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A ten-day tour of Trinidad and Tobago is an ideal introduction to tropical birding in the 
Americas. The first three days of the tour take place on Tobago, birding the best spots on 
the island. Some of the group often arrive a day early to relax and acclimate at Cuffie 
River Nature Retreat, a very private setting with wonderful food and rooms. After 
Tobago, we spend five full days on Trinidad, which has considerably greater bird 
diversity, with six nights lodging and meals at famed Asa Wright Nature Centre. A 
sampling of highlights from our February 2006 tour captures the magic of this trip: 
 
February 20: Our first full day on Tobago, we walked the near grounds of Cuffie River 
Nature Retreat before breakfast. We had a nice view of a pair of Barred Antshrikes near 
the bridge, and a female Rufous-tailed Jacamar a little further out the entrance road. 
White-necked Jacobins swarmed the feeders and fed at brilliant orange immortelle trees. 
We scoped a Blue-crowned Motmot, compared Gray and Tropical kingbirds, and had 
good looks at Black-faced Grassquit, Orange-winged Parrot, and Chivi Vireo. After 
breakfast we departed for the rainforest trail known as Gilpin Trace. At the rest stop 
above the trail, we had good views of a pair of Great Black Hawks, as well as a diversity 
of birds in a fruiting tree. (Later, during lunch at this spot, the same tree would feature a 
pair of Collared Trogons, Red-legged Honeycreepers, and White-lined Tanagers, among 
others.) Near the start of the Gilpin Trace, we watched a beautiful Golden-olive 
Woodpecker and a pair of large Cocoa Woodcreepers. Shortly after, Stripe-breasted 
Spinetails and Rufous-breasted Wrens foraged close together. Sightings of rare White-
tailed Sabrewings began with hovering birds, and later we scoped perched sabrewings 
and one on a nest. Blue-backed Manakins nearly stole the show, as we had scope views 
and close-ups of multiple males, brilliant blue with velvet-red caps.   
 
February 22: On our final day on Tobago, we took a boat trip to Little Tobago. Elegant 
Red-billed Tropicbirds flew in profusion, as did Magnificent Frigatebirds. We scoped 
Red-footed Boobies of two color morphs, and walked very close to a Brown Booby on its 
nest. A downhill trail got us very close to multiple Red-billed Tropicbirds with nestlings, 
and two different nesting Audubon’s Shearwaters in shallow cavities. The same evening 
we caught a brief 5:00 p.m. flight to Trinidad, and soon we were headed up to Asa 
Wright Nature Centre for dinner and our first night there. 
 
February 23: Our first, brilliant morning on the famed Asa Wright veranda. As the sun 
rose, the bats dispersed, and the birds began to visit the feeders. First, a Cocoa Thrush 
and a pair of Blue-crowned Motmots attended the fruit trays, as agoutis scampered 
underneath. Before long, it was as busy as a beehive. Purple and Green honeycreepers 
jockeyed for space with Bananaquits. A male Red-legged Honeycreeper shone like a 
glittering gem. Crested Oropendolas clacked and trilled, bumping smaller fruit eaters 



aside. Velvety Silver-beaked Tanagers, wing-flashing White-lined Tanagers, noisy Great 
Kiskadees, and a furtive Great Antshrike were on the scene, among others. 
Hummingbirds jousted at a series of feeders and systematically patrolled blossom-rich 
shrubs: flashy White-necked Jacobins, feisty White-chested Emeralds and Copper-
rumped Hummingbirds, and richly iridescent Blue-chinned Sapphires. A tiny female—
and then a dashing male—Tufted Coquette drew everyone’s full attention. A Green 
Hermit visited, its long tassel tail hanging like a tufted brush. A Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl 
that had tooted all morning finally revealed itself, perched on a high branch, its tail 
marking time with each hoot. And then it was time for breakfast. 
 
A walk after breakfast down the Discovery Trail brought us views of gem-like Bay-
headed Tanagers, Violaceous Euphonias, and brilliant Blue Dacnis, among a flurry of 
birds visiting a fruiting tree. A Common Potoo sat on its day roost, and a male White-
tailed Trogon—its breast a deep yellow—was a sensation. A male Golden-headed 
Manakin, with an all-black body and golden-yellow head, was acclaimed amid scope 
views. 
 
