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This trip was two years in the planning after our good friend Eduardo from Birding Ecotours casually 

mentioned Colombia whilst birding in Northern Peru in 2012. And so it was that the Logans and our 

good friends the Lovells left for Colombia on a trip co-arranged by Chris Colonje from Colombia 

Birdwatch  on March 7th 2014. The itinerary closely followed the 1000 birds in four weeks trip 

promoted by one of our major tour groups.  

Colombia is a surprising country- as first world as you will find in South America- on a par with Brazil 

and Chile. The major towns have good transportation systems, excellent highways, and everything 

seems to work well. The tap water is potable, sewerage systems work and telecommunications were 

excellent- the internet always functioned well where ever we were.  Even the dogs looked well fed – 

a test Stephanie applies in our travels around the world. Security was never an issue, The Farc 

guerrillas- now reduced to less than 4000 heads have been pushed deep into the far south-east to 

the borders of Ecuador and Brazil, so we were never within a 1000 kilometres  of the no go zone in 

the far south east. 

Having said all of that, this still turned out to be one of the most difficult trips we have done. After all 

the hype about the wonderful variety of habitats (which is true) and the close to 1900 species to be 

found there ( also true) birds were in extremely short supply. I think we were simply there at the 

wrong time of the year although our trip organisers would argue otherwise. It did not matter 

whether we were in the Amazonian rain forests of Mitu or the cloud forests of the Andean 

Cordilleras, after the initial flurry of activity in the first hour after dawn I have never experienced so 

little activity for the rest of day on any previous bird trip. We walked for hours in eerily quiet forests 

day after day. We came across few large flocks. Birds were beginning to pair off to nest. I saw many 

with nesting material in their beaks. The weather didn’t help either. Most days were grey and drizzly 

with heavily overcast skies and intermittent rain making photography extremely difficult.   

Nor can I blame the guides- in addition to Eduardo we always had a local guide in each locality- four 

in all who were extremely competent and tried their hardest to find us our targets. But if the birds 

are not calling and are non responsive- what do you do? 

Another disappointment was Proaves- the Colombian bird Conservation society who run most of the 

bird reserves in Colombia. We visited five of their reserves and found the accommodation which had 

been described as “basic” to be basically unacceptable. Yes you always had your own loo and shower 

(hot water if you were lucky) but the dilapidated state of the rooms with broken doors, crumbling 

masonry, dirty tiles, and nowhere to hang anything didn’t improve the mood after a hard day’s 

birding. Add to that the very average food and disinterested staff and you really begrudged them the 

$80 a night they charged.  

The trip was saved by our last few days up at Santa Marta and Guajira where thanks to Gabriel our 

brilliant local guide we found nearly everything we wanted and finished the trip in fine style. 

There were obviously some memorable highlights- the Hummingbird feeders at the Enchanted 

Garden, the Cock of the Rock lek at Jardin, the Antpitta feeding at Rio Blanco, and the Santa Marta 

endemics in that first magical hour after dawn on top of Santa Marta mountain.  

We started as most trips do by birding around Bogata. We drove to Chingaza for some high Paramo 

birding on a cold windy morning. Best birds here were Bronze-tailed Thornbill and reasonable views 



of Mattorales Tapaculo. The wind picked up so we 

descended to the Siecha gravel pits where good 

views of Spot-flanked Gallinule and Bogata Rail were 

had along with a brief view of Noble Snipe. In the 

afternoon we headed for La Florida Marsh where we 

found Andean Duck and Silvery-throated Spinetail 

but our guide’s site on the nearby golf course came 

up trumps with great views of Apolinar’s Marsh 

Wren and more great views of the Rail and Snipe 

with a Sub-tropical Doradito thrown in for good 

measure 

It was great to crack all of the Bogata endemics and we looked forward to our flight to Mitu in the 

morning. 

Mitu is a small town near the Brazilian border reachable only by air or a 10 day river trip crossing 

many sets of rapids. Yet you didn’t feel too isolated-there were satellite dishes everywhere. Our 

trails were on community land and we always had a 

community guide with us who tried hard but were 

not particularly good. The weather again was not 

great and birding was difficult- only 90 species in 

three and a half days when 300 can be recorded. 

