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Itinerary
October 30 � Arrived Bogota. Hotel Chico Imperial. The group met in the evening with Juan Carlos.

October 31 � Our bus, with the competent Jovani as driver, travelled to the paramo and montane moss 
forests of Chingaza National Park (3500m), birding the upper reaches of the road in the park. In the 
afternoon we visited an area where Pro Aves has put up nest boxes for Brown-breasted Parakeet.

November 1 - We visited the Parque La Florida near Bogota for wetland birds in the morning before a 
lunchtime �ight to Bucaramanga and a 3-hour drive to the Pro Aves Cerulea Warbler Reserve 1300m (Reinita 
Cielo Azuel). Overnight at the lodge.

November 2 � A strenuous climb took us to the slippery, 150-year-old Camino de Lengerke trail and some 
superb mid-montane forest. Birding along the trail began with a successful stake-out at a spot where grain is 
left for Gorgeted Wood-Quail. We were fortunate to score unusually close views of Mountain Grackle at a 
small clearing on the trail. Overnight at the lodge.

November 3 � Some of the group opted in the morning to battle an area of sharp limestone rocks and thick 
vine tangles near the lodge in an ultimately successful quest to see Recurve-billed Bushbird. We spent much of 
the day birding remnant forest patches and coffee plantations below the lodge. Overnight at the lodge.

November 4 � Some early morning birding below the lodge before a long drive to the town of Puerto Pinzon, 
including a vehicle change to deal with the rough roads and a decidedly dodgy bridge. We were transferred to 
a boat for a short trip up-river to the Pro Aves El Paujil Reserve, arriving after dark. Overnight at the lodge, 
meeting volunteer biologist Mark Bezuijen.

November 5 � We were ferried across the river early in the morning  for the long, hot hike up the ridge 
through the lowland forest of the reserve. Overnight at the lodge.

November 6 -  We birded areas close to the lodge in the morning, including a small lake, riverine forest and a 
lookout. In the afternoon we returned to the ridge trail. Overnight at the lodge.

November 7 � A 7-hour drive through the Magdalena Valley, stopping at wetlands in the morning. In the 
late afternoon we birded the road to Laguna del Hato (400m) leaving our vehicle mid-stream after it became 
badly bogged. Jovani had no trouble negotiating a tow before driving us to the Hotel Le Posada del la 
Hermita in the town of Mariquita.

November 8 � A day of birding the forest above La Victoria (1100m) in the Bellavista Reserve, with the �rst 
half of the morning rained out. Overnight Mariquita.

November 9 � We drove to the town of Libano, birding forest patches in the nearby foothills, before making 
our way to the city of Ibaque. Overnight Hotel Ambala. 

November 10 � An early morning departure for a 3-hour drive to the Giles-Fuertesi Reserve (3300m). 
We could have spent more time in this beautiful montane forest, where we were fortunate to have a close 
encounter with Indigo-winged Parrot. We looked for antpittas below the reserve in the afternoon before 
driving to La Suiza (1800m). Overnight in the government-owned lodge in the Otun Quimbaya Reserve.

November 11 � With a morning�s otherwise fruitful birding at Otun Quimbaya disrupted by the antics of an 
overfriendly dog, we proceeded through the city of Manizales to the Pro Aves Rio Blanco Reserve. We were 
entertained in the late afternoon by the wonderful hummingbird feeders at the lodge and arm�s length views 
of Brown-banded Antpittas being fed worms by the lodge manager. Overnight at the lodge.

November 12 � All day in Rio Blanco (2200m) birding around the lodge, the road below and the ridge track 
above, with a captive Spectacled Bear providing a sideshow. Overnight at the lodge.

November 13 � We left early to bird the paramo along the entrance road to Los Nevados National Park 
(3400m). In the afternoon we were stuck roadside for 7 hours by a landslide, necessitating an itinerary change 
to travel to the delightful touristy town of Jardin, where we arrived, exhausted, shortly before midnight. 
Overnight Hotel Valdivia Plaza.
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November 14 � We ascended the mountains in 4x4 vehicles to visit the Pro Aves Loro Orejiamrillo Reserve 
(2500-2900m), where we enjoyed excellent mid-afternoon views of Yellow-eared Parrot and ran into 
Colombian birding guides Diego Calderon and Jose Castana. Overnight Jardin.

