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Compiled by Naturalist Journeys guides Drs. Carol Simon and Howard Topoff 
with local guides Dave Ramlal, Mukesh Ramdass, Lester Nanan, Martin 

Kenefick, Randell Duberry, Jason Radix, Desmond Wright, William Trim and 
Zolani “Zee” Frank. Our clients were Deanna, Maggie, Tovi, Gabi, Jan, Kate, 

Carol and Alison. 
 

Friday, June 20:   Arrival at Hacienda Jacana 
By 5:00 p.m. all ten guests had arrived and gotten settled, and we met in the outdoor dining area for 
introductions. It was a pleasure for Carol and Howard to see Dave Ramal, our excellent guide for Trinidad, again. 
Hacienda Jacana was a most welcoming place to stay for two nights. The lodge is eco-friendly and located at the 
edge of the rainforest in Talparo, Trinidad. Here, wildlife is abundant. 

 

 

Carol and Howard presented their first multi-media presentation before dinner, “An Introduction to Trinidad 
and the Rainforest.” Dinner was very nice and afterwards, then our tired travelers retreated to a good night’s 
sleep.  

 

Birding 
(Carol Simon) 

Hacienda Jacana 
Hacienda Web Site 
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Saturday, June 21:   Hacienda Jacana | Atlantic Lowlands | Nariva Swamp 

This morning, we realized that we had a special treat. The author of Birds of Trinidad & Tobago, Martyn 
Kenefick, joined us for the day. We all boarded our bus for the first time and headed for the Aripo Savannah 
where we saw a great variety of birds including Black Hawk, Fork-tailed Flycatcher and Pearl Kite. We were in 
the vicinity of Nariva Swamp, the largest freshwater wetland in Trinidad. Several Indian Mongoose appeared and 
we learned that they were introduced to Trinidad and Tobago to control agricultural pests in the sugar cane 
fields. Unfortunately, the result has been a significant degradation of native fauna. 

We had a nice picnic lunch at Manzanilla Beach, along the Caribbean Coast, where we were able to easily spot 
Magnificent Frigatebirds and Brown Pelicans. Carib Grackles were at our feet. 

Returning to Hacienda Jacana in the late afternoon, Carol and Howard gave their “Tropical Botany” presentation 
where we reviewed topics such as the incredible tropical biodiversity of plants, reasons for spines, bracts vs 
petals and much, much more. 

After dinner there was a short, optional night walk allowing us to find Spectacled Caiman in a pond, termite 
tubes, a centipede, African Gecko and Tungara Frog and a foam nest. The little male frogs whip up a foam mass 
from female secretions, sperm and water and provide a place for the frog eggs to develop. Once tadpoles are 
present, they drop into nearby pools of water. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Sunday, June 22:  Travel to Grand Riviere | Leatherback Turtles | Piping Guans 
|Mt. Plaisir Hotel 

In preparation for our greatly anticipated visit to see giant Leatherback Turtles laying eggs, Carol and Howard 
began the morning with their presentation “The Natural History of Marine Turtles.”  Saying good-bye to 
Hacienda Jacana, we traveled up the coast to our final stop for the day, Grand Riviere. But on the way, we 
stopped at the Bajnath’s Estate Hummingbird Sanctuary in Matura National Park. We certainly enjoyed the 

 

Agouti 
(Howard Topoff) 
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feeders here, hardly knowing where to look with all the activity! Tufted Coquettes and White-necked Jacobins 
were common. Some reptiles seen include Green Iguana and Giant Ameiva. 

After having a locally served lunch, we arrived at Grand Riviere well before dinner. David suggested that we 
drive a short distance and look for c. We were very successful, seeing several. A local estate had plenty of their 
favorite food plants, Nutmeg trees, and Dave was very adept at spotting birds for us. Eventually several ended 
up right in front of our faces!   

Arriving back at the newly renovated Mt. Plaisir Hotel in time for dinner, we prepared to see Leatherback Turtles 
digging nests and laying eggs on the adjacent beach. Using red lamps, and following the instructions of our 
guide, we watched in amazement as the nest was dug. The first nest wasn’t judged to be sufficient for some 
reason, and we watched the female start all over again, finally depositing the ping-pong-ball sized eggs before 
the nest was covered. We also participated in releasing a bucketful of hatchlings. They had been gathered up to 
protect them against the many beach predators — Frigatebirds, Black Vultures, crabs, dogs and more. The entire 
Leatherback experience is one that you have to see in person and is an event to be remembered.  

