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MARCH 15-25, 2009

PARTICIPANTS: Pat Brust; Jean Durham; Eric Greisen; Ellen & Terry Krzyston; Jerry & Sylvia Uhlman; Jack Wykoff

MARCH 15   ARRIVAL IN BELIZE CITY

With the exception of Jean, who missed a connection in Atlanta, we all arrived in Belize this afternoon ready to enjoy some tropical birds and breezes. We took a short afternoon walk along the shore near our hotel and saw our only Royal Terns, Laughing Gulls and Ruddy Turnstones of the tour. After the walk we enjoyed our first dinner together at the Smokey Mermaid.

MARCH 16   CROOKED TREE

We were met promptly at 5:15 by Rudy, our van and boat driver from the Bird’s Eye View Lodge in Crooked Tree. We drove an hour north to the banks of Crooked Tree Lagoon and had a quick breakfast before departing on the boat. Birding by boat in the tropics is generally quite productive and this trip proved no exception as the shallows waters were filled with various wading birds. Some of the highlights included Bare-throated Tiger-Heron, Roseate Spoonbill, Crane Hawk, Gray-necked Wood-Rail, Boat-billed Heron, Sungrebe and Amazon Kingfisher. Despite these and many others, the star of the morning was a striking Agami Heron seen skulking along a shady bank on Spanish Creek. This has to be one of the prettiest herons on earth! After several hours on the water we returned to Crooked Tree for a Belizean lunch of fish, stewed beans and rice. Before sitting down to eat we took a short walk around the area where we found two perched Bat Falcons, Melodious Blackbirds and Olive-throated Parakeet. On the drive back to Belize City we made a short detour to view a Jabiru nest that was occupied by an adult and three chicks!
MARCH 17   BELIZE CITY & TRANSFER TO LAMANAI

We began with a walk around the neighborhood adjacent to the Radisson searching for species that were unlikely to be seen during the other segments of the tour. This proved very productive as we found several Cinnamon Hummingbirds, Common Tody-Flycatcher, Hooded Oriole and an incredibly cooperative Yellow-throated Warbler on the ground at the café outside the hotel. Other birds seen during the walk included Yellow-bellied Elaenia, Golden-fronted Woodpecker and lots of Scissor-tailed Flycatchers. After a buffet breakfast we were picked up by a driver from Lamanai and driven two hours north to Toll Bridge. Here we were met by Maurico Aguilar and taken the rest of the way by boat on the New River. Mauricio had several stakeouts along the river including a roosting Lesser Nighthawk and a group of Boat-billed Herons. After checking into our rooms at the Lamanai Outpost Lodge, we took a late afternoon walk along the road out of town. Here we saw Yucatan Woodpecker, Collared Aracari, Grasshopper Sparrow, Laughing Falcon and Long-billed Gnatwren. As we neared the village of Indian Church the light dwindled and many White-fronted Parrots were seen flying toward their evening roosts. After dinner we took a night boat trip on the New River where we found a roosting American Pygmy-Kingfisher and several Northern Potoos. In addition to the birds, it was impossible not to notice the skies which were so clear and full of stars that even the common constellations were almost unrecognizable! 
MARCH 18   THE SAVNNAH, LAMANAI RUINS AND THE LAMANAI INTERNATIONAL AIRPORT

As dawn broke over the New Lagoon, we again boarded a boat and made our way up a narrow creek on the east side of the river. As we slowly worked our way upstream we heard many Mangrove Vireos calling. Though they proved elusive we did finally manage a decent look at one of them! This area also produced many Snail Kites, Limpkin and a large flock of Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks. Eventually we disembarked and after a very short walk entered a beautiful pine savannah that wouldn’t have looked out of place in the southeastern U.S. Birding in the savannah was excellent and we had had great looks at Botteri’s Sparrow, Northern Cardinal, Red-lored Parrot, Roadside Hawk and Northern Beardless-Tyrannulet. On the trip back to lodge we worked hard and finally got a great look at a Black Catbird, a Yucatan endemic and one of our morning’s targets. After breakfast we spent the remainder of the morning birding and touring the Mayan ruins at Lamanai. This site, the third largest in Belize, offer great birding along with its archaeological treasures. During the walk we found Collared and Violaceous Trogons, Olive-backed Euphonia, Black-headed Shrike-Tanager and Black-cowled Oriole. Throughout the morning, Mauricio provided fascinating insights into the Mayan culture and some of their practices. Suffice it to say that I am glad I didn’t live in ancient times. My modern viewpoint prevents me from thinking that sacrificing myself to the gods would have been a good thing! After lunch and an afternoon break we made a visit to a small airstrip near the lodge where we had great views of Smokey-brown Woodpecker and Barred Antshrike. As sunset approached we began to hear many squawking parrots and before long we were rewarded by scope views of our target bird, the Yucatan Parrot. Seeing another Yucatan endemic was a fitting way to end a long but productive day.
MARCH 19   RETURN TO THE SAVANNAH & TRANSFER TO CHAN CHICH