The afternoon was just as pleasant and productive. Walking along the entrance road, we 
scoped one of the day’s three Violaceous Trogons, and watched a trove of Turquoise 
Tanagers, Violaceous Euphonias, and Bay-headed Tanagers as they preened in a cecropia 
tree. Back on the veranda, toward the end of tea time, two Channel-billed Toucans flew 
in, a study in rich yellow and red. And, rum punch in hand, we saw a Short-tailed 
Nighthawk fly almost onto the veranda! 
 
February 27: Our last full day of birding had arrived, and we would make the most of it. 
The final morning on the veranda was sensational, including a pair of Chestnut 
Woodpeckers at the feeders, exquisite in their rich brown and buff. After breakfast, we 
walked down to Dunstan Cave for superb views of Oilbirds, as dozens of adults perched 
on nests, some shrieking wildly. 
 
The final afternoon event took us into the immense mangrove estuary known as Caroni 
Swamp. Aboard the boat, we stopped for Green-throated Mangoes, a Cook’s tree boa 
outstretched on a horizontal limb, and a reddish-brown silky anteater rolled up in a ball 
on a branch. A Straight-billed Woodcreeper nearly landed in the boat. By 5:30 p.m. we 
were tied to the mangroves, rum punch in hand, watching Scarlet Ibises begin their flights 
across the estuary, streaming by in unbelievably crimson skeins. Large flocks of 
Tricolored Herons and Snowy Egrets flapped low over the bay. The Scarlet Ibis flocks 
grew in size as sunset came, some numbering in the hundreds, and a roost islet was soon 
heavily flecked with the reds, whites, and blues of the many wading birds—a splendid 
culmination to a memorable tour. 
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TOUR SKETCH 

Day 1, February 19: Today was the official arrival day to start the tour on Tobago (at Cuffie 
River Nature Retreat), although some of the group had come in a day early to relax and acclimate.  
On a bird walk just before dinner with part of the group, we had a nice view of a pair of Barred 
Antshrikes near the bridge, and a female Rufous-tailed Jacamar a little further out the entrance 
road.  White-necked Jacobins swarmed the feeders and fed at the immortelle tree by the bridge.  
After dark, a White-tailed Nightjar called and perched and hawked insects close to the lodge.  
First of three nights at Cuffie River Nature Retreat, and first of three excellent dinners there.  
 
Day 2, February 20: There were enough birds on the immediate Cuffie grounds that on a walk 
before breakfast we never got as far as the bridge.  We scoped a Blue-crowned Motmot, got good 
comparative views of Gray and Tropical kingbirds, and good looks at Black-faced Grassquit, 
Orange-winged Parrot, and Chivi Vireo.  After breakfast we departed with Gladwyn for the rain 
forest and Gilpin Trace.  Our route took us north from Runnemede, past Little and Big 
Englishman Bays and Parlatuvier Bay, before turning inland on the Bloody Bay Road.  An 
excellent day of birding unfolded.  At the rest stop above the trail, we had good views of a pair of 
Great Black Hawks and a Broad-winged Hawk, as well as a diversity of birds in a fruiting tree.  
(Later, during lunch at this spot, the same tree would feature a pair of Collared Trogons, Red-
legged Honeycreepers, and White-lined Tanagers, among others.)  Near the start of the Gilpin 
Trace, we watched a beautiful Golden-olive Woodpecker and a pair of large Cocoa 
Woodcreepers.  Shortly after, Stripe-breasted Spinetails and Rufous-breasted Wrens foraged close 
together.  Sightings of rare White-tailed Sabrewings began with hovering birds, and later we 
scoped perched sabrewings and one on a nest.  Blue-backed Manakins nearly stole the show, as 
we had scope views and close-ups of multiple males, and brief views of males displaying.  
Another highlight was the abundance of Yellow-legged Thrushes, many at fruiting trees, and a 
close view of a male singing in plain view – so confiding that we walked right under it as it 
continued singing. 
 
