THE DURANGO HIGHWAY & SAN BLAS

JANUARY 12-21, 2012

PARTICIPANTS: Ron Armitage, Carol Borneman, Kathleen Coyle, Howie Fischer & Don Riepe

Our 2012 San Blas tour, the tenth installment for Otus asio Tours, was another rousing success. Despite the picture of gloom and doom painted by the US media, Mexico continues to be a wonderful place to travel. The country offers excellent birding, weather and cuisine and is filled with exceptionally friendly and hospitable people. As usual, our stay at the Garza Canela in San Blas was made memorable and comfortable thanks to the attentive service provided by the Vasquez family and their staff. Our three nights in Copala were memorable in other ways. Comfortable may be a stretch, but the birds along the Durango Highway and in the high Sierra Madre always compensate for sleepless nights filled with the sounds of braying donkeys, crowing roosters and jake-braking tractors. And, as always, the birding was fabulous as our total of 282 species was a new high count for the tour. Included in the tally were 29 Mexican endemics and several first time records for the trip including Wilson’s Phalarope, Brewer’s Sparrow, Black-throated Green Warbler and Scott’s Oriole. 

Jan 12
Mazatlan Waterfront

A few of us opted to take a short drive to an overlook along the Mazatlan coast to check for boobies and Wandering Tattler. The overcast skies made reasonable viewing of the distant “booby rocks” and we were able to discern the presence of both Brown and Blue-footed. However, thorough scanning of the rocky shore failed to turn up a single Wandering Tattler. A few Heerman’s Gulls and a single Royal Tern cruised past during our watch, but overall it was a quiet beginning. After a quick meeting at the hotel we walked to the Plazuela Machada for an outdoor dinner on the zocalo. 

Jan 13
La Noria Road AM

Copala PM

Our first excursion took us about 10 km north of Mazatlan to the La Noria Road, an excellent example of thornscrub habitat. Within minutes we had our primary target bird, a small, noisy group of Purplish-backed Jays. With the pressure off quickly, we were able to leisurely cruise the road making occasional stops. Wintering sparrows were quite abundant this year and we found Cassin’s, Lincoln’s, White-crowned, Brewer’s and Clay-colored. Other highlights were Loggerhead Shrike, Rufous-bellied Chachalaca, Curve-billed Thrasher, White-naped Swift, Cassin’s Kingbird and a pond filled with waterfowl including Redhead, Ring-necked Duck and Eared Grebe. After lunch at a quaint roadside stand we drove into the mountains to Copala, where we would spend the next three nights trying to sleep. A quick walk around town produced Scrub Euphonia, Painted Bunting, Rusty-crowned Ground-Sparrow. Then it was time for dinner capped by a piece of world famous banana coconut cream pie……in my case three pieces.

Jan 14
Durango Highway & Barranca Rancho del Liebre

The entire day was spent on the Durango Highway…and yes, we survived again. Actually, the most dangerous thing about this road are the endless hairpin turns and the monstrous trucks that seem to materialize around each bend. As we climbed higher into the Sierra Madre, the acacia gave way to oak, manzanita and finally pine. Around Km 210 we found our first roadside flock of Tufted Jays, one of Mexico’s most sought after endemics and one of the loveliest birds I’ve seen anywhere. The hazards of the highway and Copala induced insomnia are always quickly forgotten when the Tufted Jay appears! A few other stops along the road produced Red Crossbills, Brown Creeper, Chipping Sparrow, Eastern Bluebird and House Wren…..we came to Mexico for this! But our walk in the barranca brought back the exotic as we found Red Warbler, Mountain Trogon, Red-headed Tanager, Green-striped Brush-Finch, Russet Nightingale-Thrush, Slate-throated Redstart and White-striped Woodcreeper. After lunch the weather was uncooperative, so we headed back to Copala for a well deserved rest. Unfortunately, Copala relaxation is a bit of an oxymoron, but I guess you do what you have to do.

Jan 15
Panuco Road

A short drive from Daniel’s to the Panuco Road was on tap for today. After parking the vehicle we stood at the overlook for a few minutes waiting for the activity to begin. It was fairly quiet with only a few Orange-fronted Parakeets and Red-billed Pigeons about. While we waited, Don assessed his future property and Howie explored a trail behind the old homestead. Howie’s choice proved more productive, at least in the near term, as his scouting foray led us to great looks at Blue Mockingbird, Yellow Grosbeak and Black-chinned Hummingbird. Then it was time to begin walking the road, which was disappointingly quiet. Nevertheless, persistence generally pays off in birding, and near our turnaround point we had terrific views of a male Golden-crowned Emerald. However, the best was yet to come in the form of a pair of Military Macaws feeding only about 20 feet overhead. This spectacular psittacid is usually seen flying at a distance, so this close up study was a special treat and the best view I’ve ever enjoyed! The final afternoon in Copala was free and most chose to watch the Packers-Giants playoff game via the hospitality of one of Copala’s residents. The results of said game will go unmentioned in this report. Suffice it to say that the majority were happy. Actually, I think I was OK with the results….I wouldn’t want to see Kathleen angry!

