SAN BLAS & THE DURANGO HIGHWAY

JANUARY 20-29, 2011

PARTICIPANTS: Darlene Abbott, Susan Eaton, Mike Grant, Joan Grant, Sue Gustafson & Mary Hood.

    This year’s tour to the northwestern Mexican states of Sinaloa and Nayarit offered something old and something new. The old being the usual fantastic birding and friendly hospitality of the Mexican people; the new being much cooler temperatures than we have ever experienced there in the past. Instead of shorts and t-shirts, it seemed that fleece and mittens were required garb on many mornings, especially at the higher elevations in the Sierra Madre. Despite the “aire fresco” we recorded 281 species of birds, a new record for this tour which has now been conducted for 8 consecutive years. This included 32 of the 36 possible endemics available in northwestern Mexico (two of these were heard only: Colima Pygmy-Owl and Sinaloa Wren). The trip also marked the first time that Spotted Rail has been seen during the tour as a pair of this new member of the San Blas avifauna were seen during our evening boat trip to La Tovara. At the Hotel Garza Canela in San Blas where we were once again treated like royalty by the Vasquez family. As always the food was excellent, the beer and lemonade were cold, the people were warm and friendly and the roosters were noisy . Combine those with great birding and you have a vacation that’s hard to beat.
January 21   La Noria Road

With everyone arriving safely and on time  in Mazatlan, we spent a few minutes scoping “booby rock” from a vantage point near our hotel on the afternoon of January 20th. Though distant and in poor light, we saw our only Brown Boobies of the tour along with a few Wandering Tattler. Then it was on to Plazuela Machada for a dinner under the stars. The road to La Noria, about 20 minutes north of Mazatlan, offers a chance to see some of the birds typical of thornscrub habitat in northwestern Mexico. As is usually the case, one of the first birds we saw was the striking Black-throated Magpie-Jay. Though always common this is a show stopper and always a favorite. Purplish-backed Jays, a key endemic target here proved somewhat elusive, but after a bit of searching we eventually had great views of several perched birds. Other highlights during the morning was a tree filled with Mexican Parrotlets, several flocks of White-naped Swifts, the week’s only Loggerhead Shrike and Pyrrhuloxia, a roadside Crane Hawk and quite a few Rufous-bellied Chachalacas. After a roadside lunch at a quaint open-air café, we drove to Copala, the town that time forgot….perhaps that why they need so many roosters!
January 22   Durango Highway

Leaving Copala before dawn and driving the Durango Highway in the waning darkness is always an adventure, and this year was no different. Between the crawling tractor-trailers, roadside donkeys and dogs and winding switchbacks there is never a dull moment. The reward for our troubles is arriving in the pine forest habitat of the Tufted Jay, which is Mexico’s most famous avian resident and a birder’s treasure of the Sierra Madre. Though it took longer than usual, we found a few flocks of these handsome jays along the road and everyone had fabulous views before we reached the Barranca del Liebre. With the pressure off, we were able to hike through the barranca at a leisurely pace looking for mixed flocks. Though the birds were sparse, possibly due to the unseasonable cold, we did manage to see most of area’s specialties including Red Warbler, Green-striped Brush-Finch, White-striped Woodcreeper, Pine Flycatcher, Mexican Chickadee and an array of warblers including Red-faced and Olive. After a picnic lunch of peanut butter and jelly tortillas we drove back to Copala with a brief stop on the Batel Road where we had our only Arizona Woodpecker. Back in Copala we followed the customary routine of eating pie and going to bed at 6:30.
January 23   Panuco Road

Panuco Road was as dusty as always, but much colder than usual. That doesn’t sound like a write-up the local chamber of commerce would endorse, but since there is no local chamber of commerce, or any other hint of municipal government in Copala, I suppose I can say that without fear of insulting anyone. What Panuco Road does have is lots of birds and since that was the purpose of our visit, it was a worthwhile component of our journey. This is always a great venue for Military Macaws and they didn’t disappoint this year as we had several excellent views of these spectacular psittacids. Other highlights of meanderings here included an unusually cooperative Red-breasted Chat, Fan-tailed Warbler, Red-billed Pigeon, Golden-crowned Emerald, Black-capped Vireo and Yellow Grosbeak. Then it was back to Copala for a relaxing afternoon of Packer football and, eventually, eating pie and going to bed at 6:30. 
January 24   Pantitlan Road & San Blas Area

