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Introduction  
 
The trip was organised through Birding Panama who did a fantastic job of sorting out the 
logistics and stepping in when one of our parties flight plans went wrong. Our party 
consisted of thee UK birders and one Bulgarian: 
 
¶ ÉƣĲƻĲШ9ċũĲ 
¶ ÑŸŰǃШ?ċƻŔƚŸŰШ 
¶ ?ŔůŔƣĲƖШ]ĲŸƖŊŔĲƻШċŰĬ 
¶ ÂőŔũШ?ċƖŊƨĲШƽőŸШƽƖŸƣĲШƣőŔƚШƖĲƓŸƖƣШċŰĬШƣŸŸťШƣőĲШƓőŸƣŸŊƖċƓőƚЮШŰǃШĲƖƖŸƖƚШċƖĲШőŔƚгШ 

Steve organised the logistics with Jose at Birding Panama, revising and adding to their 
Best of Panama itinerary including reversing the order to tackle the Darien first. We 
were fortunate ŔŰĬĲĲĬШƣŸШŊĲƣШEƨĦũŔĬĲƚШћuŔũŸќШ9ċůƓŸƚШċƚШŸƨƖШŊƨŔĬĲШŉŸƖШƣőĲШtrip, not only 
the top eBird lister in Panama, but a great guy who worked unbelievably hard to make 
our trip a success. We covered the entire length of the country as shown on the map 
below and our travels are documented on eBird with detailed checklists available here. 

 
 
Panama actually lies on an east т west axis which comes as a surprise to many and it 
covers a hugely varied number of habitats from the dense forests in the east to the 
highlands near the western border with Costa Rica. This huge variety produces a truly 
impressive bird list of over 1,000 species with more being added seemingly every year. 
 
The reason we decided to tackle the Darien first was because we knew accommodation 
was much more basic in the east and we expected some very challenging days in the 
field. Not being spring chickens we preferred to deal with any challenges first and enjoy 
a bit more luxury at the end of the trip! As it turned out, ŸƨƖШƣŔůĲШŔŰШƣőĲШ?ċƖŔĲŰШƽċƚŰќƣШċƚШ

https://ebird.org/tripreport/259492


challenging as we expected, although the hotel was definitely the least salubrious of 
the trip. In general the accommodation standards were very good and the food was in 
the main excellent. Specific notes on places we stayed are in the main report.  
 
Our trip was in the so called Green Season, which means basically it is the wet season 
and we did see some unbelievably violent storms, but we only lost a couple of birding 
ƚĲƚƚŔŸŰƚШƣŸШƣőĲШƽĲċƣőĲƖШċŰĬШŔƣШĬŔĬŰќƣШƚƣŸƓШƨƚШƖċĦťŔŰŊШƨƓШċШƣƖƨũǃШŔůƓƖĲƚƚŔƻĲШĤŔƖĬШũŔƚƣШŔŰШ
terms of both numbers and sheer quality. It also drops the cost considerably than going 
in peak season between January and April. Just be willing to be flexible and accept you 
will get wet days. 
 
The birding highlights were many and we saw an amazing variety of species. Steve and I 
had both birded the neo-tropics previously including Costa Rica and Colombia (in my 
case) but for Dimiter and Tony this was their first time. The total list of birds seen (we 
ĬŔĬŰќƣШcount heard only) was 420 species and notable highlights included: 
 
¶ cċƖƓǃШEċŊũĲ 
¶ 7ũċĦťрĦƖŸƽŰĲĬШ ŰƣƓŔƣƣċ 
¶ ÉƣƖĲċťрĦőĲƚƣĲĬШ ŰƣƓŔƣƣċ 
¶ 7ũƨĲШ9ŸƣŔŰŊċ 
¶ 7ċƖĲрŰĲĦťĲĬШÖůĤƖĲũũċĤŔƖĬ 
¶ ]ƖĲċƣШsċĦċůċƖ 
¶ ÉŔǂШÑƖŸŊŸŰƚ 
¶ [ŔƻĲШ~ŸƣůŸƣƚШыƣőĲШŉƨũũШÂċŰċůċШƚĲƣь 
¶ [ŸƨƖШÑŸƨĦċŰƚ 
¶ ΟΞШcƨůůŔŰŊĤŔƖĬƚ 
¶ ÑĲŰШìŸŸĬƓĲĦťĲƖƚ 
¶ ΝΝШìŸŸĬĦƖĲĲƓĲƖƚ 
¶ ΞΠШìċĬĲƖƚШыŸƖШƚőŸƖĲĤŔƖĬƚШŉŸƖШŰŸŰрEƨƖŸƓĲċŰШĤŔƖĬĲƖƚь 

We focussed on trying to get decent views and photographs of as many species as we 
could, with all four participants being keen photographers. Doubtless without this we 
could have clocked up more species, but that was never our goal. 
 
There were a few misses, not least Resplendent Quetzal  which Tony was particularly 
keen to see. We discovered that seeing this incredible species is far more challenging 
during the rainy season when the Avocado trees are not in fruit and they disperse to 
higher altitudesЮШfŉШƣőŔƚШŔƚШǃŸƨƖШůċŔŰШƣċƖŊĲƣШƣőŔƚШŔƚŰќƣШƣőĲШĤĲƚƣШƣŔůĲШŸŉШǃĲċƖ. We also 
missed a few other species such as Snowcap  and both Yellow-eared and Northern 
Emerald Toucanets as well as Dusky-backed Jacamar. On the other hand, we also 
ƓŔĦťĲĬШƨƓШƚƓĲĦŔĲƚШƽĲШĬŔĬŰќƣШƖĲċũŔƚƣŔĦċũũǃШĲǂƓĲĦƣШƣo see.  
 
