THE DURANGO HIGHWAY & SAN BLAS

JANUARY 27-FEBRUARY 6, 2009

     This year’s tour to the northwestern Mexican states of Sinaloa and Nayarit offered something old and something new. The old was in the form of our seventh visit to the Hotel Garza Canela in San Blas where we were once again treated like royalty by the Vasquez family. The new was a three day birding excursion on the Durango Highway, known widely among birders as “the place” to see the striking Tufted Jay. The tour was smashing success as we found 280 species including 30 of 37 possible endemics. As always the food was excellent, the beer was cold, the people were warm and friendly and the weather was beautiful. Combine those with great birding and you have a vacation that’s hard to beat.

January 28    La Noria Road

A short drive from our seaside hotel in Mazatlan, the La Noria Road offered excellent thornscrub birding on a lightly traveled road. Within minutes of our arrival we had seen Purplish-backed Jays, Rufous-bellied Chachalacas and Black-throated Magpie-Jays. Though common, the magpie-jays proved to be a favorite of everyone during the week. The morning was spent poking along the road, ambling a few side roads, eating a leisurely breakfast and getting a sense of the Mexican birding experience: lots of birds and lots of dust. Some of our better birds included White-naped Swift, White-tailed Hawk and my first Mexican White-crowned Sparrow. After lunch at a charming roadside restaurant we made the 2-hour drive to Copala and checked into our quaint hotel.
January 29    Durango Highway

Our destination today was the Barranca del Liebre on the Durango Highway; our primary target, the Tufted Jay. As we drove higher into the mountains I explained how difficult it could be to find Tufted Jays. My lecture was suddenly interrupted by a group of 15 Tufted Jays feeding along the highway. Everyone scrambled out of the van—were they after the jays or trying to escape the lecture? Whatever the reason, they had wonderful close range views of one of Mexico’s most famous and most handsome birds. We found two other groups of Tufted Jays that morning and everyone had quickly learned to disregard much of what I say! Our hike at the barranca could only be anti-climactic after seeing Tufted Jays—NOT!! Fifteen minutes into our hike we were rewarded with one of Mexico’s rarest endemics—and not just one, but a flock of 100+ Thick-billed Parrots! And rather than a flyover like most sightings of this species, we watched them feeding in the pines from 30 feet away! I have seen a lot of great birds in Mexico over the years but this topped them all! Some of our other highlights during the day were several Mountain Trogons, Green-striped Brush-Finch, Pine Flycatcher and Red-headed Tanager. Over dinner at Daniel’s in Copala we recounted our experiences over a slice of their world famous banana coconut cream pi
January 30     Panuco Road

Just a few kilometers from our hotel, this dusty road provides panoramic vista and a chance to see some good thornscrub birds. Unfortunately, today it was a bit quiet from a birding standpoint and several people in the group spent much of the downtime looking at and discussing the plethora of animal scat along the road. I suppose this made it all the more exciting to them when we actually found a bird! And we did find some good ones---Orange-fronted Parakeet, Military Macaw, Red-breasted Chat, Squirrel Cuckoo, Elegant Trogon, Slate-throated Redstart and Yellow Grosbeak. A bad day in Mexico ain’t bad!
January 31     Pantitla Road & to San Blas

We broke up the 4.5-hour drive from Copala to San Blas with a stop along the Pantitla Road near Villa Union. This would be our final chance to bird in thornscrub habitat before entering the semi-tropical deciduous forests near San Blas. Walking along the road we found a few Sinaloa and Happy Wrens, many Streak-backed Orioles and Grayish Saltators and a cooperative Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl. Unlike U.S.landowners who often bar entry to their land, Mexican landowners often invite you in and take great interest in the birds you are looking for. This proved to be the case this morning as a farmer with a small plot of beans waved onto his lot and told us there were many birds there. Within 10 minutes we had found our only Black-capped Gnatcatcher of the tour, thanks to this generous and friendly local farmer. 
The remainder of the day was spent driving to San Blas where we arrived around 3:00 PM. We took a short drive north of town and found White-tailed Kite, Harris’s Hawk and a flock of sparrows that included Savannah, Lincoln’s, Lark and Grasshopper. Then it was off to the Garza Canela and the first of our gourmet meals at El Delfin, one of the finest restaurants in Mexico.