Highlights were the beautiful Chestnut-crested 

Antbird, great views of Bronzy Jacamar and again 

great views of the Guanaian Cock of the Rock at the 

lek at Ceima Cachivera. Amazonian Umbrellabird 

was special as that completed the family after 

seeing Long-wattled in Ecuador last year. 

Returning to Bogata we were on our way to collect 

our baggage when disaster struck. Vin slipped on some conveyor belting left in the main through 

fare and fractured his ankle. Sadly it ended his trip and he had no alternative but to fly home and get 

it fixed. So the Logans were left to soldier on by themselves in a 20 seater bus with guides and land 

agents outnumbering us two to one.  

We set off the next morning for the enchanted 

Garden. A private home where the owner has 

been feeding hummingbirds for over 20 years. 

Wow this was a real treat- the place was alive 

with birds.  Great views of Indigo-capped, Black-

throated Mango, Andean Emerald and White-

bellied Woodstar and just as were about to 

leave in came the Ruby Topaz, a bird not 

normally associated with feeders. They had to 

tear us away. And so on to Laguna Tabacal 



where we found our first (first of many ) 

Spectacled Parrotlet and two Antshrikes- Westen 

Slaty and Bar-crested. We spent the afternoon 

driving along the Magdalena River towards Rio 

Claro. We decided to drive rather than fly in the 

hope of finding Northern Screamer along the way 

and this strategy paid off as just as dusk fell we 

spotted the bird far away in the marsh. There was 

just enough light for a shot. 

Our day at Rio Claro was spoiled by really poor 

weather. We had to opt out of the really dangerous trail ( more black marks for Proaves) which lead 

to the higher altitudes and missed Sooty-Ant Tanager and Blue Cotinga, but back along the river we 

had nice close views of Magdalena Antbird. The following day we left for the Chestnut-capped Piha 

Reserve, but having missed Beautiful Woodpecker the day before and had only fleeting glances of 

White-mantled Barbet, we stopped at a restaurant wonderfully named The Palace of Beans (can’t 

think of anything worse). Birding along a dirt road behind the restaurant we finally managed good 

views of both endemics. We picked up our new guide Jose  and headed on to the CC Piha Reserve 

but not before stopping at Jose’s spot for Tody 

Motmot. A real surprise and a great bird to boot. 

More poor weather at CC Piha. The Chestnut 

Woodquail wouldn’t oblige on our early morning 

walk but we did manage to track down the CC Piha 

itself. Not the most attractive bird in the world (see 

below) but another good endemic under the belt. 

We came across Tanagers and some of the 

migrating American Wood Warblers. A very pretty 

Canada Warbler showed well  alongside the very numerous Blackburnian Warblers. We tackled the 

steep trail the next morning leaving Stephanie to bird along the road. Rain and mist were once again 

the order of the day but we did manage to catch a glimpse of Multicoloured Tanager as it 

disappeared into the fog and a glimpse too of the Chestnut Woodquail making a break across the 

trail as it responded to the call. Uniform Antshrike pitched up and I had a view of my very first 

Gnateater- a Chestnut crowned. 

We were due to return to Medellin the 

following morning but had nice views of Red-

bellied Grackle and Black-chested Jay before 

leaving the reserve proper. We stopped  

along the Porce River Canyon to try again for 

the Tody Motmot which didn’t oblige but 

were compensated by good views of Yellow-

browed Shrike-Vireo – a real little stunner 



We had an excellent half hour of birding here with 

Yellow-tufted Dacnis, Olivaceous Piculet, Yellow-

backed Tanager, Marble-faced Tyrannulet, Lesser 

Elaenia, Black-bellied Wren and Plain Xenops. 

We stopped at La Romera for the Yellow-headed 

Manakin, but the place was deathly quiet and with 

only a Rose-breasted Grosbeak for our troubles we 

headed to our hotel In Medellin. 