Day 3, February 21: A second morning walk at Cuffie Retreat, and good views of Scrub 
Greenlets, new for the tour for most.  Departing after breakfast, we wended our way to the Hilton 
Ponds, and then the Bon Accord Ponds and back roads.  It was surprising to see Yellow-headed 
Caracaras at both spots.  Stately Southern Lapwings were admired by all, and after an 
exaggerated flight, one pair displayed chest to chest.  A large Spectacled Caiman basked below a 
bush in which a Purple Gallinule perched, as an Anhinga with a fish neatly speared swam by.  
Wattled Jacanas squawked and flashed their yellow wings.  At Bon Accord, White-cheeked 
Pintails swam out into the open after a brief rain shower, escorting a total of twenty-six ducklings.  
At Grafton Estate, after picnicking alongside some intriguing Richard’s Anoles, and as tanagers 
and other birds visited the feeders, we started down the trail on foot.  Immediately we came upon 
Yellow-breasted Flycatchers right at the trail’s edge, and soon after some very close Rufous-
tailed Jacamars.  A male White-flanked Antwren was very confiding, splendid in its vivid black 
and white markings.  Barred Antshrikes also came in very close for fine views, as did a Fuscous 
Flycatcher.  As it began to shower heavily, we departed for Cuffie River Nature Retreat. 
 



Day 4, February 22:  A boat trip to Little Tobago afforded today’s birding highlights.  Elegant 
Red-billed Tropicbirds flew in profusion, as did Magnificent Frigatebirds.  We scoped Red-footed 
Boobies of two color morphs, and walked very close to a Brown Booby on its nest.  A downhill 
trail got us very close to multiple Red-billed Tropicbirds with nestlings, and two different nesting 
Audubon’s Shearwaters in shallow cavities.  A Peregrine Falcon hung overhead for many 
minutes, and a Merlin glided by the overlook.  From Frank’s glass-bottomed boat, we also saw 
quite an array of corals and fishes.  After a wonderful lunch at Frank’s Birdwatchers Restaurant, 
we drove back to Crown Point for a brief 5:00 p.m. flight to Trinidad.  Soon we were headed up 
to Asa Wright Nature Centre for dinner and our first night there. 
 
Day 5, February 23: First, brilliant morning on the famed AWNC veranda.  As the sun rose the 
bats dispersed, and the birds began to visit the feeders.  First, a Cocoa Thrush and a pair of Blue-
crowned Motmots attended the fruit trays, as agoutis scampered underneath.  Before long, it was 
busy as a beehive: Purple and Green Honeycreepers jockeyed for space with Bananaquits.  A 
male Red-legged Honeycreeper shone like a glittering gem.  Crested Oropendolas clacked and 
trilled, bumping smaller fruit eaters aside.  Velvety Silver-beaked Tanagers, wing-flashing White-
lined Tanagers, noisy Great Kiskadees, and a furtive Great Antshrike were on the scene, among 
others.  Hummingbirds jousted at a series of feeders and systematically patrolled blossom-rich 
shrubs: flashy White-necked Jacobins, feisty White-chested Emeralds and Copper-rumped 
Hummingbirds, richly iridescent Blue-chinned Sapphires.  A tiny female – and then a dashing 
male – Tufted Coquette drew everyone’s full attention.  A Green Hermit visited, its long tassel 
tail hanging like a tufted brush.  And a Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl that had tooted all morning 
finally revealed itself, perched on a high branch, its tail marking time with each hoot.  And then it 
was time for breakfast. 
 A walk with Jogie down the Discovery Trail brought us views of gem-like Bay-headed 
Tanagers, Violaceous Euphonias, and brilliant Blue Dacnis, among a flurry of birds visiting a 
fruiting tree.  A Common Potoo sat on its day roost, and a male White-tailed Trogon – its breast a 
deep yellow – was a sensation.  A male Golden-headed Manakin, with all black body and golden-
yellow head, was acclaimed amid scope views. 
 The afternoon was just as pleasant and productive.  Walking the entrance road with 
Centre guide Molly, we scoped one of the day’s three Violaceous Trogons, and watched a trove 
of Turquoise Tanagers, Violaceous Euphonias, and Bay-headed Tanagers as they preened in a 
cecropia tree, then fed on the tree’s seeds.  A Rufous-browned Peppershrike paused long enough 
for careful scoping, and both White-bearded and Golden-headed manakins perched for good 
views.  Back on the veranda, toward the end of tea time, two Channel-billed Toucans flew in, a 
study in rich yellow and red.  And, rum punch in hand, we saw a Short-tailed Nighthawk fly 
almost onto the veranda! 
 