Jan 16
Pantitlan Road AM
Chacalilla Road in San Blas PM

Three days in Copala and it was time to leave….in Don’s case two days would have sufficed. So off we went down the Durango Highway back into the coastal lowlands. A quick stop in the thornscrub at Pantitlan Road presented our final sortie into this habitat. A Sinaloa Wren who took umbrage to my iPod’s rendition of his song was the highlight, but there were many other by-now familiar birds in evidence including Streak-backed Oriole, Grayish Saltator and Crested Caracara. Then it was off to San Blas and a more semi-tropical environment. A few Harris’s Hawks spiced the mostly monotonous drive. Arriving at the Garza Canela made us feel we had returned to civilization and a delicious lunch provided fuel for an afternoon jaunt to the Chacalilla Road north of town. The birds here are always more reminiscent of the eastern US and today was no different as we saw Eastern Meadowlark, Savannah Sparrow, Grasshopper Sparrow, Mourning Dove and Northern Harrier. On the way back to town, a brief stop at a pond provided our only Long-billed Curlew and few other shorebirds. At the fort overlooking town we were treated to a “green flash sunset” making believers out of several prior skeptics.

Jan 17
Singayta AM

Boat to La Tovara PM

The palm forest near the village of Singayta was our morning destination and it didn’t disappoint. The Elegant Quail were cooperative in their usual locale near the village as was a Black-vented Oriole as it left its roost in the palms. A short walk along the nursery trail turned up Russet-crowned Motmot and a nice variety of warblers. Along the main road we found Bat Falcon, Pale-billed Woodpecker, Willow Flycatcher, Fan-tailed Warbler, Brown-crested Flycatcher and Rose-throated Becard. Singayta is always very active in the early morning and its nice to see that it continues to recover from the devastating hurricane that laid it to waste more than 10 years ago. After lunch we joined Chencho, boatman extraordinaire, on an expedition to on the San Cristobal River ending at the spring fed waters of La Tovara. As is always the case, this trip was one of the highlights for everyone. It started slowly due to high water which made for less than optimal viewing conditions, but as dusk approached the activity increased dramatically as many birds began flying to their evening roost. Some of the highlights included Bare-throated Tiger-Heron, Boat-billed Heron, Lesser Nighthawk, Common Pauraque, Spotted Rail, Muscovy Duck and Ringed Kingfisher. After dark, as we made our way back to the dock we had several intimate encounters with Northern Potoos…. a fitting end to an amazing day.

Jan 18
Cerro San Juan

Cerro San Juan has been quiet the last few years, so I felt we were due for a productive day. Happily, the percentages were in our favor, as it seemed that there was a mixed flock at nearly every stop. The traditional first stop at the garbage bend was slow initially, but eventually we found a very obliging Bumblebee Hummingbird and our only Rufous Hummingbird. At various stops on the way to La Noria we added Green Jay, Ivory-billed Woodcreeper, Gray-collared Becard, Golden Vireo, Painted Redstart, Red-faced Warbler, Berylline Hummingbird and Gray-crowned Woodpecker. After a pleasant lunch at La Noria ranch, a short walk produced Acorn Woodpecker, Spotted Wren, Gray Silky-Flycatcher, Say’s Phoebe and Scott’s Oriole. Farther (or is it further?) along the road we added Crescent-chested Warbler and an unusual Black-throated Green Warbler… my first in Mexico! Our final target was Mexican Woodnymph and after a spirited search we finally turned one up and good looks were had by all! Then it was time to bounce our way down the mountain toward Tepic and the road home. A Cassin’s Vireo showed at our final stop bringing closure to another terrific day.

Jan 19
San Cristobal River AM
Crocodile Road PM

This morning we headed upriver with Chencho to an inland lagoon that hosts a large number of wintering waterfowl. As was the case with our evening trip, the water levels were very high, so there was little to be seen at the outset. Mangrove Cuckoo proved elusive this year, but a lone Purple Gallinule provided some respite from our disappointment. Upon reaching the lagoon, Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks were everywhere with a few Fulvous sprinkled in. A mangrove island had a breeding colony of Wood Storks and there was a plethora of waterfowl, herons and egrets. By the time we headed back to San Blas the water levels had dropped and we eventually had excellent views of Rufous-necked Wood-Rail and Clapper Rail. After lunch we visited the Crocodile Farm Road where construction activity made for less than optimal conditions, but we did manage nice experiences with White-throated Flycatcher, Red-winged Blackbird (thanks Kathleen) and Cinnamon Teal. Shortly before departure a Great Black-Hawk swooped in, snatched a coot and landed with the unfortunate rallidae a short distance from the road. The subsequent study of its distinguishing field marks was as good as I’ve ever had and was a fine finish to yet another extraordinary day…..although the captured coot might not have agreed.

Jan 20
Tecuitata AM

Peso Island PM

Our last full morning was spent at the shade coffee ejido near Tecuitata. I suppose we were due for a slow day after all of our previous success, so the morning’s lack of activity couldn’t be too much cause for dismay. We did finally find several Citreoline Trogons and a White-throated Thrush, so all was not lost. A calling Colima Pygmy-Owl proved elusive and the hoped for San Blas Jays never materialized. By late morning it was time to throw in the towel and we started the slow drive down the pot-holed track toward town. Then, in a moment of serendipitous pleasure all to common in birding, a Lesser Ground-Cuckoo slyly slipped across the road, pausing in plain view for several seconds for all to see. All previous failures of the morning were forgotten and it was a happy ride back to San Blas punctuated by stops for Wilson’s Plover and Wilson’s Phalarope. As always, Peso Island provided a relaxing end to the tour. The beach was quiet, but there were a few Sanderling present. In the acacia scrub we turned up Stripe-headed Sparrow, Ash-throated Flycatcher and a pair of Collared Forest-Falcon. Back at Garza Canela, needing one bird to top the previous high count, we walked to an abandoned property near the hotel and found a pair of Mottled Owls…..number 282 and a new record for the tour! It was another great trip to this corner of Mexico with great birds, great food and, most importantly, great companions. Thanks to all who helped make it special. I feel confident in saying that this trip didn’t suck!