November 15 � Crossing the Cauca Valley, we travelled through the lively city of Bolivar to the town of El 
Carmen (900m), birding en route some dry scrub on the Bolonba Road. Overnight Hotel El Carmen, where 
we connected with Ecoturs international organiser Robert Giles.

November 16 � This was a thoroughly enjoyable day in the mid-elevation choco forest of the Pro Aves Las 
Tangaras Bird Reserve (1500m), where we birded a 1.5km track leading to a lookout, and along the road. In 
the late afternoon we watched some newly positioned hummingbird feeders below the lookout track. We were 
joined for our four-night stay in the choco by Pro Aves guide Trevor Ellery. Overnight El Carmen.

November 17 � A 3am start was required for a 4-hour drive to lowland choco along the Quibdo Road 
(500m), a new destination on the birding map due to the recently improved security environment. The site 
had previously been checked out by Juan Carlos. We got some good birds here, and encountered the only 
antswarm of the trip. However, the afternoon was rained out and we dipped on the much-wanted Sapayoa,  
which had been misnetted by Juan Carlos in the area. The site is rewarding and could do with more time. 
Overnight El Carmen.

November 18 � We returned to the mid-elevation forest of Las Tangaras to look for the few species we had 
missed two days earlier. Overnight El Carmen.

November 19 -  Landslides forced us to make another itinerary change, dropping our plan to visit the Piha 
Reserve and travelling instead to the city of Medillin. Overnight Hotel El Porton de San Joaquin.

November 20 � We visited remnant forest at Alto Romera near Medillin in the morning before �ying north 
to Barranquilla. Hotel Barranquilla Plaza.

November 21 � Early in the morning we checked out some roadside xeric vegetation on a suburban road near 
the University dal Norte before proceeding to coastal scrub, mangroves and wetlands in the Isla de Salamanca 
National. In the afternoon we drove to Minca (700m) in the foothills of the Santa Marta Mountains. 
Overnight at the charming Sierra�s Sound Hostel.

November 22 � With the changed itinerary we had an extra day, so some of the group opted to travel to the 
dry xeric scrub and wetlands of the La Guajira Desert. Others joined Miles McMullan, the chief author of the 
new Colombian �eld guide, for birding around Minca. In the late afternoon we drove in 4x4 vehicles to the 
Pro Aves El Dorado Reserve in the Santa Marta Mountains. Overnight El Dorado Lodge (1950m).

November 23 � We had a relaxing day birding the road above the lodge and enjoying the numerous 
hummingbird feeders. Overnight at the lodge.

November 24 � We drove as far as the stunted moss forest of the San Lorenzo Ridge (2700m) to search for 
higher altitude Santa Marta specialties. Overnight at the lodge.

November 25 � It was downhill this day, to a tienda at 1400m and the gardens of some homesteads above it, 
with more birding in the afternoon around the lodge. Overnight at the lodge.

November 26 � On the home stretch, we birded above and below Minca and in some scrub near Santa Marta 
city before catching our afternoon �ights to Bogota.

November 27 � Depart Bogota.
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Introduction
Colombia � the country with most birds in the world � is a new destination and had to be tried. Greg 
Roberts, a journalist from Australia, organized this trip and he was able to assemble a very independent 
minded and active group. It turned out to be a fantastic four-week journey, resulting in an impressively long 
list of 750 species plus 50 endemics, which is very good. We opted to go with EcoTurs, the commercial arm of 
ProAves, http://www.proaves.org/, a non-pro�t organisation, which for many years has been doing excellent 
conservation work in Colombia. Our guide, Juan Carlos Luna, was competent at �nding undergrowth 
skulkers. However, he is not like some of the professional �eld guides, which gave us an opportunity to be 
more active and involved in identifying and  locating birds. Juan proved to be a reliable and able organiser in 
often trying circumstances, as well as a congenial companion. We were also pleased to be joined in the choco 
by EcoTurs guide Trevor Ellery. 