TőĲШƣƖŔƓШƽċƚШőƨŊĲũǃШĲŰŢŸǃċĤũĲШċŰĬШƽĲШƽŸƨũĬŰќƣШőĲƚŔƣċƣĲШƣŸШƖĲĦŸůůĲŰĬШÂċŰċůċШċƚШċШ
fantastic birding destination and also a beautiful country to visit. We would also heartily 
recommend contacting Birding Panama to organise your trip. 



 

 

Long-tailed Silky Flycatcher 



 
 
Travelling Out 
 
Dimiter travelled out via Istanbul on Turkish Airlines to Panama City a day earlier than 
everyone else and had a day at Canopy Tower in advance of the UK parties arrival. Tony 
and Steve set off on the 14th October from Norwich Airport to connect at Schipol for the 
daily KLM flight to Panama. I was meant to fly from Durham Tees Valley to Schipol but 
my connecting flight was cancelled at the last minute so he had to return home and try 
to reorganise my flights which were eventually sorted for the following day. 
 
Dimiter, Steve and Tony spent the night at the Airport Hotel where they met with Jose 
and Kilo before retiring to bed for the start of the birding adventure the following 
morning. 
 
Day One т October 15th  
 
After another scare I managed to get to Amsterdam and board the KLM flight to Panama 
just as the other guys began their journey towards the Darien. 
 
The rest of the guys birded various locations en-route from the airport to Torti but the 
weather was poor and curtailed their day. 
 
I finally landed at Tocumen Airport during a heavy thunderstorm and was met in arrivals 
by Jose who then drove to Hotel Avicar in Torti to join the rest of the group. The 
combination of heavy rain and appalling road surface meant for an interesting drive but 
at least the whole group were together at last and I could get some sleep before an 
0630 start in the morning.  
 
Day Two т October 16 th - Torti Area and travel to Meteti  
 

The group met up for 
breakfast with some good 
birding as dawn broke. A 
large flock of around 40 
Orange-chinned Parakeets  
flew in and the hotel feeders 
attracted Blue-grey 
Tanagers, Blue Dacnis and a 
Red-legged Honeycreeper 
(the only one of the tour) in to 
feed whilst we had our 
breakfast. The feeders also 
brought in Snowy-bellied 
Humm ingbirds  whilst a 
Streaked Flycatcher  was 

Orange-chinned Parakeets 



hanging around giving close views, as well as the ever present Tropical Kingbirds  and 
House Wrens. 

 

 
 
 We  left for the nearby Rio Torti after breakfast. The light was terrible with odd spots of 
rain but within minutes of getting out of the 4x4 we picked up two Grey-Cheeked 
Nunlet s, a real local speciality, and a big target ticked off very quickly.  
The trees and hedgerows held a real mixture of species including a very mobile 
Prothonotary  Warbler  over our heads. We also found our first Whooping Motmots  of 
the trip, part of a fabulous family of birds that we happily saw every possible species of 
by the end of the trip.  

 

Grey-cheeked Nunlet  

Walking the track brought us a number of other species including Rusty-margined 
Flycatcher , White -winged Becard and a Capped Heron in a roadside ditch, which left 
rapidly when it saw us. We drove down a lane to park up by a cattle shelter and whilst 
dodging a few showers were treated to fabulous views of a pair of Pale-bellied Hermits  



displaying to each other on the 
river bank. We moved into a 
nearby field and the quality of 
birding went up another notch.  

We were treated to superb 
views of a Forest Elaenia and 
a Lesser Kiskadee, before Kilo 
heard a key target for the area 
and we headed off to the far 
side of the field. As we walked 
across we were treated to the 
sight of several Social 
Flycatchers  and a pair of 
Barred Antshrikes  although 
the female proved to be much 

showier than the male.  
 
Kilo set about calling in the target which proved a challenge but in the end we all 
managed views of the Double -banded Greytail , a real rarity. Whilst he was trying to 

locate the Greytail, Steve announced he had 
a woodcreeper, which he then realised had a 
long red bill, at which point we realised he 
had found a Red-billed Scythebill , a truly 
spectacular furnariid. After a bit of panic we 
eventually were treated to superb views of 
this fabulous bird. 

As we headed back towards the hotel for 
lunch we looked up to see our first sight of 
autumn raptor migration, with hundreds of 
Swainsonќs and Broad-winged Hawks  
passing overhead. Kilo told us this was 
nothing compared with some groups we 
could see, despite our excitement and we 
were indeed to see even more spectacular 
evidence later in the trip.  As we walked back 
to the car we saw a couple of Spectacled  
Parrotlets  and a single White -eared 
Conebill . 

 
After lunch we set off on the drive to Meteti and entered the Darien province proper. The 
road quality continued to be poor, until we actually reached the Darien border. Once we 
had shown our permits to enter at the checkpoint the road improved significantly and 
the drive became much easier. Kilo spotted a Pearl Kite sitting in a roadside tree and a 
brief stop also yielded a Savannah Hawk and a pair of Eastern Kingbird s.  

Red-billed Scythebill  

Forest Elaenia 



 

On arrival in Meteti we checked in to our hotel. It could hardly be described as luxurious 
but the air conditioning worked and it proved to have excellent showers. Still, there are 

very few options locally and it was just 
a place for sleep. Having ditched our 
belongings we headed out on the road 
south towards the coast, before 
turning off on a track to the Rio 
Iglesias. The forest and river looked 
superb, but it was initially very quiet, 
before an explosion of great birds. A 
very noisy Amazon Kingfisher  flew up 
the river and perched close by before a 
pair of Cinnamon Woodpeckers  flew 
in along with a Cinnamon Becard . 
These were quickly followed by a lively 
group of White -headed Wrens in the 
riverside trees which were joined two 
White -necked Puffbirds  and a group 
of Collared Aracaris .  

 
In the deep valley the light went very 
quickly so we headed back in to Meteti 
and headed straight to a local 
restaurant for a superb dinner and then 
back to our hotel for an early night 
before our big day tomorrow!  

