ECUADOR 2011

     The first ever Otus asio tour to Ecuador recorded 430 species of birds and 18 species of mammals. Seventeen of the listed birds were “heard only”, but all of the rest were seen by at least one leader and one participant. Recording such a high number while only covering a small part of this tiny country helps one understand the unbelievable richness of the avifauna of Ecuador. While many tours tally even higher numbers, this is usually done with the associated cost of frequent hotel changes and numerous long travel days. We opted for a more leisurely approach staying 2 nights at Guango Lodge, 4 nights at San Isidro and 5 nights at the Napo Wildlife Center. Even with this schedule, the pace was hectic and tiring and upon my arrival at home, I have spent most of the past two days on my back recuperating! Even so, it was worth the effort and the memories will last long after the exhaustion has subsided.

November 8: This was the scheduled arrival day, but everyone opted to come at least one day early. The extra days were spent engaging in a variety of activities including a trip to the market in Otavalo, travel to the Mitad del Mundo museum on the equator and shopping in Quito.

November 9: All day at the Antisana Ecological Reserve. Anyone expecting a tropical vacation was quickly disabused of that notion as the first two days were spent high in the Andes mostly above 12,000 where the cool, thin air was more reminiscent of November in Wisconsin. Antisana was rich in birdlife and highlights included Giant Hummingbird, Silvery Grebe, many Carrunculated Caracaras and a small flock of the very rare Black-faced Ibis. 

November 10: Morning above Papallacta Pass and afternoon at Guango Lodge. It was foggy and chilly at the antennas above the pass where we reached our maximum elevation of close to 14,000 feet. Luckily, two Rufous-bellied Seedsnipe were cooperative and fed at our feet for 10 minutes. On the descent we found several other paramo specialties including Many-striped Canastero, Andean Tit-Spinetail, Ecuadorian Hillstar and Paramo Ground-Tyrant. The afternoon was spent on the grounds at Guango where the main attraction were the hummingbird feeders. Here some of the stars were Sword-billed Hummingbird, Long-tailed Sylph, Chestnut-breasted Coronet and Collared Inca. A short hike in the rain produced a flock of Masked Mountain-Tanagers and Torrent Duck.

November 11: Morning on Guango trails and afternoon drive to San Isidro. Though it was rainy we managed to complete a hike along the pipeline trail where between the rainshowers we found Black-billed Mountain-Toucan, many Pearled Treerunners, Montane Woodcreeper, Bar-bellied Woodpecker, Blue-and-Black Tanager and Grass-Green Tanager. After lunch and on the way to San Isidro, we stopped outside Baeza for some lowland birding. Hiking a quiet gravel track off the main road produced Red-billed Parrots, Lemon-browed Flycatcher, Golden-olive Woodpecker and Golden-faced Tyrannulet.

November 12: Morning on the grounds at San Isidro and afternoon hike on Cock-of-the-Rock Trail. We quickly learned how birdy the grounds are at San Isidro as swarms appeared around the lights outside the dining hall to feast on moths that had been attracted to the lights. This feeding frenzy lasted several hours and some of the stars were Black-billed Peppershrike, Barred Becard, Olive-backed Woodcreeper, Masked Trogon and a noisy flock of White-capped Tanagers. We also enjoyed close views of a White-bellied Antpitta as it was fed worms by a staff member. In the afternoon we hiked the steep trail down to a cock-of-the-rock lek where, with persistence, everyone was able to see a male Cock-of-the-Rock. Prior to dinner we drove to the Guacamayos Ridge area where we had excellent looks at a Swallow-tailed Nightjar.

November 13: All day on Loreto road. The weather didn’t cooperate today and we spent several hours waiting out a rainstorm that never ended. In between the showers we managed to find some interesting lowland birds including Magpie Tanager, White-backed Fire-Eye, Golden-eyed Flowerpiercer, Cliff Flycatcher and Orange-breasted Falcon. 