The trip included all three Andean ranges in Colombia, from hot humid rainforests in Choco, to cold paramo 
expanses, �nishing in the spectacular Sierra Nevada de Santa Marta. Most of the itinerary was planned to be 
reasonably relaxed, but became harder as we had the worst rains in Colombia in the last 50 years. We had 
about �ve days with longish drives, and one day we had to wait seven hours on the road between Rio Blanco 
and Jardin because of a landslide. On three other occasions the drive was prolonged by 2-3 hours because the 
roads were temporarily blocked by mudslides. Generally, the main roads between capital cities are very busy, 
as all transport in the country goes by lorry, bus or car. The roads are still in a bad shape, but improvement 
projects are underway, so the system is due for an upgrade. In one place we could see preparations for 
hydroelectric projects. Colombia is in a transition between the troubled past and modern times.

The food is generally fairly plain, with beans, hard cooked meat, eggs and fried bananas and potatoes. 
However, the juice is fantastic, with 6-7 different varieties ranging from pineapples, mango, orange, lime, etc. 
As country has become safer, the people are genuinely happy to see foreign tourists again   However, we saw 
several military camps, helicopters, and patrolling soldiers. In El Veinte, in lower Choco, we meet with the 
friendly soldiers and we were asked to bring some spare parts back to a camp up-road from the main base. 

Our accommodation was generally reasonable and sometimes excellent. Some of the reserves are fairly small, 
so single rooms were not readily available. Physically most of the tour was fairly easy, with a bit of hiking each 
day, with the altitude effects unlikely to be noticeable as we rarely got above 2700 meters. Only in Chingaza 
and Serra dos Nevados we were above 3500 meters.  The description of locations is found on http://www.
proaves.org/rubrique.php?id_rubrique=222      
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Diary of the trip
Our group arrived in BogotÆ on 30 October. All of us had some trouble in �nding the transfer people in the 
arrival area of the airport. Tau and I had to wait about 1‰ hours before the taxi was ready to bring us to the 
Hotel Chico Imperial. Because of the heavy traf�c, it took about two hours before we could settle into our 
comfortable hotel in the fashionable (and secure) Parque 93 neighborhood of BogotÆ.

Chingaza
We arrived after two hours drive to Chingaza National Park on 31 October at dawn, which turned out to be 
a crisp and cold morning. At the gate we had packed breakfast with coffee in thermos �asks.  This national 
park features montane forest, mountain lakes, and paramo covered with a vast expanse of frailejones (Espeletia 
uribei), a spectacular and rare plant found in only a handful of paramo sites. In addition to enjoying the 
beautiful scenery, we quickly found a good number of paramo and temperate forest specialties, such as 
Rufous-browed Conebill, Matorral Tapaculo (great close up views), Bronze-tailed Thornbill, Glowing Puf�eg, 
Pale-naped Brush-Finch. During the day it became cloudy, but we were able to �nd a �ock of the rare Black-
chested Mountain-Tanager during our lunch break. In the afternoon, we went down to a site where ProAves 
have set up nest boxes for the endangered endemic Brown-breasted Parakeet. In the mist we could not see 
much, but later in the afternoon the noisy parakeets appeared in a tree nearby. We had great views of several 
pairs together with two Black-billed Mountain Toucans. On the way back, Greg and Tau went quicker and 
were rewarded with a view of a Blue-throated Starfrontet, a rare bird the rest of the group missed. The rain 
was at times heavy. We were back in BogotÆ just before dinner, which we ate at our hotel.