We were now on our way to Jardin but stopped 

near Bolombolo for a nice Antioquia Wren, Guira Tanager, Apical Flycatcher and finally after some 

searching –the endemic  Greyish Piculet. We arrived in Jardin mid afternoon and promptly headed 

down to the Andean Cock of the Rock lek on the edge of town. Now this was a real experience- 

thinking of previous experiences at a similar lek where you caught a glimpse in the pre dawn light 

only for all activity to cease as the sun came up- Jardin couldn’t have been better- over 20 displaying 

birds- a cacophony of sound, and some so close I couldn’t back away far enough with my 400mm 

lens. 

Day 15 saw us up early to reach the top 

of las Ventanas Rd above Jardin at dawn 

in our very smart refurbished Wiley’s 

Jeep. There were many of these  

1960’s/70’s refurbished Jeeps and 

Landcruisers around- so someone 

obviously had a flourishing business. We 

hoped to catch the Yellow-eared Parrots 

roosting in palms at the top of the 

reserve. They were not in the palms 

themselves but we got perched views far 

away in the early morning light and several fly bys during the course of the morning. Then came the 

bird of the trip- an Ocellated Tapaculo deep in a bush allowed a close approach and sang his heart 

out for over 20 minutes. I cursed as I couldn’t get a shot through all the foliage with my 400m. We 

had a great morning and even the rain held off until lunch time. The cloud descended as I tried to 

photograph the skulking Tanager Finch, but the birds for once appeared and we had good views of 

Rufous Antpitta, Lachrymose Mountain 

Tanager, Black-billed Mountain Toucan, Slaty 

Brush Finch, and after lunch Sword-billed 

Hummingbird, Chestnut-crested Cotinga, 

Purplish Mantled Tanager, Black-billed 

Pepper-shrike and Chestnut-breasted 

Chlorophonia.   

Day 16 saw us tackle the coffee plantations 

in search of Cerulean Warbler which we 

located after a brief search. American Restart 



added to our haul of Wood warblers. After 

getting nice shots of Inca Jay we headed on to 

Las Tangaras.  

The Las Tangaras lodge was a long way from 

the trails which necessitated scrambling into a 

short wheel base Landcruiser for the 20 

minute trip to the trailhead. The first hour 

after dawn proved to be the best birding of the 

day, with Glistening Green and Black and Gold 

Tanagers in quick succession followed by 

Indigo Flowerpiercer, Narino and Alto Pisones Tapaculos, Black and Andean Solitaires, and Chestnut-

breasted Wren. We then started the long haul up the mountain where Gold-ringed Tanager lurked. 

Good views of a Dipper in a mountain stream and Cloud Pygmy-Owl  above the trail allowed us to 

catch our breath. Reaching the top we waited 3 hours for the Gold-ringed to put in an appearance 

but returned empty-handed.  

We birded the road the next day rather 

than repeat the trail especially as the rain 

seemed to have set in for the day. Not a 

great day but relief from the weather was 

found in some distant White-headed 

Wrens and a real close up view of a pair 

of curious Ochre-breasted Antpittas and 

finally some Crested Ant-Tanagers 

showed for the briefest of moments. 

Day 19 was another long drive- 7 hours to 

Rio Blanco. This lodge was the first we 

had come to with lots of flowering bushes for the Hummingbirds and we were greeted at the gate by 

Speckled and Wedge-billed Hummers. There was still no let up in the weather and we birded in the 

cloud and rain for most of the afternoon. A flock of golden-plumed Parakeets provided great 

entertainment and as dusk approached we managed some of the nocturnal species at last. Lyre-

tailed Nightjar gave close views followed by Rufous-bellied and Band-winged Nightjars and our 

second Owl of the trip- a pair of White-throated 

Screech-Owls.  

Then it was back to the worst accommodation 

of the trip to date- a room falling apart so badly 

was it in need of repairs and maintenance. 