 
 
Day three т October 17 th -  Yaviza Area - Harpy Eagle Quest 
 
The following morning saw us up at 04:30 and heading for breakfast in a local café 
where Kilo had arranged an early fuel stop. By 05:30 we were on the road to Yaviza, 
which is the last stop on the Trans American Highway from Alaska, or at least for now. 
We had a brief stop to watch a troop of ]ĲŸŉŉƖŸǃќƚ Tamarin crossing the highway using 
the overhead wires. When we got to Yaviza we discovered they are building a new bridge 
over the Chuqunaque River to build a road down to the town of Real. The famous Darien 
]ċƓШŔƚШċĤŸƨƣШƣŸШƚőƖŔŰťШċШũŔƣƣũĲШĤŔƣШůŸƖĲШċŰĬШũĲƣƚШőŸƓĲШƣőŔƚШŔƚŰќƣШċƣШƣőĲШĦŸƚƣШŸŉШmore 
deforestation. 
 
We initially stopped at a fuel station on the outskirts of town for a toilet stop, which 
some of us used as a chance to try and pick up some new birds. This proved successful 
with a fly by of three Black Orependolas, a local speciality. 
 

Amazon Kingfisher  

file://///chuqunaque


We headed into Yaviza, which was bustling considering it was only 07:00 and the river 
was already busy with boats. The river is currently the only route east and south, so 
Yaviza is a busy port. We met our boatman, and quickly boarded our canoe that would 
take us towards a Harpy Eagle nest site. It turned out that the nest we were heading to 
was very close to Yaviza, so we were only on the boat for around 15 minutes. We had 
expected a much longer trip. We were met at the river and walked up to a local finca 
called La Buchua before mounting horses for the cross country trek to the nest site. 
This caused much hilarity, ċƚШfШĬŸŰќƣШƣőŔŰťШċŰǃШŸŉШƨƚШĦŸƨũĬШĦũċŔůШƣŸШĤĲШŰċƣƨƖċũШƖŔĬĲƖƚг The 
area we passed through had been cleared at some point, but was beginning to 
regenerate and we later learned the family ƽőŸќƚ land we were on were planning to 
restore the landscape.  
 
After around 20 minutes we alighted from the horses and suddenly, through a screened 
gap in the trees we were staring at a female Harpy Eagle standing proud in a nest in an 
enormous Quipo tree. Wow, just wow! 

 

Harpy Eagle 

We were able to spend the next three hours enjoying the sight of this enormous raptor 
and watched her feed the month old chick from a clearly well stocked larder in the nest. 
She often looked around and was clearly listening, so we believe the male was nearby 
but he never put in an appearance and there was certainly no shortage of food. The 
chick was fairly lively and could be seen moving around the nest. 
 



Our boatman turned out to be the son of the landowners and he was very interested in 
understanding more about the wildlife on their land. Kilo introduced him to an app to 
help identify the huge variety of insects, particularly butterflies, in the area and the 
family desire to restore the habitat became clearer. He was particularly fascinated to 
watch Steve sketch the Harpy using the scope and his Dad was keen to digiscope the 
female on his phone. 
 
We eventually decided to leave the nest, any disappointment in not seeing the male fly 
in tempered by the awesome sighting we did get which surpassed all of our 
expectations. Back at the finca they magicked up some beers from somewhere and we 
sat and chatted about their plans for the future and were entertained by their two pet 
Chacalacas! We eventually said our goodbyes and headed back to the river for the short 
trip back to Yaviza literally buzzing from the whole experience. 
 
There is a very sad postscript to this event. We learnt on the day we left Panama that the 
chick had sadly fallen from the nest and perished. This was a disaster not just for the 
birds, given they are so rare that each one is precious, but also to the family who owned 
the land. Successful nests usually see the chicks in the nest for a year so they were 
looking forward to a considerable incomeЮШìĲШĦċŰШŸŰũǃШőŸƓĲШƣőŔƚШĬŸĲƚŰќƣШĬċůƓĲŰШƣőĲŔƖШ
enthusiasm to develop their finca as a potential haven for nature. 

We set off back towards Meteti and stopped 
off to eat our packed lunch by the Trans-
American Highway at the entrance to El 
Salto road. Whilst sitting in the bus shelter 
(never say these trips are not glamorous!) 
Kilo spotted our first Trogon of the trip, 
Gartered  Trogon, in the trees above us 
which gave great views. Back at Meteti we 
had an hour to rest from the sweltering 
humidity before heading back to Yaviza 
wetlands. 

The site yielded an impressive variety of 
species including a superb pair of Black-
collared Hawks  and a Great Potoo, that 
Steve somehow found sitting in a tree doing 
an impression of a broken branch! Some of 
the group had brief views of a Piratic 
Flycatcher, but sadly it moved on before 
everyone got to see it. A fantastic Spot-
breasted Woodpecker landed in a nearby 
tree just as the heavens opened and 

lightening lit up the very dark skies. After a retreat to the car we waited for the storm to 
pass before heading to the reedbeds to look for Ruby Topaz. The mud yielded a Solitary 
Sandpiper  as well as Wattled Jacana  and a Rufescent Tiger-Heron sat in a nearby 
tree. Pied Water Tyrants were seemingly unconcerned by our presence before we 

Spot-breasted Woodpecker  



caught sight of a 
hummer in the flowers 
by the road. However, it 
turned out to be a 
Rufous-breasted 
Hermit , which gave 
great views, whilst 
sadly the Ruby Topaz 
ĬŔĬŰќƣШƚőŸƽ. Defeated 
by the light we headed 
back to Meteti and a 
quick shower before 
another fabulous meal 
in the restaurant across 
the road. 

 
 

Day 4 т October 18 th -  Visit to El Salto Road, Aligandi village , Yaviza Forest and 
Yaviza Wetlands 
 

Our final full day in the Darien province 
saw us start with an early breakfast again 
in the café in Meteti. We were serenaded 
at one point by the local border force 
cadets running through the town in 
formation, chanting as they went. The 
ambulance following them did seem a 
little over cautious! 