Day 6, February 24: Another bountiful birding day.  New morning visitors seen from the 
veranda were Channel-billed Toucans and Chestnut Woodpeckers.  Both came close.  The large 
woodpeckers perched on the fruit trays, showing rich brown bodies, pointed crests, pale bills, and 
cream-colored leggings.  Driving out from the lodge after breakfast with Jogie and Mahase, we 
first stopped at Aripo Agricultural Station.  White-headed Marsh-Tyrants and Pied Water-Tyrants 
perched near the road.  Male Red-breasted Blackbirds shone like crimson beacons, a handsome 
Savanna Hawk perched for great scoping, and the first of three Cocoi Herons of the day preened 
near a herd of water buffalo.  Later, a Zone-tailed Hawk soared near our picnic site at Manzanilla 
Beach.  Driving south along the east coastline of the island, Mahase spotted Greater Anis, and we 
scoped a nesting pair of Pearl Kites at close range.  Nariva Marsh provided two highlights on 
opposite sides of the road: a skulking Pinnated Bittern and two lovely Azure Gallinules. 
 A 5:00 p.m. visit to Waller Field completed the day’s birding.  Gorgeous Red-bellied 
Macaws perched nearby in perfect afternoon light, feeding on moriche palm fruits.  A pair of 



Moriche Orioles sat for scope study, wholly black with tiny bits of orange, as Sulphury 
Flycatchers gave their raspy calls. 
 
Day 7, February 25: We left earlier than standard, at 7:00 a.m., for the Blanchisseuse Rd. – 
specifically to look for Trinidad Piping Guan near a microwave station at higher elevation.  (Just 
a minute out from the Centre we stopped for two Bearded Bellbirds in a fruiting tree, and found a 
Lineated Woodpecker at the same spot.)  The guan never showed, but during the vigil we had had 
nice views of a cinnamon brown Squirrel Cuckoo, a pair of Collared Trogons, Golden-olive 
Woodpeckers, Plain-brown Woodcreepers, and more.  Other highlights of the higher elevations 
today were nice views of Speckled Tanagers, group sessions calling in Gray-throated Leaftosser 
and Black-faced Antthrush, lots of Common Black Hawks, a Gray Hawk, two or three White 
Hawks, a distant soaring Ornate Hawk-Eagle, and a rare, open view of a Long-billed Gnatwren. 
 
Day 8, February 26: To beat the warmer temperatures expected in the lowlands, we drove down 
early after an early breakfast to the Aripo savanna and Waller Field areas.  A key morning 
highlight was a Striped Cuckoo.  At first heard but unseen, Jogie finally spotted the cuckoo by 
scanning from a higher berm – from which we were then able to scope the Striped Cuckoo as it 
raised its rufous crest as it whistled.  At the same stop, a pair of Pearl Kites sat on their nest, the 
downy white of chicks within just visible.  A Rufous-browed Peppershrike worked through the 
trees, offering a good view for those who had earlier missed it.  And a Turquoise Tanager 
glittered from its perch as it preened – a bird that rarely sits for such nice scope views.  Near 
Waller Field we watched a handsome trio of Black-crested Antshrikes overhead in the trees, 
while a White-bellied Antbird strolled the leaf litter below as it sang.  In Cumuto, a tree full of 
Yellow-rumped Cacique nests proved wonderfully entertaining.  
 After a three hour break back at Asa Wright, we would return to Waller Field for night 
birding.  Part of the group met earlier, to walk downhill on the Discovery Trail, in hope of seeing 
a Bearded Bellbird.  Just as we considered turning back, a male began calling.  We rushed 
downhill, well past the usual bellbird display area, following the overgrown extension of the trail.  
The “bok”s grew louder and louder, stunningly loud, and when we looked up, the Bearded 
Bellbird male was sitting on a branch not twenty feet straight up!  It soon flew a short distance, 
where Gwen re-found it perched tightly under a layer of leaves – but open enough for nifty scope 
views.  A well-earned success.    
 Evening at Waller Field: We had terrific views of Red-bellied Macaws again, as well as a 
Streaked Xenops which sat openly in view against a dense drape of vines.  As dark and fireflies 
came upon us, we searched in vain for a calling Tropical Screech-Owl, but had great views of a 
Barn Owl, Pauraques, and many White-tailed Nightjars. 
 