Tomorrow was we hoped going to be really 

exciting- it was time for the Antpitta show. The 

local ranger had been feeding the birds (5 

species in all) for over two years and was 

confident that all would put in an appearance 



which they duly did- Bi-coloured, Brown-banded, Slate-

crowned, Chestnut-naped and Chestnut-crowned in 

order of appearance. It is quite a feeling as you sit 

waiting in anticipation for this tiny little bird to emerge 

from the undergrowth and start eating worms ignoring 

you completely. 

The rest of the day was a bit of an anticlimax but we did 

find a flock containing Flammulated Treehunter, Black-

capped, Black-eared and Superciliared Hemispingus . 

The afternoon brought views of Spillman’s Tapaculo ( at last) Slaty-backed Chat-Tyrant, great views 

of Plushcap and a lone Acadian Flycatcher. We tried hard for Masked Saltator but had no luck. 

Before leaving Stephanie said cheerio to the Spectacled Bear who looked very lonely in his 

enclosure. His partner apparently died from cancer a couple of years ago. I spent some time around 

the flowering shrubs photographing Tourmaline Sunangel, Speckled Hummingbird, Buff-tailed 

Coronet and a Long-tailed Sylph which put in a brief appearance. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

From Rio Blanco we headed up to the Paramo and the Los Nevados National Park. For once we were 

blessed with clear skies giving great views of the snow-capped volcano. The target here was Bearded 

Helmetcrest, and what a magnificent little Hummer it turned out to be. Other birds of the morning 

included Paramo Tapaculo, Brown-backed Chat-Tyrant, Pale-naped Brush Finch and Viridian 

Metaltail  and distant views of Andean Condor before heading on to Otun Quimbaya. 

 

 

 

 

 

 



     

 

 

 

 

 

    

 

   

            

The day at Otun Quimbaya was extremely disappointing- very few birds and the worst 

accommodation on the entire trip. Imagine a sewerage pipe running down the wall a metre from 

your head whilst in bed and the noise it made when some flushed the loo upstairs. Yes the endemic 

Cauca Guan was easily seen but even the Red-ruffed Fruit Crows only put in one brief appearance.  I 

would cut out this dump and Sonsa Lagoon from the itinerary and focus on Anchicaya and El Cairo 

instead.  

Day 22 after a poor morning’s birding at Otun, saw us heading for Buga where at last we enjoyed a 

very pleasant hotel. We checked the lagoon for the usual waders , ducks and herons but we did pick 

up Yellow Oriole and Jet Antbird and the caretaker  at the centre showed us a roosting Lesser 

Nighthawk and a Common Potoo will the smallest chick ever. Another morning at Sonsa gave us 

Blackish Rail and brief views of Pied Water-Tyrant, before it was time to head back to Cali for our 

flight to Barranquilla. 

We left our land agent and tour organiser Chris behind in Cali and thanked him for him for all his 

hard work – especially for getting Vin and Di safely back to South Africa.  

Day 24 saw us meeting up with our new guide Gabriel and heading out to Isla Salamanca for an 

appointment with Sapphire-throated and the endemic Sapphire-bellied Hummingbirds. Both were  



found in poor early morning light after dawn.  

Around the lagoon deep in the mangroves we 

found American Pygmy Kingfisher, 

Prothonotary Warbler, and plenty of Brown-

throated Parakeets. 

We made a couple of stops in the Landcruiser 

on our way to Minca for nice views of Lance-

tailed Manakin and Black-crested Antshrike. 

We birded near the town in the afternoon 

picking up the very attractive Golden-winged 

Sparrow and three Military Macaws flying into 

the distant sunset to roost. 

Day 25 saw us making our way from Minca to the Proaves El Dorado lodge situated two hours from 

the summit of the mountain. Scaled Piculet, Keel-billed Toucan, Rusty-breasted Antpitta, SM 

Tapaculo, SM Foliage-gleaner, and Bi-coloured Wren all came our way, but the Rosy-Thrush Tanager 

proved as elusive as ever. We stopped en route at a lodge for lunch,  Blossomcrown and Blue-naped 

Cholrophonia  before reaching El Dorado mid 

afternoon. A quick check on the feeders revealed 

White-tailed Starfrontlet and Violet-headed 

Woodnymph, and the almost tame Black-fronted 

Woodquail came down to the grain feeder by the 

rubbish tip. After dinner the over-taped SM Screech-

Owl refused to oblige. 