We opted for a second visit to the pine savannah as there were a number of species there that we knew we wouldn’t find at Chan Chich. This turned out to be a good choice as we were able to see several we had missed the previous morning. The highlights were three Yucatan Jays and a covey of Yucatan Bobwhite. Although we missed the Yellow-headed Parrots we were happy to add a couple more of the Yucatan endemics to our tally. Most of the rest of the day was spent driving to Chan Chich Lodge near the Guatemalan border in the district of Orange Walk. We made a few short stops on the way to see Gray-crowned Yellowthroat and Piratic Flycatcher. Over lunch at La Milpa field station we enjoyed a Green-breasted Mango that was building her nest and a soaring Swallow-tailed Kite. Upon arrival at Chan Chich, we took our first of several walks along the Sylvester Village road and saw a Chestnut-colored Woodpecker and a few Plumbeous Kites.
MARCH 20   SUSPENSION BRIDGE; BAJO TRAIL & LOGGERS TRAIL

A pre-breakfast walk to the suspension bridge gave us an opportunity watch and listen as the forests around Chan Chich began to stir after a night’s rest. As the sun rose, flowering tree near the bridge offered breakfast to several nectaring species including Red-legged Honeycreeper, Orchard Oriole and White-necked Jacobin. Sounds emanating from a viney tangle turned out to be a pair of Dusky Antbirds and a cinnamon fluff ball in the crook of a tree turned into a White-whiskered Puffbird. As we walked back to the lodge for breakfast we added Scaly-breasted Hummingbird and, of course, the ubiquitous Ocellated Turkeys and Montezuma Orependolas. After eating walked the entire 2 ½ miles of the Bajo Trail which traverses broadleaf rainforest and some scrubbier deciduous areas. Here we heard the first of many Slaty-breasted Tinamous and, although we never saw one, the haunting whistles added a delightful ambience to our forest excursions. Despite the tinamous retiring habits, we did see many good birds on this trail including Stub-tailed Spadebill, Black-faced Grosbeak, Black-headed Trogon, Red-capped Manakin and Black-cheeked Woodpecker. Back at Chan Chich, our lunch table was strategically located next to the lodge’s recirculating pond and everyday we seemed to bring different visitors. Today’s avian treats included White-collared Manakin and Red-billed Pigeon; our gustatory treats include ceviche and coconut mousse! Our afternoon walk was along the Logger’s Trail which was somewhat quiet although we did see a few new species including Tawny-winged Woodcreeper, Sulphur-rumped Flycatcher and Green Shrike-Vireo.
MARCH 21   THE ESCARPMENT

This morning we drove toward the Guatemalan border to the escarpment, a limestone formation that offers a gorgeous vista of the forests surrounding Gallon Jug. As we made the 60-minute drive we stopped a few times to listen and look for birds. Our efforts produced nice looks at Thrushlike Schiffornis, Rufous Mourner and a nesting Ornate Hawk-Eagle. At the escarpment proper we found two soaring White Hawks and several King Vultures. Other nice birds here were Blue Grosbeak, Boat-billed Flycatcher, Couch’s Kingbird, Short-billed Pigeon and Yellow-throated Euphonia. On the drive back to Chan Chich we saw many perched Keel-billed Toucans at the forest edge and, in the fields around Gallon Jug, a hunting White-tailed Kite and several stunning Fork-tailed Flycatchers. 