 

 

Monday, June 23: Optional Morning Birding | Travel to Asa Wright Nature 
Center 

Since we had seen the Piping Guans, or Pawis, the afternoon before, free time was scheduled. All participants 
opted for an extra birding session with Dave, returning in late morning to hear Howard’s entertaining talk about 
social insects, highlighting his many adventures with ants, including swallowing several Army Ant soldiers and 
being stung on the hand by a Bullet Ant. Being a field biologist does have its hazards.  

It was a long drive to Asa Wright, but we arrived in time to settle into our newly renovated rooms and visit the 
world-famous veranda for afternoon tea and a lineup of hummingbird and fruit feeders. It didn’t take long to 
see Purple and Green Honeycreepers, loads of Bananaquits and Violaceous Euphonias. Asa Wright has 
undergone a transformation. This premier nature lodge closed, supposedly permanently, during COVID. But 
later, the non-profit trust that owns Asa Wright decided to lease the property to HADCO Holdings, which 
embarked upon a multi-million-dollar renovation of an aging facility. The Asa Wright Trust holds the land and 
the buildings. 

Black Vulture 
(Howard Topoff) 

 
Leatherback Turtle 

(Howard Topoff) 
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Before dinner we heard Carol’s talk “The Reptiles and Amphibians of Trinidad and Tobago” and learned a bit 
about venoms and anti-venoms. After dinner, we engaged in a favorite activity — a night walk. Almost every 
night that we were able to do night walks, eight of the ten of us went out to see what we could find. This night’s 
walk with Randall was a little short because it started to rain after a half hour. But we did manage to see Cane 
Toad, House Gecko, Manicou Crab and Ruschenbergerii’s Tree Boa, the most common snake we saw on the trip. 
The large Manicou Crabs are night hunters and can even consume small snakes. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Tuesday, June 24:  Asa Wright Nature Centre | Northern Range | Blanchisseuse 
Road | Brasso Seco Village 

 

 
Barred Antshrike 
(Howard Topoff) 

Purple Honeycreeper 
(Howard Topoff) 

Manicou Crab 
(Howard Topoff) 

Bananaquit 
(Howard Topoff) 
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The drive on the Blanchisseusse Road was mainly birding, although we did see a Red-tailed Squirrel. A local lunch 
was served at the Brasso Seco Visitor Facility where many of us enjoyed the locally made chocolate. 

Today, Howard entertained us with his talk “Bird Brains,” which focused on the myths and truths about sensory 
systems in birds.  

Still at Asa Wright, we had the best night walk of all with Mukesh, seeing Variegated Gecko, Chevron Tarantulas, 
scorpions, impressive spider webs, katydids and the largest Tree Boa of the trip. It was wrapped around a tree 
and seemed like it was about nine feet long, but the records for this species are closer to seven feet. It was still a 
big snake! 

Wednesday, June 25:   Morning Walk at AWNC | Caroni Swamp 

At Asa Wright, we always spent some time on the veranda. Here we could see multitudes of hummingbirds at 
the feeders, plus lizards such as the Caribbean Treerunner and Audubon’s Multi-colored Lizard. 

Leaving the veranda, we prepared to walk on the trails by covering our shoes, socks and lower pant legs with 
sulfur so we wouldn’t get chiggers. Chiggers are the larval form of mites that are so tiny you really can’t see 
them. They get on your clothes and work their way to low oxygen level spots on your skin, where your clothes 
are tight. There, they burrow into your skin, but drop out because you aren’t the correct host. If you are allergic 
to what they leave behind, you are miserable. If not, you might swear that there are no chiggers in the area. 

 

 

 

On the trails we had the good fortune to see the Bearded Bellbird and White-bearded Manakin. The manakins 
hang out in leks where several males perform ritualized mating dances and are “chosen” by females. 

After lunch, we birded our way to Winston Nanan’s Caroni Swamp with Lester Nanan as our guide. Lester’s dad, 
Winston, was influential in establishing protection for the swamp area. We saw the usual Tree Boa along the 
way and many birds including the charming Masked Cardinal. 

Bearded Bellbird & Masked Cardinal 
(Gabriel Hauser) 
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We eventually anchored at a quiet spot in the mangroves for dinner. The Scarlet Ibises are off nesting at this 
time of year and so they were not roosting in large numbers here, but we did see some small groups fly above 
us.  