We headed east to El Salto road and as 
soon as we left the main highway Kilo 
engaged four wheel drive for the rugged 
terrain ahead. The road holds a number 
ŸŉШťĲǃШƚƓĲĦŔċũƣŔĲƚШċŰĬШƽőŔũƚƣШƽĲШĬŔĬŰќƣШ
see them all we did get some great 
species. One very common species was 
ÉƽċŔŰƚŸŰќƚШÑőƖƨƚő which seemed to be 
everywhere. As the trip progressed this 
was probably the commonest species 
we saw with them seemingly abundant 
everywhere we went. Our first stop 
yielded a fabulous Semi-plumbeous 
Hawk calling in a nearby tree as well as a 
Mississippi Kite , two Red-lored 
Amazons, a fabulous Yellow-billed 

Rufous-breasted Hermit 

Collared Aracari  



Cuckoo , a Gartered Trogon, a Collared Aracari  and a very obliging Brown-capped 
Tyrannulet . 

 

Brown-capped Tyrannulet 

As we pushed on towards the river we suddenly 
heard a call that reminded all of us of gulls and 
then saw Red-throated Cara cara cross the 
track right in front of our car. We were able to 
get out and enjoy superb views of this scarce 
member of the Caracara family. At the end of 
the road we parked up and headed down a trail 
into some fairly dense forest. We quickly 
picked up a pair of Red-rumped 
Woodpeckers , who always seemed to keep 
themselves the wrong side of the tree for 
photographs, before Kilo set about calling in 
both Black-crowned Antshrike  and the 
numerous White -bellied Antbirds  noisily 
proclaiming their presence. We eventually 
ŉŸƨŰĬШƣőĲШŉŸƖůĲƖШĤƨƣШƣőĲШũċƣƣĲƖШƽŸƨũĬŰќƣШƚőŸƽЯШ
despite a lot of effort and clearly being very 
close to the path. The White -bellied Antbird  
proved to be the trickiest of all the Antbirds to 

Red-headed Caracara  



see, despite hearing them call in a number of places before the end of the trip. 
 
We did however get excellent views of a White -tailed Trogon, our first Purple-crowned 
Fairy and close up views of Black Oropendola  and their crazy calls. Emerging from the 
very humid track we spotted a group of raptors circling over the forest and Kilo quickly 
picked out a pair of King Vultures  climbing quickly. We soon had great scope views of 
this sought after member of the American Vulture family, with the white wing patterns 
clearly visible. By now it was very hot so we headed back to the hotel for a break and to 
cool off in the air conditioned rooms. 
 
The afternoon saw us back out heading back towards Yaviza once more to try and pick 
up a few more regional specialities. Our first stop was a small village beside the main 
road, where our appearance was rapidly a source of fascination to the local children. 
Our target species was Bicoloured Wren , a very recent addition to ÂċŰċůċќƚШċƻŔŉċƨŰċШ
and missing from the field guides, having colonised from Colombia. We quickly located 
a calling male who sang from nearby trees and gave us good but brief views. By this 
point Tony had acquired an adoring fan club, as he let the children look through his 
binoculars and they all quickly proved very adept at pointing out birds in the tree whilst 
proving to be excellent mimics of their calls. 

A small flock of Tanagers flew into a nearby fruiting tree and we suddenly realised there 
was a male Blue Cotinga with them. We got permission from the owner to go into his 
garden and were treated to fabulous views of this stunning bird. Usually they are a 
treetop species, but here we had one happily feeding in front of us. We also had our first 

Blue Cotinga 



Southern -beardless Tyrannulet  of the trip and a pair of noisy Boat-billed Flycatchers . 
A quick stop had proved incredibly fruitful and I suspect left a memory of some strange 
guys, who turned up with big cameras with the local kids! 

From Aligandi we headed on to an area 
known as Yaviza Forest, by the banks of the 
Chqunaque River looking for the locally 
scarce Dusky-backed Jacamar. Despite 
trying two sites we sadly failed to see any, 
our first serious dip of the trip. We did though 
get great views of a White -tailed Trogon  in 
the roadside trees. Slightly disappointed we 
headed back to Yaviza Wetlands for another 
chance to pick up Ruby Topaz. The light was 
really murky and the sky quite threatening 
and sadly the hummer failed to show, but we 
did get good views of both Thick-billed 
Seedfinch  and its rarer cousin Large-billed 
Seedfinch . We also saw our only Dickcissel  
and Willow Flyctacher  (identified by call) of 
the tour, as well as a close flying Crane 
Hawk which landed in nearby trees pursued 
by Steve! 

 
 

Day 5 т October 19 th т Travelling Day - Meteti to Summit Hotel  
 

We headed out 
of the Darien 
region after a 
reasonably 
early start 
heading 
towards the 
Summit Hotel 
close to the 
Panama Canal. 
After breakfast 
the plan was to 
bird en-route 
and call in to 
Nusagandi 
around 
lunchtime. 

 

White-tailed Trogon 

Upland Sandpiper  



 
ìĲШőċĬŰќƣШƣƖċƻĲũũĲĬШƻĲƖǃШŉċƖШƽőĲŰШuŔũŸШƚƨĬĬĲŰũǃШƚƣŸƓƓĲĬ the vehicle, announcing he 
had seen a љGrass Piperњ on the football field of the ÖŰŔƻĲƖƚŔƣǃШŸŉШÂċŰċůċќƚШ?ċƖŔĲŰШ
campus. He turned around and sure enough there was an adult Upland Sandpiper  
running around on the grass. We parked up and managed to get fabulous views of this 
slightly odd looking wader, resting on its migration south. Quite some unexpected 
bonus! 
 
