JAMAICAN ENDEMICS

DEC 4-9, 2011

PARTICIPANTS: Pat Brust; Eric Greisen; Chuck Hagner; 

Bettie Harriman; Jim Johnson; Dick Konz; Carl & Barbara Schwartz;

Jerry Uhlman; Jack Wykoff

     Though Jamaica lies less than 600 miles southeast of Miami, the social and economic conditions of the two nations are separated by light years. Jamaica is indeed a jewel of the Caribbean boasting sun-bleached beaches, palm trees swaying in the gentle trade wind breezes and plush seaside resorts filled with sunburned tourists. For the average visitor, this is the only Jamaica they ever see. Shuttled from the airport into the walled fortresses, they spend their vacations isolated from the deplorable social and living conditions of the resort employees making their beds and delivering their umbrella festooned punch. Can someone who has experienced this type of vacation truly say that they were in Jamaica? How would their experience differ from spending a week in a resort in Santa Domingo or Puerto Vallarta or Phuket? Why not save the airfare and stay in a luxury resort in Miami? In my estimation, the experience would be identical. 

     By now I’m sure you’re thinking that this is supposed to be a bird tour narrative rather than a socio-economic manifesto for Caribbean travelers. So rather than a lengthy digression, think of the above paragraph as a long winded way of saying that we took the road less traveled during our Jamaican endemic tour. Rather than beachside resorts owned by a foreign consortium, we chose locally owned lodges practicing sustainable tourism. We drove on narrow, sinuous roads through the mist-shrouded Blue Mountains through tiny hamlets to the strains of Bob Marley and with the aroma of burning ganja hanging in the air. Rastafarians, jerk chicken and Blue Mountain coffee set to a melody of Patois and reggae was the backdrop for our search for Jamaica’s 27 available endemics…..and since this is supposed to be a bird tour narrative, I should mention that we saw all of them!

Day 1  Dec 4: The majority of the group arrived a day early, so we took an early morning walk near out hotel on the campus of the University of the West Indies in east Kingston while we awaited the arrival of the final few participants. Most of Jamaica’s endemics are fairly widespread and even this short walk in an urban area turned up Yellow-billed Parrot, Streamertail and Jamaican Euphonia. Several Caribbean endemics were also in evidence on the campus including Zenaida Dove, Antillean Palm-Swift and the white-breasted Caribbean form of American Kestrel. After a Jamaican breakfast of ackee and saltfish, we drove into the hills above Kingston for a beautiful view of the city and its harbor followed by a walk down a steep track for more birds. Though it was getting hot the birding was productive as we recorded Jamaican Tody, Vervain Hummingbird, Yellow-faced Grassquit, Sad Flycatcher, Mangrove Cuckoo, White-chinned Thrush, Jamaican Woodpecker and a host of wintering neotropical warblers. Then it was back to the hotel for lunch and relaxation by the pool. It was mid-afternoon when the balance of the group arrived, and soon we were winding (literally) our way to Mavis Bank, our home for the next three nights. Upon arrival we were greeted by a large flock of White-collared Swifts coursing overhead. After settling into our rooms we relaxed on the veranda with a Red Stripe and took in the gorgeous Blue Mountain vista in front of us. Prior to dinner we made our first attempt at Jamaican Owl, which gave a lengthy auditory presentation, but proved a visual challenge for most. 

Day 2  Dec 5: A breakfast of ackee and saltfish, Jamaica’s national dish, eaten appropriately under a giant ackee tree, provided fuel for a full day in the Blue Mountains. The long, slow drive on tortuously winding roads scarcely wide enough for a single vehicle was our initiation into the Jamaican transportation system. Our destination was Abbey Green, the highest working coffee farm in Jamaica and a superb example of the exceptional habitat that shade-grown coffee provides for birds. Coffee grows best in wet tropical areas that are well drained and on the cooler side. The steep terrain of the Blue Mountains provides the ideal setting for this crop and is the reason that Blue Mountain coffee is considered some of the world’s finest. Unfortunately for coffee lovers in the U.S., over 90% of Blue Mountain coffee is exported to Japan. The U.S. imports some of what remains, but the low supply coupled with high demand drives its price through the roof. Due to these economics, most Americans have never experienced Blue Mountain coffee, nor would they likely cough up $40 per pound even if they had the opportunity. But our high on this day would be avian, rather than caffeine induced. Hiking through the coffee plots, we recorded 14 of Jamaica’s endemic birds including Jamaican Spindalis, Rufous-tailed Flycatcher, White-eyed Thrush, Blue Mountain Vireo, Jamaican Vireo, Ring-tailed Pigeon, Chestnut-bellied Cuckoo and Jamaican Pewee. After a mountain top lunch we made the long drive back to our lodge in Mavis Bank where we enjoyed another relaxing session on the veranda. Our day concluded with excellent looks at the Jamaican Owl and a lovely dinner. 