La Florida
The next morning we went to La Florida near the airport, a dirty place next to a polluted river, but the 
area still contains marsh birds. Here we were lucky to �nd the three special BogotÆ endemics: BogotÆ Rail, 
Apolinar�s Wren and Silvery-throated Spinetail. All three species responded well to tape playback. The 
rail came into view in an opening in the reeds on several occasions near the hide. The wren arrived after a 
longer �ight. The spinetail was harder to see in the thick bush near the parking lot about a kilometer from 
the marsh, but eventually came out in the open after many attempts. The area was a bit swampy, so rubber 
boots (Wellingtons) were useful. Later, we went to the nearby airport to catch our midday internal �ight to 
Bucaramanga, which is a rather industrial city located north of BogotÆ in the foothills of the Eastern Andes. 
Just after arrival, well outside the city, we met our driver Giovanni, who brought us on a 2.5 hour drive to San 
Vicente de Chucurí. In the rush a Faciated Tiger Heron and  Blue-headed Parrots were spotted along the way 
in the woods. In town we switched to three four-wheel drives to make a 1‰ hour steep ascent to the Cerulean 
Warbler Reserve. 
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Cerulean Warbler Reserve.
We had three nights in the comfortable reserve lodge, located in a mosaic of coffee and cacao plantations. 
Both endemics, Turquoise Dacnis and Indigo-capped Hummingbirds, several tanagers, thrushes and  neo-
tropical migrant warblers came into the garden. The feeders were attended by several hummingbirds such as 
emeralds and wood nymphs. On the morning of November 2, we commenced with an uphill hike lasting 
one hour on a slippery and muddy pasture to the main feeder in the primary the forest. Here we saw a group 
of critically endangered Gorgeted Wood-Quail and Lined Quail-Dove come to feed on the worms. At the 
hummingbird feeder we saw a nice Green-capped Brilliant and Black Inca. Then we continued into the main 
forest on a 150-year-old stone path, which climbs through the excellent subtropical oak forest (moderately 
strenuous). En route, we found a big tanager �ock and heard a Powerful Woodpecker. At a level area near a 
stream we stopped near some �owering bushes. Both a While-bellied Antpitta and a male Parker�s Antbird 
were calling. 

With great endeavor and using playback we were all able to see those great birds very well. A rare Wedge-
billed Hummingbird together with Booted Racket-tails and Black Incas were busy feeding among the 
�owers. Further uphill, Joan Carlos found a Yellow-throated Spadebill and we saw glimpses of the shy Upper 
Magdalena Tapaculo. Right at the summit a group of Colombian Mountain Grackle �ew into the trees 
near us, and an Emerald Toucanet came into a view at the same time. The weather was cool and rainy in 
the afternoon, but it did not prevent us from birding. On the way back on the slippery trail, I had a fall but 
fortunately landed softly on my back on the moss right beside the rocky path.

On the second day, 3 November, we went uphill to the edge of the primary forest at dawn to locate the 
Recurve-billed Bushbird. It was a hard slog as we had to penetrate the forest edge among rocks and vines. We 
arrived at different positions, consequently some people got better views of this very shy bird than others. 
We spent about two hours on the bushbird. Later we continued on to a coffee grove to look for the endemic 
Chestnut-bellied Hummingbird, which came to a feeder together with a Green Hermit. Nearby, we found the 
rare endemic Niceforo�s Wren, and Jeff located a McGillivary�s Warbler. In the afternoon some of us went on 
a walk down into the plantation, while others stayed back on the lodge to photograph hummingbirds. The 
prize for those who went on the walk was the Cerulean Warbler!

Paujil
We left the Cerulean Warbler Reserve mid-morning on 4 November, but stopped on the way downhill 
for the rare Yellow-browed Shrike-Vireo, which we quickly found without much trouble as it was calling 
vigorously. We had a long day ahead of us, as we had to get to Paujil Reserve in the humid Magdalena River 
Valley lowlands before dark. It was a long drive. First we went with four wheel drives for three hours, then 
we transferred to a bus which was waiting for us. We had lunch at a roadside place. Ketil, Tau and Jeff had 
meatballs and were sick for a few days with stomach pain and diarrhea. After lunch we drove for a few hours 
before reaching a road town at about 4 pm, where we switched to a red four wheel drive bus to take us to the 
river. A river bridge had been damaged by high water levels caused by the heavy rains, so we had a challenging 

Chesnut-bellied Hummingbird  
(Amazilia. castaneiventris)
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crossing. The driver�s skill, we just made it. We 
arrived to the boat ramp at night and had to get 
into the boats with our bags in darkness. The cruise 
took about half an hour and from the boat we saw 
an owl and a snake. We got to Paujil lodge at about 
8 pm, just in time for dinner. 