As we continued west we dropped in at Hotel Avicar again for a coffee and comfort 
break and enjoyed the usual cast of tanagers and hummers on the feeders. By now the 
temperature was rising rapidly and large number of raptors were starting to take 
advantage rising up from their roosting spots. We pulled over at one point to watch truly 
astonishing numbers climbing above us. The flocks consisted in the main of Broad-
Winged Hawks, ÉƽċŔŰƚŸŰќƚШcċƽťƚ and thousands of Turkey Vultures  and as we 
stood and watched wave after wave headed past us. A truly incredible sight. 

 

Migration in action! 

The road surface on this section of the Trans-American Highway is truly awful so 
progress was slow, but Kilo pulled over again by a river for a last try for a few local 
species. He quickly located our only Barred Puffbird  of the trip in the strip of trees by 
the river, followed by a Black-tailed Trogon  which gave fabulous views in the roadside 



trees. By now it was very hot and the raptor 
migration was still in full swing, taking 
advantage of the favourable conditions. In 
amongst the kettle of vultures Steve spotted  

six Wood Storks  climbing over a nearby 
hillside, before we then pressed on for our 
lunch spot near the turning for Nusagandi. 
 
As we arrived at the restaurant, the dark clouds 
that had been gathering in the distance chose 
that moment to open. The rain was truly 
biblical in proportion and very soon the 
roadside ditches were raging torrents. Kilo was 
ĦŸŰŉŔĬĲŰƣШŔƣШƽŸƨũĬŰќƣШƖċŔŰШŉŸƖШƣŸŸШũŸŰŊ, but it 
was likely to affect ground conditions later. We 
turned north on the road to Nusagandi, 
suddenly discovering pristine tarmac, the road 
having been recently resurfaced. 
 
We arrived at a house on top of a hill in 

Nusagandi, ƽőĲƖĲШƽĲШůĲƣШċШŉƖŔĲŰĬШŸŉШuŔũŸќƚШƽŔƣőШċШƓũċŰШƣŸШŊŸШũŸŸťŔŰŊШŉŸƖШƣőĲШƨŰŔƕƨĲШ
Sapayoa, a real oddity being more closely related to African Broadbills than anything in 
the Americas. We started birding the garden of the house which proved very productive, 
with Rufous-winged, Sulphur -rumped  and Black-and-Yellow Tanagers being the 
highlights. We then set off to walk the trail to find the Sapayoa and potentially Black-
crowned Antpitta . However, the weather had turned the steep trail into an ice rink and 
given the risk to life and limb, never mind camera gear, we took the decision to abandon 
the questЮШfƣШĬŔĬŰќƣШőĲũƓШƣőċƣШŔƣШƽċƚШƖċŔŰŔŰŊШőĲċƻŔũǃШċŊċŔŰЮШÉŸ, whilst there was a slight air 
of disappointment, it was better than one of us getting injured. Kilo did say this was one 
of the easy trails, which 
would probably have 
been fine were it not for 
the very heavy rain. 
 
We did bird the main 
road though and added 
Crested Guan, Tawny-
crested Tanager and 
Northern Black -
throated Trogon  to the 
trip list. We also 
watched even larger 
flocks of Turkey 
Vultures  pass over us 
heading east. 

Black-tailed Trogon 

Eastern Meadowlark 



 

 
Given the state of the weather we decided to head off towards Panama City and our 
hotel for the night. However, before we did Kilo pulled over alongside a Supermarket to 
see what was around. The bushes around the car park were full of birds and whilst we 
ĬŔĬŰќƣШŉŔŰĬШƣőĲШőŸƓĲĬШŉŸƖШStriped Cuckoo , we did get fabulous views of Eastern 
Meadowlark , Panama Flycatcher , Red-eyed Vireo and Lesser Goldfinch  amongst 
others. 
 
The final leg of our journey took us past the airport and onto the northern bypass around 
Panama City. It was very obvious that the rain here had been torrential and lots of 
roadside fields were underwater. We arrived at the Summit Resort hotel around 5:30pm 
and to say this was a contrast with our Meteti lodgings would be a slight 
understatement! The views from our rooms were fantastic and it was very obvious that 
the hotel grounds held some superb forest, which we were looking forward to exploring 
at some point. 
 
Dinner and a very comfortable bed awaited after a long day on the road, although we 
had arrived to find the hotel packed out for a wedding. Despite being on the 6th floor, 
some of us were kept awake until the early hours by the constant thump coming from 
the dance floor!  
 
Day 6 т October 20 th - Cerro Azul 
 
Today was a Sunday so after our 06:30 breakfast we headed back across Panama City 
to visit Cerro Azul. This is a gated community to the north-east of Panama City, where 
the residents enjoy the benefits of living at higher altitudes where the climate is 
significantly cooler and far less humid. 
 

We stopped off 
enroute to purchase 
bananas, which Kilo 
said we would use 
later without 
elaborating too 
much and then 
quickly started to 
climb up the 
mountain. We 
stopped by the 
roadside briefly to 
check out a mixed 
flock of tanagers 
including a striking 
male Summer 

Summer Tanager 



Tanager as well as Red-eyed Vireos.  
 
On arrival at the gate, Kilo showed the day permit he had been issued with and we then 
climbed further passed a large number of chicken farms, which gave the lower slopes 
an interesting aroma! Cerro Azul is one of the most reliable places to see a number of 
species including the near endemic Stripe -cheeked Woodpecker  and Tody Motmot .  
 

 

Three-toed Sloth 

Our first stop was on the roadside by some of the houses where good areas of forest 
were evident. We quickly found a Broad-billed Motmot  which sat patiently for us by the 
roadside and a White -whiskered Puffbird  put in an appearance, although we did 
inadvertently trigger a house infrared alarm whilst trying to take photos! Kilo then 
decided to try using a Pygmy Owl tape to see what species would be attracted. Suffice 
to say it caused pandemonium, as the roadside bushes were suddenly full of birds 
investigating the intruder. We were joined by Fulvous-vented Euphonias, Red-eyed 
Vireos, Chestnut -capped Warbler , Purple-crowned Fairy and a magnificent Red-
capped Manakin  amongst others. We had to move on as we had an appointment at 
09:30, but stopped again for a pair of Short-billed Pigeons  and once again when Kilo 
spotted a Three-toed Sloth  in a Cecropia feeding happily on the oversized leaves above 
the road. 
 