February 1    On the San Cristobal River

This tour has always included a morning and an evening boat trip. This year, for the first time, we took both on the same day and the idea was a definite hit. As usual the birds were fantastic and it allowed us to be free of the van after yesterday’s long drive. There’s nothing like a quiet drift through the mangroves at first light. The mood is even better when when you encounter a Rufous-necked Wood-Rail, and better still when you find three! The euphoria is raised to a higher level when you throw in Mangrove Cuckoo, Mangrove Vireo, White-fronted Parrot and Colima Pygmy-Owl. We had all of this and more as we were motored through the channels by Chencho, the local bird finder extraordinaire. The evening was just as good with Boat-billed Herons, Northern Potoos, Bare-throated Tiger-Heron and a fourth Rufous-necked Wood-Rail. And who will ever forget the feeding Bat Falcon who treated us to quite a show in the dim light near La Tovara. However, the biggest surprise of all was an Amazon Kingfisher that we found near the old Cuerno de Vaca movie set. This species is very rare in northwest Mexico and a new bird for me in San Blas. Gracias Chencho por un dia fantastico!
February 2     Cerro San Juan: A Man and His Horse
Cerro San Juan offered us a final chance to see northwest Mexico’s higher elevation birds. At our first stop we quickly found one: a Bumblebee Hummingbird, the smallest bird in the world. The little mite put on quite a show as she fed in a flower patch a few feet away, seemingly oblivious to our presence. As we worked our way up the mountain we stopped frequently and added many exciting species to our trip tally: Rusty-crowned Ground-Sparrow; Black-headed Siskin; Spotted Wren; Golden Vireo; Russet-crowned Motmot; Gray-crowned Woodpecker; Olivaceous Woodcreeper and Red-faced Warbler. Over a picnic lunch we enjoyed Say’s Phoebe, Vaux’s Swift and Acorn Woodpecker and later on found a Mexican Woodnymph on territory. As we headed down the mountain we made a second stop at a pasture we had visited that morning. The presence of a horse didn’t deter us from entering but in our haste we neglected to close the gate. One of our group had forgone the afternoon walk and when we returned to the van you can guess what she told us—that’s right, the horse is on the loose. Feeling responsible, we headed down the mountain in search of the escaped equine. After what seemed like an eternity (it was actually only 2 kilometers) we finally spotted her calmly strutting down the middle of the road like a proud Lippizaner. As luck would have it, there was a lead rope around her neck which made corraling her much easier. After some words of encouragement, a few pieces of apple and a brief chat with the local authorities, I was able to walk her back to her pasture and turn her loose—being quite sure to lock the gate before our departure. The moral of the story: close the damn gate next time!

February 3     Singayta & Cocodrilario Road
In my past trips Singayta has run hot and cold—this morning it was hot. We were no more than out of the van when we saw two Black-vented Orioles, a small flock of Stripe-headed Sparrows and a Yellow-breasted Chat. From there things just got better and better as we added Citreoline Trogon, Rose-throated Becard, an extremely cooperative Fan-tailed Warbler, Brown-crested Flycatcher, Pale-billed Woodpecker and lots of warblers, vireos and orioles. The culmination of the morning was my usual stop for White-throated Flycatcher which proved elusive this year but eventually gave us satisfactory looks. In the afternoon we visited the pastures and wetlands along Cocodrilario Road where we found the only Purple Gallinule of the tour. Other highlights were a large group of Limpkin, two hunting Peregrine Falcons and a small flock of red-winged Blackbirds. As the light faded we hurried back to San Blas and arrived at the Contraduria overlooking town just in time to see the sun sink beneath the horizon. What a gorgeous way to end a splendid day.
February 4     Tecuitata & Peso Island

This site was recently discovered by some area birders and it was just my second visit. It is well off the beaten path and holds a wealth of ornithological riches so I expect I’ll make it a regular stop on future tours. Just like yesterday, we quickly added three new birds at our first stop: Swainson’s Thrush; Laughing Falcon and Rose-breasted Grosbeak. I love stops like that! This was also our best look at male Painted Buntings and our only look at a Golden-crowned Emerald. The biggest surprise came as we drove out and encountered a small flock of San Blas Jays, one of our primary targets for the morning. While we were looking at the jays we received another invitation from a local—this time to tour a shade grown coffee drying operation. We got an excellent and informative tour and a great tip on where to buy shade grown coffee. Check out www.capulin.com for more information. Our afternoon trip went to Peso Island, a short boat ride from San Blas. Before landing on the island I had our boatman take us out of the harbor for a short trip around Virgin Rock. Here we had close views of many Blue-footed Boobies sitting on the rocks and one Brown Booby fishing near the boat. Back on Peso Island we ticked a few more trip birds including Sanderling, Black-bellied Plover and American Oystercatcher. As dusk settled over the island it was time to hail our boatman and return to El Delfin for our final meal together. I can’t wait until next year!