Day 3  Dec 6: The plan for today was an entire day in Cinchona Gardens, a high elevation garden that was known for the cultivation of cinchona, a tree from which quinine was extracted for use in malaria medication. Today Cinchona is poorly maintained, but some of the lovely gardens remain and the birding can be stupendous if the weather cooperates. Unfortunately, today was not one of those days. A light rain began shortly after we began walking and increased in intensity throughout the morning. We did manage a nice look at Yellow-shouldered Grassquit, but that was about it as the rain eventually drove us into the old homestead at the garden. With no end to the precipitation in sight, we decided to drive back down to Mavis Bank and hike a trail near the lodge. The return trip turned out to be a lengthy affair as a faulty brake caliper caused one of the van’s wheels to lock and forced us to sit and wait for over an hour while a mechanic was summoned from the village below. My optimism that this would be a quick fix dwindled substantially when the mechanic showed up 30 minutes later, on foot with no tools other than a small hammer. Needless to say he was largely ineffective, but reinforcements eventually arrived with a few more tools and got us back on the road. I should say that the word “road” is a bit of a misnomer for what we were traveling on at this point as the rain had turned it into a treacherous muddy slick. Watching the vehicle fishtail downhill was enough to convince most of the group that walking for a kilometer or so would be a wise course, and so we began the slow trudge. Fortunately the mud soon turned to gravel and we were able to safely navigate our way down the hill. Later that afternoon the sun was shining, the birds were active and the lost morning was at least partially redeemed by sightings of Greater Antillean Bullfinch, Jamaican Elaenia, Orangequit, Vervain Hummingbird and a brief view of Crested Quail-Dove. 
Day 4  Dec 7: A very early departure allowed us to arrive at Hardwar Gap just after sunrise. Hardwar Gap is one of Jamaica’s premier birding sites and a reliable place for some of the more difficult endemics. Though the rainy season was officially over we did experience some light rainfall, but it was nothing like yesterday’s steady onslaught. As we slowly walked down the mountain we added a few endemics and revisited some that were now familiar. One of the morning’s highlights was a Crested Quail-Dove that flushed from the roadside and perched on a low limb for several minutes providing everyone with extended scope views. Further down the track a Jamaican Lizard-Cuckoo put on quite a show and a pair of Jamaican Becards serenaded us from close range. After several frustrating encounters with Jamaican Pewee, we finally found a cooperative individual and everyone had fine views of a lone White-eyed Thrush and many striking Jamaican Spindalis. A Jamaican Blackbird, generally considered the toughest endemic, put in a very brief appearance, but not nearly enough to satisfy the desires of all, so it had to be put on the shelf for another day. After driving back to Kingston we switched buses and started the two and a half hour drive to Port Antonio where we would spend the next two nights. The final 45 minutes was along the coast and we recorded a few common water birds along the way including Laughing Gull, Magnificent Frigatebird, Belted Kingfisher and Great Egret. Upon arrival at our lodge, we checked into our rooms and enjoyed the spectacular Caribbean views from the common room, a perfect antidote for the early morning start and long drive. 
Day 5  Dec 8: Our final full day of birding took us to Ecclesdown Road in far eastern Jamaica. We still had not recorded three endemics, and several people in the group desired better views of two others, so there was plenty at stake. The morning began poorly as we were driven back to the vehicle by another unscheduled rainsquall. Luckily, there was food and coffee in the bus, which provided a distraction. While the group chowed down, I prayed that the rain would stop before the food ran out……it did. So off we went, 45 minutes behind schedule under skies still threatening. Our first target soon fell when a Sad Flycatcher gave us scope views and spawned a lively discussion regarding shades of yellow. I guess these things are never black and white. Further up the road we began to see parrots flying a distant ridge and eventually we had scope views of both Yellow-billed and Black-billed Parrots. On we marched until we heard the raspy wheeze of a Jamaican Blackbird. After a few anxious moments this notoriously shy creature assumed an obliging perch on an open snag and everyone had scope views. Now we were down to one, and I’m embarrassed to say it was Jamaican Crow, a species I had expected by now. After being teased by several calling, but unseen birds, our persistence finally paid off and all were able to set their eyes on a sitting Jamaican Crow. That made number 27 and completed our run through the Jamaican endemics. On the drive back to the lodge, we stopped in Boston Bay for lunch and an excellent jerk stand and then spent the afternoon relaxing. A few people took a short walk in the garden below the lodge and were rewarded with our first Caribbean Dove and many Streamertails of the black-billed form. 

Day 6  Dec 9: Since everyone had afternoon flights, we were able to visit Hellshire Hills on our final morning where two Caribbean endemics awaited: Stolid Flycatcher and Bahama Mockingbird. Hellshire, on the southern coast an hour west of Kingston, lies in the rain shadow of the Blue Mountains. Since the trade winds blow from the northeast, many Caribbean islands have arid southwestern regions and the Hellshire Hills is an excellent example of this phenomenon. As we set out through the cacti and acacia we quickly found several Stolid Flycatchers; the mockingbird proved more elusive. In fact, we had essentially thrown in the towel and were heading back to the bus when the unnatural movement of a shrub a few feet from the trail divulged the presence of a skulking Bahama Mockingbird. Eventually it was seen by all. It was our final trip bird and completed out run through the Jamaican endemics and a nice run at the available Caribbean endemics. It was a great trip with a very enjoyable group of people that provided a slew of excellent birds, and a glimpse of Jamaican culture and society not usually seen by American visitors to this Afro-Caribbean state. 