At 09:30 we arrived at a house owned by an American couple, who have been feeding 
the local avian population for a considerable time and welcome visiting birders to share 



the spectacle, for a small contribution to what must be the not insignificant cost 
involved. The sheer number of birds in the garden is almost impossible to portray. The 
buzz of hummingbirds flying around the feeders was astonishing and for the first few 

minutes we were simply overwhelmed by the 
sheer spectacle.  
 
The hummers included Snowy-bellied 
Hummingbird , Crowned Woodnymph , 
Bronze-tailed Plumeleteer , Long-billed 
Hermit  and the very range restricted Violet -
capped Hummingbird . Not to be outdone, the 
fruit feeders attracted a fabulous cast where 
Summer , Hepatic  and Bay-headed Tanagers 
gave gob-smacking views and the sugar feeders 
also brought in Green and Shining 
Honeycreepers . The numbers of the latter were 
amazing with at least thirty visible at one point. 
The cast was then joined by a stunning Rufous 
Motmot , but it was clearly a little uneasy with 
our presence and never quite made it to the 
feeders.  Finally, we were joined by a family of 
]ĲŸŉŉƖŸǃќƚШÑċůċƖŔŰ, which fed happily on the 
bananas. 
 

 
Bronze-tailed Plumeleteer 

Violet-capped Hummingbird 



 

Bay-headed Tanager

 

Green Honeycreeper 



We arrived at the garden in the dry but just 
before we were due to leave the heavens 
opened and we witnessed once more the 
sheer power of a tropical storm. We 
hurriedly made our way back to the car 
and decided to go and find a coffee, 
whilst hoping the rain would stop so we 
could continue birding. We drove back 
through the gate and headed to a café 
which seemed a little surprised to see 
anyone given the weather. As we sat 
watching the rain a couple of thrushes 
kept us entertained including a Grey-
cheeked  Thrush . The rain showed no 
signs of abating when Kilo rather 
sheepishly told us we had a flat tyre! We 
had to go back out in the rain, still 
torrenting down and using umbrellas 
helped Kilo to change to the hire vehicleќs 
spare tyre. When fitted it was clear this 
was very low on air so we decided that the 
best solution was for Kilo to head back to 
Panama City to get air in the tyre whilst 
we remained at the restaurant, much to 

the bemusement of our hosts. 
Fortunately by this point the rain was starting to ease so we were able to explore the 
restaurant grounds and very quickly, as is the case virtually anywhere in Panama, we 
found birds to keep us entertained. These included great views of a Cocoa 
Woodcreeper , a stunning male White -vented Plumeleteer  and several Tropical 
Mockingbirds . A Tawny-
capped Warbler  then 
decided to give us incredible 
views at point blank range as 
it took advantage of the 
respite from the rain to feed. 
We were also able to watch a 
Streaked Saltator  feeding in 
the scrub and a Barred 
Antshrike  was in the 
roadside vegetation. Kilo 
suddenly reappeared and 
said he had managed to get 
the original tyre fixed, so we 
were able to get back on the 
road. 

 

Cocoa Woodcreeper 

Tawny-capped Warbler 



 

Geoffroy's Tamarin 

 
 



We had planned originally to head to Panama Bay to look for waders in the late 
afternoon, ĤƨƣШƣőŔƚШƽŸƨũĬŰќƣШŰŸƽШĤĲШƓŸƚƚŔĤũĲШso we decided to head back in to Cerro 
Azul and try our luck with the bananas and hopefully the hunt for Stripe -cheeked 
Woodpecker . However, as we headed back up the Cerro the rain restarted and simply 
ĬŔĬŰќƣШƚƣŸƓШfor the rest of the day scuppering any chance of visiting the best 
woodpecker site. Instead we spent the rest of the afternoon birding in the back garden 
of a photographer friend of Kilos. Happily it had a covered terrace so we could sit 
undercover and watch the birds come to us. 

 

Golden-hooded Tanager 

As we sat down there were few birds in sight and we wondered whether this would be a 
bit of a let down. However, as Kilo put bananas on to the various tables the birds 
suddenly appeared, and kept appearing for the next three hours! The variety and sheer 
quality of birds was amazing and the photography was phenomenal, despite the light 
levels. First on the scene were Hepatic Tanagers quickly followed by gaudy Black-
cheeked Woodpeckers . Golden-hooded Tanagers quickly followed along with 
Crimson -backed , Plain-coloured , Speckled  and Bay-headed Tanagers . More 
surprising was the arrival of a Red-throated Ant -Tanager which eventually fed on the 
fruit, something Kilo said he had never seen before.  
 
A number of warblers came in to investigate including another Chestnut -capped , our 
first Bay-breasted and a couple of Tennessee Warblers , but for us these were all 
overshadowed by a stunning male Golden-winged Tanager which put on an amazing  



 

Speckled Tanager 

 
Golden-winged Warbler 



 

Crimson-backed Tanager 

show. A Baltimore Oriole  came and went very quickly whilst a Rufous-breasted Wren  
decided to join us and was much more obliging for the cameras. Hard as it was, we 
eventually needed to leave this little bit of birding heaven and even as we walked out we 
were treated to great views of Brown-hooded Parrots  in the front garden trees. By now 
the light was fading quickly and we would be driving back to Summit in the dark. Sadly 
we had missed the Stripe -cheeked Woodpecker , but been treated to some amazing 
birds and the hopes of seeing Tody Motmot  were very definitely not yet over. 
 
When we arrived back at our hotel, thankfully it was much quieter and after an 
enjoyable dinner have a great nights sleep. 
 
Day 7 т October 21st т Pipeline Road 
 
Pipeline Road, the name resonates for any birder who has any interest in neo-tropical 
birding, with its near mythical status for a long list of target species. We can confirm 
that status is well and truly deserved! 
 