MARCH 22   LAGUNA SECA 
The shallow lake known as Laguna Seca was our early morning destination today and it didn’t disappoint. Shortly after our arrival we were able to get fairly decent views of at least two Pinnated Bitterns sneaking through the grass. Another highlight here was a Black-collared Hawk, one of the tropic’s most beautiful raptors. This one put on a nice show as it perched in the sunlight and made several short hunting forays over the water. There were also a few Purple Gallinules mixed in with the Northern Jacanas and, a single Bare-throated Tiger-Heron (perhaps it was married—we’ll never know).  The trees around the lake had Slaty-tailed Trogon, Sulphur-bellied Flycatcher, Royal Flycatcher and Pale-billed Woodpecker and a pair of Least Grebes were seen on the deeper portion of the lake. Driving back to Chan Chich we flushed a male Blue Ground-Dove from the roadside which, to our surprise, landed on an open limb and gave us wonderful unobstructed views for several minutes. In this same area we also heard many Thicket Tinamous and a few Great Tinamous but, like their Slaty-breasted cousin, these proved impossible to see. During this unsuccessful tinamou watch we did get good looks at Greenish Elaenia, Piratic Flycatcher and Plain Chachalaca. Later in the afternoon we walked the Sac Be Trail where our tinamous struggles finally ended when we saw a Great Tinamou slowly walking on the forest floor a few feet from the trail! At the creek we found bathing Hooded Warblers, both waterthrush and a few performing Red-capped Manakins. Our scheduled night drive wasn’t very productive due to the malfunctioning spotlights, however, while they were working we saw a Kinkajou and several Common Pauraques.
MARCH 23   TRISH’S HILL & SYLVESTER VILLAGE ROAD

Unfortunately, our pre-breakfast trip to Trish’s Hill was cut short by an out of season rainstorm. But, before the rains came we did find a few good birds including a Scaly-throated Leaftosser that briefly sat in the open before disappearing the way leaftossers usually do. A Ruddy Quail-Dove flushed from the roadside and although it called for several minutes, we could never coax it into view. At the overlook there were a few hummingbirds including White-bellied Emerald and White-necked Jacobin and the ever present but never visible Gray-fronted Doves. After a few minutes at the top a heavy fog rolled in followed by a steady rain that drove us under cover. Eventually it lightened and we walked back to the lodge for breakfast in drizzly conditions that made birding nearly impossible. After eating we spent the remainder of the morning on the Sylvester Village Road where we were hoping to find Gray-throated Chat. This bird turned out to be one of our more frustrating experiences as it sang frequently and often near the road but never showed itself. Despite this disappointment we did get great looks at another Yucatan endemic, the Rose-throated Tanager. Other birds along the road were Greenish Elaenia, Black-faced Grosbeak, Brown-crested Flycatcher and several calling Scaled Pigeons. Around 11:30 we headed back to Chan Chich, chat-less but satisfied with our experiences nonetheless. Over lunch the water feature gave us Long-billed Hermit, Indigo Bunting and Kentucky Warbler, so who could complain!
MARCH 24   SYLVESTER VILLAGE ROAD & RIVER TRAIL

Our last morning at Chan Chich involved another fruitless attempt to see the Gray-throated Chat which, again, sang heartily but hid successfully. Again we were forced to accept what the forest gave us as compensation for the uncooperative chat. Today these included White-bellied Wren, Squirrel Cuckoo, Ruddy Woodcreeper and several calling Black-faced Antthrush—again not a bad tradeoff. We also sampled a short segment of the Bajo trail and found our first Golden-crowned Warblers and upgraded our look at Sulphur-rumped Flycatcher. Along the River Trail we tried in vain to Rufous-tailed Jacamar but did see a sunning Morelet’s Crocodile. Back at the lodge, several people decided to try the climb to Upper Plaza for another shot at the jacamar. Here our luck was better and we had a nice look at two perched in the open. Also seen here were a pair of Blue-crowned Motmots and a Linneated Woodpecker. Over our final lunch we saw our last bird of the trip…an Ochre-bellied Flycatcher at the recirculating pond. Where was he all week? After lunch we took a chartered flight back to Belize City where we had our farewell dinner and tallied our final checklist. The tour ended with 259 species and fond memories of Belizean food and hospitality.