The Magdalena Valley is distressingly deforested, 
and we saw lots of cattle but little intact humid 
forest until our arrival at the reserve. We had three-
night stay in this wonderful area. On the �rst day 
in Paujil, on 5 November, we crossed the river in a 
small boat. On the far side we had to wade through 
mud in the inundated riverbed before climbing the 
hill. There we found the rare Black-billed Flycatcher 
close to the river. 

A pair of Motmot nested in the sandy river bank. We had to ascend to about 1300 meters to get into the area 
where the critically endangered Blue-billed Curassow had been recently seen. We did not bring enough water 
and food to stay all day in the area. On the way I had a close encounter with a pair of Marbled Woodquails, 
and later we logged Beautiful Woodpecker, Golden-headed Manakin and Antioquia Bristle-Tyrant. A pair of 
Swallow-Tangers were looking for nest holes on a sandy slope on a small escarpment in the forest.

 I went up behind a tree in front of the site in order to photograph the birds returning to the probable nest, 
but it was in vain as they newer showed up again. We started to descend about midday for lunch while Jeff 
stayed behind in order to catch �ies for his research project. 

He located a pair of Currasows in the late afternoon not far from the Swallow-Tanager nest. He had to follow 
the birds over a ridge in order to get a view, but failed the �rst time. Later one male was sitting in a tree right 
above him much closer than Jeff thought. Consequently, he only saw it �ying out of its roost when he moved 
ahead. I don�t think we stood a chance with seven people as it is very shy bird, so it is best to be alone if you 
want to see this Cracid. 

The lodge in Paujil

Green Hermit (Phaethornis guy)

Below: 

Poison Arrow Frog

Opposite Page:

Orange-bellied Euphonia  
(E. xanthogaster)
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However, we were rewarded to see the blue crown on a male Bare-crowned Antbird.  Additionally, three male 
White-mantled Barbets landed just above us as Juan played his tape. They were singing in turn, �rst the left 
one, then the middle barbet, and �nally the right one. They bend their head down while exclaiming their 
voices.

In the afternoon we spent some time on a look-out platform scoping into adjacent treetops where we saw a 
good variety of hummingbirds, parrots, toucans, raptors, trogons, �ycatchers. Nearby, we saw a pair of White-
bearded Manakins displaying with their clicking noises, while a White-throated Crake came into a view along 
the lake bed. Adjacent to the lake, Rufous-breasted Hermits and Band-tailed Barbthroat were busy feeding in 
the heliconia. The Black Antshrike proved to be too elusive and didn�t respond to our tape playback; perhaps 
it�s used to birdwatchers. Near the road a pair of Orange chinned Parakeets were digging a hole in a dead 
tree. As they were there for ages, I decided to go back to the lodge to get my camera. On the way back one of 
the scientists who also stayed at the lodge had just found two female Red-rumped Woodpeckers �ghting, at 
eyelevel, as the ants climbed the sapling. While not �ghting they attacked the ants. 

At the lodge we had a great view of a Cinnamon Woodpecker, Fulvous-vented Euphonia and Orange-chinned 
Parakeets feeding in the palms. Several mammals like Crab-eating Foxes and Raccoons came into the dump at 
night. Every morning a troop of Capuchin Monkeys went through the lodge area along the river, and in the 
afternoon on the following day, November 6, a return trip to the hill produced some endangered Variegated 
Spider Monkeys as well. The weather was hot and humid, not a common feature on this trip as we had to 
contend with wet and cold conditions in the mountains!