We left the Summit Hotel just after 07:00 and left for the short journey to the start of 
Pipeline Road. As we passed the Summit Zoological Parque we saw a raptor sitting on 
the fence, which turned out to be a Great Black Hawk  which allowed very close views 
from the car whilst a Lesser Kiskadee hawked for insects on the grass nearby. Our first 
sighting of the Panama Canal quickly followed as we drove through Gamboa, passed 
the area known as Ammo Dump and on to the start of the road itself. 



 

We initially drove along with the windows 
open listening out for bird calls and made 
a number of stops to connect with their 
owners. Early sightings included Plain-
brown Woodcreeper , White -whiskered 
Puffbird , Broad-billed Motmot  and a pair 
of Northern Black -throated Trogons. As 
we went further down the road we came 
across a group of other birders and we 
were soon looking at a fantastic Streak-
chested Antpitta  that proved challenging, 
but eventually gave everyone superb 
views. 

At this point the forest seemed to come 
alive and we remained on foot whilst we 
gorged on the feast of superb species. We 
started with a Black-breasted Puffbird  
calling high up, then spotting a Slaty-
tailed Trogon on a low branch beside the 
road, but before we set off for better views 

Northern Black-throated Trogon 

Streak-chested Antpitta 



of it we were distracted by a pair of 
Purple-Throated Fruitcrows . After 
enjoying the Trogon we were then 
treated to great  

views of Velvety Manakin , which 
showed down to two metres on 
occasions, Fasciated Antshrike , 
White -flanked Antwre n, Black-
crowned Antshrike , the wonderfully 
named Checker -throated 
Stipplethroat , with more fleeting 
views of Chestnut -backed Antbird  
and Song Wren. Best of all though, 
was after a patient wait we were 
treated to fantastic views of a female 
Great Jacamar, which positively 
radiated out from its perch. A real 
stunner.  

The morning was rapidly disappearing, 
so Kilo suggested we walk back to the 
vehicle and then drive further down the 
road to search for other species. To do 
that we walked past the Streak-
chested Antpitta , so we had another 

look and this time treated to even better views than before. What a fabulous bird. Once 
reunited with the car we drove down to the Rainforest Discovery Centre, just as the 
heavens opened. We sat undercover and watched the rain hammer down so used the 
time to get a drink and cool off, given how humid it was before the rain started. 
 
We were joined by the American birders we had met earlier at the Antpitta, but they had 
been in the open when the rain started so they were soaked. We exchanged notes on 
what we had each seen since parting and they showed us photographs they had taken 
at an antswarm not too far from the Discovery Centre, in turn we showed them photos 
of the Great Jacamar! Our respective guides had already exchanged site information, so 
we discussed tactics given the poor weather and it was now lunchtime. We were all 
desperate to hook up with the ant swarm, so Kilo suggested lunch in a café in Gamboa 
and then head back when the weather improved. 
 
After a great lunch we quickly heading back to the Discovery Centre, all a little nervous 
in case we had missed the ƚőŸƽЮШìĲШŰĲĲĬŰќƣШőċƻĲШƽŸƖƖŔĲĬЮШìĲШƓċƖťĲĬШƨƓШċŰĬШuŔũŸШ
headed to the site and soon announced there were antbirds calling. First on the scene 
was a single Spotted Antbird  by the side of the track, a real stunner. As we stopped we 
suddenly had a number of Bicoloured Antbirds  feeding in front of us at very close range 
and a pair of Northern  Barred Antshrikes  so close to us we struggled to get them in 
frame for photos. 

Great Jacamar 



 

 

Spotted Antbird and Ocellated Antbird 



 

 
However, it just got better, other birds were calling ahead and suddenly we were looking 
at a number of Ocellated Antbirds , one of our most wanted targets for the whole trip. 
Wow! We could see the ant swarm itself moving through and the birds feeding on the 
various species diving out of the way of them. These were joined by Grey-headed 
Tanagers and both Rufous and Whooping Motmots  as well as a Golden-collared 
Manakin  watching from a respectable distance! We stayed with the ant swarm for a 
while, despite the humidity and heat levels getting to a point where the air was stifling 
under the dense canopy. It was as unforgettable an experience as we had hoped for and 
something none of us will forget in a hurry. 

 

Spot-crowned Antvireo 

As we walked back to the car a small bird shot across at eye level and we were treated 
to superb views of a Spot-crowned Antvireo , normally a bird seen in the canopy, but 
here giving tremendous views of its subtle, cryptic plumage. As we got back to the car 
the weather was looking threatening again, we headed back to the discovery centre 
where the rain once more decided to fall. Whilst some of us recovered from the heat 
and humidity of the ant swarm experience, others still looked out for more and we were 
all rewarded for this with a sighting of a Band-tailed Barbthroat , a diminutive member 
of the Hermit family. 
 



We all decided that we had now had as much as we could take and headed back to the 
hotel, although not without point blank views of another Broad-billed Motmot . 
cŸƽĲƻĲƖЯШƽĲШőċĬŰќƣШƕƨŔƣĲШŉŔŰŔƚőĲĬШŉŸƖШƣőĲШĬċǃЮШ ШƕƨŔĦťШƚőŸƽĲƖШċŰĬШƣőĲŰШƽĲШůĲƣШċƣШ6 PM 
ƣŸШĬƖŔƻĲШƣŸШƣőĲШőŸƣĲũШŊċƣĲШƣŸШƽċƣĦőШċШƚůċũũШŉċůŔũǃШŸŉШÂċŰċůċŰŔċŰШ ŔŊőƣШ~ŸŰťĲǃќƚ emerge 
from their tree hole roost as dusk fell. This was followed by dinner and a few well earned 
beers on our last night for now at the Summit Hotel. 
 