November 14: Morning on the Guacamayos Ridge Trail and afternoon at San Isidro. Weather again foiled our morning plan, although this time it was fog rather than rain. Before the visibility diminished to near zero we added Spotted Barbtail, Rufous Wren and a perched Andean Potoo. After lunch we hiked on the road outside the lodge and found Sepia-Brown Wren, Semicollared Hawk, Beryl-spangled Tanager, Yellow-vented Woodpecker and Long-tailed Antbird. Another evening drive produced great views of another spectacular noctural bird: the Lyre-tailed Nightjar.

November 15: Early morning drive to Coca and afternoon boat on the Napo to Napo Wildlife Center. Since Coca is a four hour drive, we left very early to ensure a timely arrival. On a brief stop at Sumaco, we found Scarlet Tanager, Blue Dacnis, Yellow-browed Sparrow and Gilded Barbet.  At the boat dock in Coca we waited several hours due to weather delaying arriving passengers from Quito. While waiting, we added White-banded Swallow and Gray-breasted Martin and were amused by the resident Squirrel Monkeys. The 2-hour motorized boat trip to the NWC headquarters was uneventful and the paddle in to the lodge was made in a non-stop deluge leaving us wet and chilled. As we disembarked at Napo the staff greeted us with a cup of steaming hot chocolate, a perfect remedy for soggy clothes and shivering bodies. 

November 16: Morning paddling on the lake and creeks and afternoon visit to the observation tower. Yesterday’s rain proved to be the last and the remainder of our time at Napo was marked by gorgeous weather. With the help of our expert local guides who knew the forest intimately we began recording new birds with astonishing regularity. This morning’s highlights included Capped Heron, Cream-colored Woodpecker, Azure Gallinule, Blue-and-Yellow Macaw and several species of monkeys including Red Howler and White-faced Capuchin. After lunch we climbed the 80 meter observation tower which has been constructed around a gigantic kapok tree. Above the canopy we were able to see usually difficult species such as Red-throated Caracara, Bare-necked Fruitcrow and White-browed Purpletuft. While hiking back to the boats in the dark, we found a roosting Marbled Wood-Quail.

November 17: All day at the parrot clay licks and on the Napo River Islands. Unfortunately, the psittacids decided today wasn’t a good day to visit the licks. Alas, the vicissitudes of birding. Despite this bad fortune we did get good views of Mealy Parrot, Yellow-crowned Parrot, Blue-headed Parrot and Dusky-headed Parakeet from the boat. At the second lick, a few hardy souls made a treacherous hike to see a nesting Ocellated Poorwill and a lekking Great-billed Hermit. Our Napo Island visit was more productive with Horned Screamers, Pied and Collared Plovers, Oriole Blackbird and Mouse-colored Tyrannulet being seen. After a delicious lunch at the “bodega” we paddled back to the lodge and had great views of a roosting Oilbird, Ornate Hawk-Eagle and Slender-billed Kite.

November 18: Morning at the observation tower and evening paddling for night birds. The observation tower was very productive this morning….especially for the flies who gauged productivity in terms of how many could alight upon a single human! Among the swarms we did see good birds including Opal-rumped Tanager, Yellow-bellied Dacnis, Spangled Cotinga, Black-headed Parrot, Purple-throated Fruitcrow and Yellow-tufted Woodpecker. Our late afternoon paddle along the creek produced two roosting Zigzag Herons and a great look at a Tawny-bellied Screech-Owl.

November 19: Morning slog on the Tiputini Trail and afternoon paddling. The long muddy hike on the Tiputini Trail proved to be worth the effort as everyone had good looks at the spectacular Black-necked Red-Cotinga! The hike also produced Green, Striped and Blue-crowned Manakins and a very skiddish White-collared Peccary. We also had wonderful views of three Giant Otters right near the trailhead! In the afternoon we spent more time paddling and continued to find new birds including Common Piping-Guan, Gray-rumped Swift and Chestnut-capped Puffbird. 

November 20: Napo is a special place that it is always difficult to say good-bye, but the time had come. Our final paddle from the lodge to the “bodega” produced a few final sightings for our list including Chestnut-fronted Macaw, a remarkably cooperative Great Tinamou and pair of Night Monkeys resting in a tree cavity. At the bodega we boarded our boat for Coca where we caught the short flight to Quito for our farewell dinner.

November 21: Early departures to the airport and flights home!