The following morning was the big day for the SM 

endemics. We left at 4.00am to reach the top of the 

San Lorenzo ridge by 6.00am 

We stopped for SM Rufous Antpitta on the way up, and within the space of twenty minutes had SM 

Warbler, SM Mountain-Tanager, SM Brush-finch, SM Parakeet, SM Bush Tyrant . As the light 

improved we found Scarlet-fronted Parakeet, the endemic Yellow-fronted Whitestart , Scaly-naped 

Amazon and great views of White-tipped Quetzel. Only Brown-rumped Tapaculo proved too difficult.  

We missed SM Antpitta at the top, and despite the bird being less reliable around the lodge we 

managed to track one in the afternoon along with 

Golden-breasted Fruit-eater and a nice surprise- 

Lined Quaildove. 

Day 27 we headed down the mountain stopping 

near Barranquilla airport for Rufous-vented 

Chachalaca, before making an unscheduled stop 

at Tayrona reserve on the off chance of finding a 

Blue-billed Currasow. Imagine our surprise when 

both male and female crossed the road in front of 

the vehicle just seconds inside the gate. Great 



views of Lance-tailed Manakin, White-bellied 

Antbird and Speckled Chachalaca made the stop 

even more worthwhile. 

 Driving to towards Riohaca we stopped for a 

family of Double-striped Thick-knees just off the 

road and then birded the dry scrub of Guajira 

for two hours before dark. Great views of 

Chestnut Piculet, White-whiskered Spinetail ( 

one of the most attractive Spinetails) Pale-

tipped and Slender-billed Inezia, Crested 

Bobwhite, and Chestnut-winged Chachalaca. 

Well pleased with the days haul we headed for our comfortable rooms in Riohaca.  

Day 28 was the last of the trip. The big focus was on finding Scarlet Ibis at Los Flamencos but first we 

had some unfinished business in the dry scrub. We needed Buffy Hummingbird, Tocuyu Sparrow, 

Vermillion Cardinal, Orinoco Saltator and White-fringed Antwren and got them all. Russet- throated 

Puffbird gave us great views and whilst 

shooting a Grey Kingbird I walked back too far 

on the thin mud crust of the dry pan we had 

just crossed and sank to my thighs in really 

thick mud. I was well and truly bogged and 

would have struggled to get out on my own. 

Goats die in this stuff I was told as two pairs of 

hands hauled me from the thick slime. 

 Gabriel had seen Scarlet Ibis just two week s 

before, but try as we might none was to be 

found. We made do with American Flamingos, 

Royal Terns, Black Skimmers, and several Waders alongside the Tricoloured Herons and Reddish and 

Snowy Egrets. We stopped for midmorning coffee amid Carib and Great-tailed Grackles while I 

scraped the fast drying mud from my trousers. Our flight from Barranquilla back to Bogata left mid 

afternoon and it was time to leave Los Flamencos. 

Back in Bogata we had one spare day before our flight to Sao Paulo and having bid farewell to 

Eduardo and thanked him for his endless hard 

work and never ending attempts to get us 

both on every bird we found, we decided to 

spend the day out at Chacique Reserve some 

60 minutes from Bogata with Oswaldo our 

guide from Rio Claro 

To no one’s surprise the cloud forest reserve 

was desperately quiet but the Golden-bellied 



Starfrontlet did come into the feeders as 

promised.  

And so ended one of our more difficult 

trips to South America. We enjoyed the 

country and its varied habitats. The 

weather spoilt many of our birding days 

and the birds were just extremely difficult 

to find. With heards we managed just 

short of 700 birds a long way short of the 

1000 we were hoping for. 

So do go to Colombia- there are many 

birding highlights to be had. Just don’t go in March /April.  

Try December/January- and be careful- don’t get carried away by a landslide at the end of the rainy 

season  

 

 

 

 

 


