, White-winged Swallow, Gray-breasted Martin, 
Orange-winged Parrot, and Green Honeycreeper.  A nice wrap-up to a relaxing and very agreeable day. 

Some of us strolled the beach when we returned to the hotel, while for others it was time to put their 
feet up.  We soon gathered for drinks and snacks as the sun set to chat and review our species list.  A 
pleasant dinner was served outdoors under cover, and afterwards we had the option to visit the nearby 
information center for the Grande Riviere Nature Tour Guide Association, just behind the hotel.  We 
watched an educational video that highlighted the ecology of the local forests and shoreline environ-
ments, and then picked up beach permits for the nighttime activity we all came for—seeing the Leather-
back Turtles that would soon emerge from the surf to nest in the sand, just a few feet from our rooms!   
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Expert local guides accompanied us to the beach, and using red filters on our flashlights, we watched 
closely as female turtles clambered up the sandy incline and started digging and laying eggs.  This was 
one of those intense experiences that underscore the reason we travel to the far-flung places of the 
world, i.e., to witness natural events that are impossible to fully appreciate without first-hand 
knowledge.  It was late when we finally walked back to our rooms, but no one minded! 

Friday, April 27    Leatherbacks at 
First Light | Piping Guans 

We thought the previous night would be our lone 
opportunity to visit the Leatherbacks, but for 
those of us who were up early today, we soon 
discovered that a few of the females were still on 
the beach at daybreak.  Not only was this a chance 
to watch them yet again, and more clearly, the 
morning light was also excellent for pictures!  The 
hotel had coffee brewed and ready, and many of 
us were back on the sand by 6:00 AM, cup in hand.   

Especially impressive was the sheer size of the 
Leatherbacks.  Largest of the world’s turtles, and 
the fourth-heaviest of all reptiles, adults can 
exceed seven feet in length and weigh nearly 
three-quarters of a ton.  Exhausted from their 
night of digging, laying eggs, and then covering 
the nest sites with sand, it was excruciating to 
then watch these enormous animals then drag 
themselves back towards the open water.   

Considering that a great many eggs are quickly lost 
to foraging vultures (and local dogs), only to be 
followed later on by high levels of hatchling 
predation on shore and at sea, it’s astounding the 
species continues to survive to the degree that it 
has (that said, populations are in serious decline 
world-wide, and the loss of critical habitat 
throughout the its geographic range has resulted 
in Endangered status for the Leatherback).  Funds 
generated from visitors, at Grande Riviere and 
elsewhere, are enormously important to local 
conservation efforts for this (and other) species 
now subject to over-harvest, habitat loss, and 
climate change.  Responsible ecotourism can 
indeed help make a difference. 
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A generous  breakfast was waiting back at the hotel after the last of the turtles had returned to sea, and 
over coconut bread, fresh fruit, and bacon and eggs, we discussed our options for what would be the last 
full day of the tour.  Possibilities included birding hikes, exploring shops in Grande Riviere, or just  
relaxing with a book by the beach.  But before any of that, we had a final group task to accomplish, and 
that was to try and locate the Trinidad Piping-Guan in the nearby hills.  There are 25 known species of 
guan, a collection of turkey-like game birds (related to Curassows and Chachalacas) that are all endemic 
to Central and South America.  Critically endangered and now nearly hunted to extinction, the Trinidad 
Piping-Guan is the rarest of the group, with fewer than 300 birds left in the wild. 

Roodal escorted us up a back road to a forested 
knoll, ar area the local guan population was 
known to frequent (though there were no guaran-
tees).  But no worries today, as we had only been 
on the site for a minute or two before at least a 
dozen birds flew into view.  The Piping-Guans are 
beautifully patterned, and even sitting 60 feet 
above us in the trees, they were striking (Roodal 
also ensured that we had detailed views in the 
scope).  But not wanting to overstay our visit and 
disturb the flock further, we continued along the 
road to bird in the heavy forest.  Red-legged 
Honeycreeper, White-flanked Antwren, Tropical 
Parula, and an evasive Pale-breasted Spinetail 
were the final birds added to our species list.   

Our mission for the day accomplished, many of the 
group relaxed by the hotel our final afternoon, and 
in the evening we enjoyed a farewell dinner and 
some interesting Chilean wine.  The meals during 
our short stay at Mt. Plaisir were excellent, and the 
ambience of the lamp-lit dining room, just a few 
feet from the surf, was memorable.    
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Saturday, April 28    Road Trip to the Airport | Flights Home 

Our Asa Wright Naturalist, Roodal, had departed earlier, and today we all left for the airport with a driver 
provided by the Mt. Plaisir Estate Hotel—he was informative and entertaining, and the vehicle was first-
rate.  We all arrived in time to catch our flights and say our good-byes, hoping to cross paths again!  A 
great group and a wonderful trip!  
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AWNC (Bob Meinke); Bob and Martyn on the verandah (Kelly Amsberry); Savannah Hawk (Duncan Boyd 
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On the trail at Asa Wight (Bob Meinke); Bananaquit (Duncan Boyd and Catherine Manschot); Bearded 
Bellbird (Duncan Boyd and Catherine Manschot); Scanning for woodpeckers, Upper Blanchisseuse Road 
(Bob Meinke); Leaf-mimicking katydid (Typophyllum sp.) (Duncan Boyd and Catherine Manschot); Gale 
warning! (Bob Meinke); American Pygmy Kingfisher (Duncan Boyd and Catherine Manschot); Scarlet Ibis, 
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