Day 9, February 27: The last full day of birding had arrived, and we would make the most of it.  
The final morning on the veranda was sensational: a male Tufted Coquette hovering over the 
lantana blossoms for minutes, a richly colored Channel-billed Toucan perching in the near trees, 
and the pair of Chestnut Woodpeckers at the feeders, exquisite in their rich brown and buff.  The 
three scintillating honeycreeper species were on hand, and a male White-tailed Trogon perched 
for scope perusal from the veranda.  After breakfast, we hiked with Molly down to the Oilbird 
cave.  Views of the Oilbirds were superb, as dozens of adults perched on nests, some shrieking 
wildly, and several plump, downy nestlings could be seen.  A secondary walk down part of the 
Discovery Trail turned up a good bit of bird activity, highlighted by a male Golden-headed 
Manakin at a lek site.  He popped back and forth from branch to branch, calling, and then 
performed a backwards sliding walk on a slender horizontal branch, ending his performance with 
a rapid wing flick. 
 The afternoon outing was very memorable.  A stop at the Trincity Ponds turned up a 
Large-billed Tern, Yellow-hooded Blackbirds, both black-and-white tyrants, Purple Gallinule, 



SWALLOWS 
Caribbean Martin (Progne caribbaeus)  TO; nesting in the villages all over Tobago 
Gray-breasted Martin (P. Chalybea)  TR 
White-winged Swallow (Tachycineta albiventer)  TO,TR; small and flashy 
Southern Rough-winged Swallow (Stelgidopteryx ruficollis)  TR 
Barn Swallow (Hirundo rustica)  TO,TR 
WRENS 
Rufous-breasted Wren (Thryothorus rutilus)  TO,TR; its song was the anthem of the forest 
House Wren (Troglodytes aedon)  TO,TR 
MOCKINGBIRDS & THRASHERS 
Tropical Mockingbird (Mimus gilvus)  TO,TR 
THRUSHES 
Yellow-legged Thrush (Platycichla flavipes)  TO,TR; great views of what is often a scarce species 
Cocoa Thrush (Turdus fumigatus)  TR 
Bare-eyed Thrush (T. nudigenis)  TO,TR 
White-necked Thrush (T. albicollis)  TO,TR; surprisingly prevalent along trails on both islands 
GNATCATCHERS 
Long-billed Gnatwren (Ramphocaenus melanurus)  TR; a little skulker seen very nicely, its bill like 
 a hypodermic needle 
NEW WORLD WARBLERS 
Yellow Warbler (Dendroica petechia)  TO,TR 
American Redstart (Setophaga ruticilla)  TO,TR 
Northern Waterthrush (Seiurus noveboracensis)  TO,TR 
Golden-crowned Warbler (Basileuterus culicivorus)  TR 
BANAQUIT 
Bananaquit (Coereba flaveola)  TO,TR; a truly ubiquitous bird on both islands 
TANAGERS, HONEYCREEPERS & ALLIES 
Bicolored Conebill (Conirostrum bicolor)  TR; a male right over the boat in the Caroni mangroves 
White-shouldered Tanager (T. luctuosus)  TR; seen by Virginia  
White-lined Tanager (T. rufus)  TO,TR; black males and brown females 