Thursday, June 26:   Oilbird Cave | Tobago and Cuffie River Nature Retreat 

Many of us were waiting for this day, our trek to see the Oilbirds, the only nocturnal, fruit-eating birds in the 
world. Housed in Dunston Cave, we had to get our feet wet in order to see them, but no one minded. Mukesh 
and Randall made sure that everyone navigated the cave safely. High on rock ledges in the cave, these birds 
were waiting until night, when they use their echolocation to fly safely from the daytime roosts and search for 
the oily palm fruits they eat. Large Golden Tegu Lizards, Stream Frogs and the Golden-headed Manakin were 
also seen this morning, with an extra effort by Mukesh to find the latter. 

An afternoon flight to Tobago soon had us visiting some sewage ponds (yes, they smelled fine) with our main 
Tobago guide, Jason. Along the way we encountered a new bird for Jason, and the rest of us. Previously, it was 
viewed only a few times on Tobago. The Double-striped Thick-knee, also known as a Stone-curlew, was standing 
in a field for all to see. A Spectacled Caiman and a very dead Giant Tree Frog were also spotted this afternoon.  

This evening, we were at the Cuffie River Nature Center for the first time where three of us greatly enjoyed the 
large swimming pool! 

Friday, June 27: Cuffie River Nature Retreat Trails | Wetland Exploration | 
Adventure Farm 

This morning, Cuffie guide Desmond walked with us on local trails. After lunch and back with Jason, we headed 
for Adventure Farm, which is also lined with hummingbird feeders. It mostly rained while were there, but that 
didn’t seem to stop the hummers from coming onto the projected veranda. It soon stopped raining enough for 
us to walk the trails with fruit trees rimmed by a natural forest. In addition to the hummers, we enjoyed many 
other birds such as the Trinidad Motmot. The large Frangipani Caterpillars were stunning. 

 

 
Frangipani  (Sphinx moth) Caterpillar 

(Howard Topoff) 
 

Trinidad Motmot 
(Howard Topoff) 
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We then got back on the bus and made the short drive to Fort James. Looking out over Tobago’s Caribbean 
coastline, we saw Laughing Gulls and Royal Terns, plus many other birds. Then it was back to Cuffie River. After 
dinner, there was a bit of a miscommunication with a wonderful night-walk guide coming from some distance, 
but late. Willian Trim is a guide and trainer who was once the head of the Tobago Forestry Division. You can 
imagine the jobs he had that led to that position. Because it was so late, we had a brief walk with William, but 
managed to see R. Tree Boa, Cat-eyed Snake (on the stairs inside the lodge!), Cane Toad, Giant Crown Anole and 
Garden Thin-toed Frog. 

Saturday, June 28: Cuffie River Nature Retreat | Main Ridge Preserve | Little 
Tobago Island 

The UNESCO-listed Main Ridge Reserve of Tobago is stunning primary forest. This morning, we had the very 
special goal of seeing Tobago’s sole manakin species, the Blue-backed. With Jason’s guidance we were 
successful. Afterwards, we walked on the Gilpin Trace Trail and it was a pleasure to experience such a 
magnificent forest. Along the way we were intrigued by the Autograph Tree with its striking fruit, as well as the 
Jumping Guabine, a small fish that can jump out of the water and survive for quite some time, as long as it 
doesn’t dry out. 

From the Forest Reserve, we continued down to Tobago’s Caribbean coast, had lunch, and then boarded a boat 
with local guide Zolani, to take us to Little Tobago Island.  We walked a steep trail to a seabird overlook  with 
multiple rest stops that allowed us to learn more about the islands and its natural history.  Here it was easy to 
see Red-billed Tropicbirds, Magnificent Frigatebirds and Red-footed Boobies. 

Returning down the trail, we boarded our boat and settled around the glass bottom viewing areas. 
Unfortunately, the sea was murky and we couldn’t see much. 

Back at Cuffie River, we enjoyed a final dinner together, returning to our rooms to pack for the trip home. 

 

 

 

Psychopsis (Butterfly) Orchid 
(Carol Simon) 

 

Fruit of the Autograph Tree (Clusia) 
(Howard Topoff) 
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Sunday, June 29:     Departures 

So quickly the trip was over and was it our day to travel home, or at least towards home. We left Cuffie at 
various times throughout the day and all seemed to get home safely. It was a nice trip with special memories for 
all. 

 
 

 
 
 
 

Caroni Swamp 
(Howard Topoff) 

 

Oil Bird Cave 
(Carol Simon) 

 

Torch Ginger 
(Howard Topoff) 

 

Singing In the Rain (Howard Topoff) 
 