Day 8 т October 22nd т Panama Bay, Gorgona area, travel to El Valle de Anton 
 
After our usual 06:30 breakfast we headed across Panama City to an area called 
Panama Viejo on the edge of Panama Bay. This was where we were planning to go a 
couple of days earlier, before the flat tyre and heavy rain intervened. We arrived at the 
bay, after negotiating the nightmare traffic in downtown Panama City, just as the tide 
was starting to go out. As we got out of the car it was clear that there were large 
numbers of waders on the mud flats relatively close to us on the shore. The only issue 
was the light rain and the heavy cloud cover giving tricky photography conditions. 

 

Semi-palmated Sandpiper 

The wader list was impressive and included Western  and Semipalmated Sandpipers , 
Semipalmated  and Grey (Black-bellied)  Plovers , Willet s, Lesser Yellow legs, Short-
billed Dowitchers  (plus a few Long-billed  as well when the photos were checked) and 
Whimbrel . There were a handful of Ruddy Turnstones on some distant rocks but sadly 
no Surfbirds . The bay also held a number of other species including Blue-winged Teal, 
Northern Shoveler , White Ibis , Great Blue Heron, both Yellow-crowned  and Black-



crowned Night Herons , plus, distantly a single Black Skimmer  and a couple of 
Roseate Spoonbills . A couple of Northern Waterthrushes  teased us from the 
shoreline rocks, never quite allowing their photographs to be taken. 

 

Lesser Yellowlegs 

There were a few other species in the mangrove trees including the local variant of 
Yellow Warbler , also 
called Mangrove Warbler  
(either a species or sub-
species depending on 
your taxonomy of choice), 
showing well. By now the 
tide was moving well out 
of the bay and the waders 
were becoming more 
distant and we needed to 
go back to the Summit 
Hotel to check out and 
start our journey west to 
El Valle de Anton. 
 
We headed out over the 
Panama Canal and onto 
the main Trans-American 

Yellow Warbler (Mangrove) 



highway. Unlike in the east, the road was a fully tarmacked dual carriageway so 
progress was a little smoother than the journey to the Darien. We stopped off for lunch 
at a restaurant near Gorgona before heading towards the nearby coastal  area to look 
for a few lowland specialities, including Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl. We stopped by the 
exotically sounding Laguna Mailibu to see if we could call the Pygmy-Owl in. Sadly we 
got no response, but we did get an impressive response from the other locals taking 
exception to the calls. 
 
Many were by now familiar friends but we saw our first Blackburnian Warblers , 
numerous Yellow  and Tennessee Warblers , Garden Emerald and Sapphire-throated 
Hummingbird , Yellow-bellied Elaenia , Panama and Social Flycatchers , and a couple 
of really special species, the tiny Pale-eyed Pygmy-Tyrant and a very smart Golden-
fronted Greenlet . The sun was beating down at this point and the temperatures were 
very high, but given the proximity to the sea at least the humidity was lower. 

 

Golden-fronted Greenlet 

As we were watching the roadside trees a Magnificent Frigatebird  flew by and we were 
excited to see what the ĤĲċĦőШƽŸƨũĬШƖĲƻĲċũЮШÉċĬũǃШŔƣШƽċƚŰќƣШƕƨŔƣĲШċƚШŊŸŸĬШċƚШƽĲШ
expected, but we did see at least five Ospreys  fishing offshore and a couple of Brown 
Pelicans  flew by distantly as did a few more Frigatebirds. There were only a couple of 
waders on the shore but they did give super views in nice light. A single Willet  and a 
Whimbrel , which from our photos we discovered only had one complete foot. 
 
 



 

Willet 

Given the time we had to move on, although we did call in at a local supermarket to pick 
up some cold drinks, where Steve and Tony made friends with a few of the locals! We 
arrived at El Valle as the light was starting to fade, but we did have a little time to watch 
a few tanagers coming to the feeders. After dinner in a lovely local restaurant we 
headed up into the surrounding hills to try for owls. El Valle sits in an extinct volcanic 
caldera and the surrounding hills rise steeply and contains a lot of excellent forests. We 
drove up the narrow tracks, grateful again for the 4x4 before leaving the vehicle well 
away from any habitation. We tried initially for Spectacled  Owl   without any joy before 
connecting with a Tropical Screech Owl  which in the end gave us good views. We 
returned to our hotel and another early night before heading out early the following 
morning. 
 
Day 9 т October 23rd т El Valle de Anton  
 
We had an early and very tasty breakfast at our hotel, the charming Casa Grimaldo, 
before heading out for the day. At this point the weather was on our side, so we headed 
up on one of the steep climbs away from El Valle and parked up on a hillside to try our 
luck for Tody Motmot . Whilst we drew a blank on this much wanted species, we did 
discover the hillside vegetation was dripping with Yank warblers. We were treated to 
decent views of Blackburnian , Golden-winged , Black-and-white , Tennessee, 
Chestnut -sided , Bay-breasted  and Mourning Warblers , although they were all very 
active and keeping up was a challenge. These were joined by a pair of Bay Wrens and 
both Tawny-capped Euphonia  and Tawny-crested Tanagers on the wires. 



 

Chestnut-sided Warbler 

Kilo dragged us away to try other locations and we headed higher up the hill to look for a 
unique hummer which would be new for all of 
us. As we drove higher we once again found 
ourselves amongst chicken farms, who it 
seems own much of the land around El Valle 
as well. Kilo was clearly looking for something 
specific as he drove along and parked up 
having found his target. By the roadside was a 
newly flowering Heliconia so we settled down 
to await our quarry. Initially a Green Hermit  
and a Stripe -throated Hermit  came to the 
flowers which proved that nectar was 
available. However, after a patient watch our 
target appeared, White -tipped Sicklebill . We 
knew the visit would be fleeting and as 
trapline feeders it may not return for an hour 
so we had to make the most of our brief 
opportunity. 

 
Whilst we ere waiting for the Sicklebill we did 
see a number of other species including a 
local sub-species of Collared Trogan, 

White-tipped Sicklebill 