Red-crowned Ant-Tanager (Habia rubica)  TR 
Silver-beaked Tanager (Ramphocelus carbo)  TR; with velvety burgundy plumage 
Blue-gray Tanager (Thraupis episcopus)  TO,TR; common, always lovely 
Palm Tanager (T. palmarum)  TO,TR 
Violaceous Euphonia (Euphonia violacea)  TR 
Turquoise Tanager (Tangara mexicana)  TR; a flashy little tanager, seen very well 
Speckled Tanager (Tangara guttata)  TR; at the higher elevations of Blanchisseuse Rd. 
Bay-headed Tanager (Tangara gyrola)  TR; another tiny gem 
Blue Dacnis (Dacnis cayana)  TR 
Green Honeycreeper (Chlorophanes spiza)  TR; dazzling at the veranda feeders 
Purple Honeycreeper (Cyanerpes caeruleus)  TR; ditto 
Red-legged Honeycreeper (C. nitidens)  TO,TR; its crown like a blue neon patch 
BUNTINGS, SPARROWS, SEEDEATERS & ALLIES 
Blue-black Grassquit (Volatinia jacarina)  TO,TR 
Black-faced Grassquit (Tiaris bicolor)  TO 
Grassland Yellow-Finch (Sicalis luteola)  TR 
Red-capped Cardinal (Paroaria gularis)  TR; a pair at the Caroni boat launch 
SALTATORS, CARDINALS & ALLIES 
Grayish Saltator (Saltator coerulescens)  TR 
BLACKBIRDS, ORIOLES & ALLIES 
Yellow-hooded Blackbird (Agelaius icterocephalus)  TR; at Trincity ponds 
Red-breasted Blackbird (Sturnella militaris/Leistes militaris)  TR; a glowing red breast 
Carib Grackle (Quiscalus lugubris)  TO,TR 
Shiny Cowbird (Molothrus bonariensis)  TO,TR 



Giant Cowbird (Molothrus oryzivorus/Scaphidura oryzivora)  TO,TR; with the cows 
Moriche Oriole (Icterus chrysocephalus)  TR; scarce, a lucky find on two days at Waller Field 
Yellow Oriole (Icterus nigrogularis)  TR 
Yellow-rumped Cacique (Cacicus cela)  TR; at a nest colony tree in Cumuto 
Crested Oropendola (Psarocolius decumanus)  TO,TR; splendid in song and appearance 
 
Mammals 
Red-rumped Agouti (Dasyprocta agouti)  TR 
Red-tailed Squirrel (Sciurus granatensis)  TO 
Silky Anteater (Cyclopes didactylus)  TR 
Trinidad Mouse Opossum (Marmosa chapmani)  TR 
White-lined Sac-winged Bat  TO,TR; the small day-time bat in the forest 
Nectar-eating bat sp.  TR 
 
Herps 
Spectacled Cayman (Caiman crocodilus)  TO,TR 
House Gecko (Hemidactylus frenatus)  TO,TR 
Golden Tegu (Tupinambis teguixin)  TR 
Common Ground Lizard (Ameiva ameiva)  TO,TR 
Tree Spiny Lizard (Tropiduras plica)  TR 
Richard's Anole/Gumangola (Anolis richardii)  TO 
Cook’s Tree Boa (Corallus hortulanus cookii)  TR 
Crapaud/Cane Toad (Bufo marinus)  TO,TR 
Yellow-throated Frog (Mannophryne trinitatis)  TR; a dendrobatid or “arrow poison” type frog 
 
Invertebrates 
Tree Crab - TR 
Land Crab – TO,TR 
Caligo (Owl) Butterfly – TO,TR 
Blue Morpho (butterfly)  TO,TR 
Cattle-heart Butterfly - TR 
Postman Butterfly – TO,TR 
Tiger-stripe Butterfly - TR 
Army Ants - TR 
Leafcutter Ants - TR 
Trinidad Chevroned Tarantula - TR 
Fireflies - TR 
 