Copala is a charming place in its own peculiar way, but after three nights most people have been adequately charmed and are ready for something different. I know this to be true because participants usually grumble when I tell them when to be at breakfast the next day. In Copala, they show up an  hour early with their bags already packed. This phenomenon always gets us out of town and to Pantitlan Road shortly after sunrise. Pantitlan was quiet this year and our target, Black-capped Gnatcatcher was heard only. Despite being only a few feet off of the road and mewing persistently, we were unable to ever see it! Around 9:00 AM we started the long drive to San Blas, stopping only for a few raptors including a soaring White-tailed Hawk! On the way into San Blas we began seeing an abundance of herons, egrets, duck and avocets as the landscape became less arid and more characteristic of a coastal plain. After lunch we drove on the Shrimp Pond Road which was heavily potholed this year. Though many of the ponds were dry we did see Long-billed Curlew and Marbled Godwit and,  in the agricultural areas near Chacalilla, a few Eastern Meadowlark and Killdeer. 
January 25   AM on San Cristobal River & PM on Cocodrilario Road

An early morning drift through the mangroves on the San Cristobal River is always a pleasant way to spend a morning, especially after so much van time the previous day. The mangroves always offer a great variety of birds and this morning we were treated to gems like Mangrove Cuckoo, Boat-billed Heron, Wilson’s Plover and four Rufous-necked Wood-Rails…the most I’ve ever seen on a single trip! We ended at a large, bird-filled lagoon where we floated peacefully while seeing many Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks, Limpkin, Snail Kite, Northern Jacana and a surprising White-tailed Kite. In the afternoon we visited the wetlands along Cocodrilario Road where highlights included Wilson’s Snipe, several confiding White-throated Flycatchers, a small flock of Cinnamon Teal and a few Blue-black Grassquits. Unfortunately, as I left the group to retrieve the van, they saw a well-described Spotted Rail saunter across the road. Since I had never seen this bird in San Blas before I was slightly skeptical…..more on that later.
January 26   Cerro de San Juan

A very early start today saw us on the pine-oak clad slopes of Cerro de San Juan near Tepic, the capital of Nayarit. The birds here are very different tat those around San Blas and we were all excited about the possibilities the day offered. After disembarking at our first stop, I think most people were hoping warmth would be included among the day’s offerings. This was absolutely the coldest I’ve ever been on the cerro and the birds had obviously took notice of the chill as it was very quiet. In the end, our cold and lonely vigil produced nice views of a Bumblebee Hummingbird, but the slow start was a harbinger of things to come as we struggled throughout the day to find a plethora of birds. Even so, we found some nice things here and there as we bounced through the ruts, pits and potholes of what once was a decent road. Needless to say, the suspension was killing us! Highlights of our day included Brown-backed Solitaire, Spotted Wren, White-eared Hummingbird, Mexican Woodnymph, Cassin’s Kingbird, Gray Silky-Flycatcher, Golden Vireo and several flocks of Green Jays. 
January 27   AM at Singayta & PM Boat to La Tovara

After yesterday’s vehicular experience, it was a welcome respite to travel just a few miles inland to the palm forests at Singayta. As is customary, our first stop was spent trying for Elegant Quail and this year produced one of the best sightings ever as an indignant male called from an eye-level snag in response to my iPod. We also had splendid observations of Stripe-headed Sparrow, Black-vented Oriole and Yellow-breasted Chat here. Late, as we walked the road through the palm forests on our right and the wet fields on our left, we added Bat Falcon, Linneated Woodpecker, Rufous-crowned Motmot, Blue Bunting and several Fan-tailed Warblers. The evening boat trip with Chencho was another bird filled extravaganza with many Bare-throated Tiger-Herons and Northern Potoo, several Muscovy Ducks, our only Black Phoebe and Ringed Kingfisher and, the crème de la crème, a pair of Spotted Rails that fed intermittently in the open along a grassy bank, squashing my previous skepticism and vindicating the group’s outrageous claims from two nights previous. 
January 28   AM at Tecuitata & PM on Peso Island   

On our last morning we birded the humid, semi-evergreen slopes above the village of Tecuitata where the community tends plots of shade-grown coffee and mango groves. This area always has surprises and it lived up to its billing today. As we poked about through the morning we had excellent looks at a small flock of Lilac-crowned Parrots, a cooperative Gray-crowned Woodpecker, a cackling pair of Laughing Falcons, Gray-collared Becard, Citreoline and Elegant trogons, several Russet-crowned Motmots, a noisy flock of San Blas Jays and an out of place Mangrove Vireo. After lunch, we took the short boat trip to Peso Island where we managed five new species during a pleasant walk on the beach: Ash-throated Flycatcher; Black Skimmer; Blue-footed Booby; Sanderling and Gray-breasted Martin. We ended with 281 birds, one more than the previous trip high. After a final dinner at El Delfin and a semi-quiet night at the Garza Canela, we drove back to Mazatlan for our flights home. It seemed we had just started and it was time to say good-bye. I guess that more than anything is testimony to a week of good birds and good company!
