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           All photos by Hayden Smith unless otherwise noted 

Tucked away in the southern corner of the Caribbean, the islands of Trinidad and Tobago are a special place 

worth visiting. Hidden deep within the northern mountain range of Trinidad is the Asa Wright Nature Centre, 
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now more than fifty years old. It is a particularly 

enchanting destination with a bird-filled verandah that 

overlooks the jungle-covered Arima Valley. The island’s 

rich blend of flora and fauna, combined with comfortable 

accommodations make it an idealistic setting for anyone 

looking for a natural getaway.  

This year marked Caligo Ventures’ inaugural Trinidad’s 

Birds & Butterflies tour that was designed to highlight the 

area’s rich biodiversity of winged creatures (and anything 

else that came crawling by!). Five participants from the 

U.S. met me at AWNC where we began an exciting eight-

day tour that included a nice variety of activities at various locations.   

On the afternoon of the first day I met up with Joan, Jan, Stacy, Amy, and Elaine. After dinner we enjoyed our 

first activity; a night walk with Elizabeth, one of the Centre’s nature guides. We found a variety of insects 

including the giant White Witch Moth (Thysania agrippina), walking sticks, and a lot of crickets. We also found 

two species of tarantula, including the giant Trinidad Chevron Tarantula (Psalmopoeus cambridgei) that is nearly 

the size of one’s hand. We also found a sleeping Ochre-bellied Flycatcher and two species of small frogs. 

On the first morning we all reveled at the chaotic bird activity from the verandah that overlooked Arima Valley. 

We would start off each day this way.  

The fruit trays and hummingbird feeders attract hordes of birds from dawn to dusk. Always present are an 

incredible number of Bananquit and at times the feeders are literally “draped” with them. The most abundant 

hummingbirds are the White-chested and Copper-rumped with less common species appearing such as the 

White-necked Jacobin, Long-billed Starthroat, and Blue-throated Sapphire. Always present as eye candy were 

both the iridescent Purple and Green Honeycreepers.  

After breakfast we took an introductory 

walk with Dave who would be the group’s 

naturalist for all off-site excursions. Right 

off the bat we came across a large, non-

venomous Yellow-bellied Puffing Snake 

(Pseustes sulphureus) that calmly slid by 

and disappeared into the forest. We got 

our first of many views of the cute White-

bearded and Golden-headed Manakins. 

There was a fruiting wild fig that attracted 

them and a host of tanagers so we visited 

the tree numerous times during our stay.  
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Just down the trail we could hear the odd calls of one of 

Trinidad’s enigmatic birds and the one featured on Asa 

Wright Nature Centre’s logo: the Bearded Bellbird. Upon 

finding where it was perched, it took off, but we would 

wait. Our patience paid off as the bird returned and 

perched close and quite low, then began to put on a 

show for us. Along with its loud knocking call it also 

performed its “anvil” clacking. What a great bird!  

Martyn Kenefick, author of the Field Guide to the Birds of 

Trinidad and Tobago, was at the Centre that day and 

gave us an informative presentation about the birds of 

the two islands. We had an afternoon walk along the entrance road and another excellent 

dinner to end the first full day. 

On the following day Dave took us up the Blanchisseuse Road for another full day of 

adventure. We stopped at a lookout point where some Orange-winged Parrot were perched 

atop a dead snag. We heard a woodpecker knocking from a nearby bamboo thicket. As we 

were searching for the woodpecker Dave spotted a dark “blob” high amidst the thicket. What 

it turned out to be was a pair of the endemic Trinidad Piping Guan. We were very fortunate to 

have found it alongside the road as it usually entails an extended trip to another part of the 

island to locate them.  

As we continued up the mountain we encountered 

the Cocoa Woodcreeper, White-necked Thrush, 

Speckled Tanager, Golden-fronted Greenlet, and 

many more birds. On a nearby breadfruit tree we 

spotted a Prepona butterfly that fed on an over 

ripening fruit. Although the underside has a wavy 

camouflaged pattern (see cover photos), the 

upperside is adorned with a metallic blue-green 

band.  
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We eventually reached the village of Brasso Seco where we had lunch and an explanation on how they process 

chocolate. This was, of course, followed by some chocolate tasting. After lunch we continued and at another 

village we encountered a huge flock of Blue-headed Parrot. At first there was a small handful perched atop 

electrical wires then suddenly a huge flock of some fifty birds or more appeared. And if that wasn’t enough, 

Dave found a small family of Rufous-tailed Jacamar in someone’s back yard! 

Toward the end of the drive we had a cooperative pair of Channel-billed Toucan perched atop a nearby tree.  

The following full day was more relaxing as we stayed at the 

Centre all day. After the morning’s verandah birding we walked 

down to the Oilbird cave with Caleb; another guide at AWNC. Our 

descent to the cave would yield to us a bit of a surprise.  