Early in the morning of 7 November, we walked by road while the bags went back with Tau on the boat. En 
route we found a few birds such as White-tailed Trogons. Outside the reserve, the red bus picked us up one 
hour late. On the way back we noticed that the bridge had been �xed. Alongside the unmade road there was 
a Northern Screamer perched in the top of a bush. Further on, we photographed a nesting pair of Blue & 
Yellow Macaw. In the afternoon, we arrived to Laguna del Hato.While we were birding, Jovani�s bus got stuck 
in a stream, but was later pulled out. Unfortunately, in the confusion, I dropped my camera in the water. I 

took the battery out immediately and left it to dry 
in the sun and later used a hairdryer in the hotel 
� which fortunately saved my camera. We had to 
cross the river barefoot to get on the other side along 
the road to the birding site. There, Juan produced a 
pair of White-bellied and a male Jet Antbird. Along 
the road we could study many seed eaters such as 
Grey and Slate-colored Seedeaters.  
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Magdalena Valley

We arrived to our hotel, Le Posada del la Hermita, at about 7.30 pm. This was situated further south in the 
town of Mariquita. We stayed there for two nights.  This hotel was not decorated to my taste, and the rooms 
were con�ned to the hallway without windows to the other side. And the serving of food was slow. However, 
the staff were helpful with laundry and hairdryers, etc. When we left the hotel, Ketil discovered that he had 
forgotten his tripod and the hotel contacted our driver Jovani on the mobile phone so we quickly returned to 
pick it up. The next morning, on November 8, we drove towards La Victoria to visit the Bellevista Reserve, 
which is a patch of forest along the road. 

The rain was heavy, so birding was dif�cult. However, Jeff managed to �nd a Connecticut Warbler, which 
appeared to feed in the rain along a fence. Normally, it would be a skulking bird rarely seen in the open. As 
the rain eased off the bird went into hiding so we dipped. In the late morning the sun came out and we found 
a nice Sooty-headed Ant-Tanager, but failed to see a Tody Motmot. After eating lunch in a nice restaurant 
in La Victoria, we headed up a ravine. Half of the group saw the endangered and very local White-footed 
(Silvery Brown) Tamarin. It was certainly the worst �miss� I had on the trip, as I turned around only 50 meters 
before the rest of my group saw the monkey.  In the late afternoon, at dusk, someone ard a calling Velvet-
fronted Euphonia from the bus, and we watched this rare bird just before the daylight slipped away.

This region is where rainforest and dry forest appear in close proximity, yielding an interesting avifauna in a 
small area. We had an assortment of short drives to birding sites in the Mariquita area. The weather was cool 
but not too wet when it eventually stopped raining. On 9 November, we climbed the slopes of the Central 
Andes in search of the endemic Yellow-headed Brush-Finch and Tolima Dove, Bar-crested Antshrike and 
Black-headed Brush-Finch. 

We missed the Tolima Dove, but scored the ultra rare Yellow-headed Manakin. It just popped up and 
showed off in the midst of a �ock of tanagers. Additionally, some of us saw the Golden-winged Warbler and 
everybody got a view of a Moustached Puffbird. This area is affected by deforestation. Later, in the afternoon, 
we drove to the city of Ibague to spend the night in this farming city of two million inhabitants. Our driver 
got into a wrong lane so the drive took about 1‰ hour from the outskirts of the city. The rain set in just 
when we arrived at our hotel. The shopping malls were the usual standard feature in this increasingly uniform 
consumer world. It doesn�t matter whether we go to Indonesia, Europe or South America, the same products 
are on sale.

Fuertes’ Parrot Reserve
We bid our farewells to the Magdalena Valley on 10 
November (for the time being) to head up into the 
mountains in search of the extremely rare Fuertes� Parrot. 
The town of Cajamarca is reached after about a 1‰ hours� 
drive from Ibague � if there is no traf�c. Three jeeps were 
waiting for us in the dark. The site has just opened for 
tourism this year. After more than two hours ascent, we 
�nally arrived in the morning at this wet and misty place. 

We spent about one hour birding in light rain before the 
parrots �ew in and landed close by in front of us. The 
parrots were quietly feeding in the epiphytes and the moss 
in the oak trees, and consequently were only noticed when 
�ying. ProAves has just established a reserve with nesting 
boxes in the small patches of forest in a pasture country. 

Additionally, we had good views of Black-thighed Puf�eg 
along with Red-crested Cotinga and a few Grass-green 
Tanager in this marshy highland area at 3300 meters 
elevation. On our return, we stopped in a bamboo forest 
and with a stroke of luck saw a responsive Bicolored ansd 