A baby Fer-de-lance was just off to the side and we got a close-up 

look at this otherwise much-feared snake. At the Oilbird cave itself 

we appreciated great views of this nocturnal, fruit-feeding bird. 

The Centre has one of the most accessible caves within this birds’ 

range. But that wasn’t the end of our snake encounters. On the 

way back up the trail Amy spotted something curled up nearby in 

a small tree. It turned out to be a Cook’s Tree Boa. 

After lunch there was a scheduled I gave a talk on Neotropical butterfly diversity and ecology. People came from 

all around and we had a full house. The Neotropics harbor the richest biodiversity on the planet, but most 

countries have not completed comprehensive butterfly inventories.  

The next full day was packed with birding and adventure away from 

the Centre. We were having some trouble finding the country’s second 

endemic, the Trinidad Motmot. Dave, however, knew where a pair was 

located alongside the road. They eventually crept up the ravine and we 

saw them amidst the bamboo thicket. Our next stop was the Aripo 

Livestock Station that is home to water buffalo. Some nice birds we 

saw there included the Southern Lapwing, Green-rumped Parrotlet, 

Yellow-chinned Spinetail, Red-breasted Meadowlark, and White-

headed Marsh-Tyrant; the latter coined by the group as the “mini Bald 

Eagle.” From there we continued toward the eastern coastline and had 

a picnic lunch at a beachside park. Across the street there was a 

swamp and atop an electrical wire was a tiny, yet colorful Pearl Kite.  
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Continuing farther down the coast we arrived at the Nariva Swamp. At a roadside stop Dave found for us an 

American Pygmy Kingfisher, Red-rumped Woodpecker, and a pair of Silvered Antbird; three great birds. 

However, the grand finale was yet to come. As we entered Bush Bush area we encountered Striated Heron, 

Yellow-hooded Blackbird, and a very cooperative Long-winged Harrier. We drove in as far as we could in the van, 

then walked the remainder until reaching the forest. After a bit of searching by Dave we got to see the lovely 

Guyanan Red Howler. But there was more yet to come. On our way back to the van, parrots were flying by en 

route to roosting sites. The large Yellow-crowned Amazon flew by and were soon 

followed by some Red-bellied Macaw; the latter alighting to feed on some nearby 

palms. And as if that wasn’t enough, six Blue-and-gold Macaw came in and landed 

on another stand of palms. These were part of a reintroduction effort after having 

been locally extirpated. We ended up seeing both macaw species in the scope and 

celebrated these wonderful sightings with rum punch back at the van. We made 

our way back to the Centre for a late dinner and an end to a fantastic day.  

The following day would be just as memorable. We spent the morning at the 

Centre looking for other birds that may have escaped us. One “star” bird that 

regularly occurs there is the spectacular Tufted Coquette. Females are frequently 

found near the verandah, while males were more commonly observed near the 

upper rooms as they fed on the purple Porterweed. Nearby fruiting Trema and 

melastome trees attract Bay-headed, Palm, and Turquoise Tanagers and an 

occasional manakin.  

Dave arrived after lunch and we headed toward the west coast to the famous Caroni Swamp. Along the entrance 

road we could see a few Scarlet Ibis deep inside the mangroves, but that was only a hint for what was in store 

for us. We also searched for the beautiful Masked Cardinal, but none were to be found. We boarded our boat 

and cruised through two different mangrove-lined canals to look for wildlife. Eventually we reached a lagoon 

with an island of mangroves in the middle. There were already a small number of Scarlet Ibis there, but for the 

next half hour hundreds upon hundreds more came in from all directions. The mangrove trees had the 

appearance of Christmas trees ornamented with red bulbs we also ended this unforgettable day with rum 

punch.  
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On the last full day we had a much different experience. We went 

into the capital to visit a couple of different places. We first went 

to the national University of the West Indies to see their natural 

history museum. Amidst a wide variety of preserved animals was 

an interesting butterfly collection. From there we went to the 

famous House of Angostura, home of the famous Angostura 

Bitters. We received a lengthy tour of the facilities and they even 

had an antique butterfly collection on display. Of course there 

was some tasting at the very end.  

During the tour we saw a nice variety of butterflies including 

various skippers, cattleheart swallowtails, two species of 

peacocks, sulphurs, a wide variety of woodnymphs, the postman longwing, and various brushfoots. Several giant 

owl’s-eyes were seen from time to time, as well as the dazzling blue morpho.  

Over 150 species of birds were recorded on the trip and overall favorites for everyone included the Tufted 

Coquette, Long-billed Starthroat, Golden-headed Manakin, Rufous-tailed Jacamar, and Trinidad Motmot. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Giant Trinidad Chevron Tarantula, Bearded Bellbird, Trinidad Piping-Guan, Prepona butterfly, Rufous-tailed Jacamar, Blue-headed Parrot, 

Oilbird, Baby Fer-de-lance, Pearl Kite, Red-rumped Woodpecker, Long-winged Harrier, Group Photo. 
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