Best of Guatemala: Birding and Culture

Trip Report | Jan. 21 — Feb. 4, 2026 | by Greg
Butcher
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Compiled by guide Greg Butcher along with local guide extraordinaire Roland
Rumm. Our clients included Mary Emma, Marria, Diana, Mike, Thomas,
Richard and Spring, Pamela and Garrett, and Linda

For most of us, Guatemala brings to mind an exotic place. It is closely identified with the Mayan culture and all
the archeological work to uncover the structures they built. And the national bird is the Resplendent Quetzal!
The main tour was focused on the Western Highlands, which shares both birds and a Mayan history with
Chiapas, Mexico. The extension covered the Peten lowlands, which shares both birds and the Mayan culture
with both Belize and the Yucatan Peninsula of Mexico. In the winter, Guatemala also shares many migratory
birds that breed in the United States and Canada, in addition to the tropical resident species. Throughout, we
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mixed birding with cultural touring, learning about the Mayans and the birds simultaneously or alternately.

Wednesday, January 21 Arrival in Guatemala City

Our first impression was phew, there really is someone to meet us here. Our next impression was Guatemala
City traffic. Who knew there were so many cars and trucks in Guatemala? Our third impression was a very fancy
big-city hotel, Tikal Futura, with big rooms, comfy beds, and an excellent restaurant. And our last impression for
the day was our guide, Roland Rumm. Wow, he has a lot of energy and excitement! And he laughs a lot!

Thursday, January 22 Universidad Francisco Marroquin

After a great breakfast buffet at the hotel, we drove through the traffic to Universidad Francisco Marroquin.
Campus birding was good because we had good views of natural vegetation from the open campus. All but one
of the 22 birds we saw on campus can be found in the United States. Thank you Melodious Blackbird for being
the exception! The campus swarmed with young people in between classes, and we were able to attract a
number of students to talk about birds and look through our telescopes. The campus hosts two excellent
museums. Museo Ixchel is the textile museum, and Museo Popol Vuh hosts Mayan art and artifacts. The Popol
Vuh itself is a sacred text transcribed by a Dominican friar telling the history of one of the many Mayan
communities. It is valued for being one of the most faithful and early recordings of Mayan history and creation
stories.

As we drove to Los Tarrales, we added more tropical birds at a gas station than we had on campus: Orange-
chinned Parakeet and Scrub and Yellow-throated Euphonias. At Los Tarrales, we stayed in rustic cabins at a
coffee and house-plant farm. For most of us, it was our favorite place of the whole trip. And we’ll never forget
the home-made bread! We arrived in time for a pre-dinner bird walk. Greg got his first life bird (White-bellied
Chachalaca), and we all enjoyed a rare parrot, the Yellow-naped Amazon. White-throated Magpie-Jays reminded
us that we weren’t in Kansas anymore. Roland does a great Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl imitation to attract small
birds (they want to know where the predators are!), and for the first of several times, he called in the pygmy owl
in addition to the other small birds.

Fri., Jan. 23, and Sat. Jan. 24 Two Full Days at Los Tarrales

On both of our full days at Los Tarrales, we woke up early to take two four-wheel-drive vehicles to higher
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elevations in the national park. For the first morning, our best rewards were Crested Guan, Collared Aracari,

Gartered Violaceous Trogon, and a spectacular soaring King Vulture. Just before lunch, we came upon a file of
army ants and got great looks at a Ruddy Woodcreeper, a species that follows the army ants to eat the larger
insects that the ants scare up. We stopped for three roosting Black-and-white Owls that Eve, our local guide, had
discovered, then off to lunch. The second morning produced both a Crested and a Highland Guan, Lesson’s
Motmot, a beautiful Green Shrike-Vireo, and a strange Gray-crowned Gound-Sparrow. Once again, the skies
produced a great soaring bird, this time an Ornate Hawk-Eagle. We saw way more species in the afternoons, but
fewer spectacular ones. On Friday, we had 42 species, including Pale-billed Woodpecker, Ivory-billed
Woodcreeper, Bat Falcon, and 5 species of parrots/parakeets. Saturday afternoon produced 50 species, a new
Ground-Sparrow -- White-faced — and surprisingly, our only Barred Antshrike. Los Tarrales is a good place for
night birds. Northern Potoo put on an amazing show Friday night, along with Common Pauraques, as did Lesser
Nighthawks Saturday night.

Sunday, January 25 Chichicastenango

We were off to Chichicastenango and the Sunday market first thing after breakfast. What a crowd! At first, we
looked down on the marketplace so we could enjoy all the milling about. Then we visited textile shops, mask
shops, flower shops, and more. Someone convinced Greg to try on a full Mayan regalia. We visited the cathedral
that hosts both Catholic and Mayan worship. We had a snafu at lunch, so we visited the nearby, very colorful
cemetery before instead of after eating. Then we were off to Lake Atitlan and Hotel Toliman, where surprisingly,
we had our only Cinnamon-bellied Saltator.

Monday, January 26 Lake Atitlan

Every morning at Hotel Toliman we visited a flowering tree that always produced Ruby-throated Hummingbirds
and Tennessee Warblers and often other birds too. This morning we also found what was surprisingly the only
Tropical Mockingbird for the trip. After breakfast, Roland took us to a spot for Slender Sheartail, a beautiful
small hummingbird. Success! It was a six-hummingbird site, even though there weren’t any feeders: Blue-tailed,
Azure-crowned, Ruby-throated, White-eared, and Rufous Sabrewing. It was a battle between Gray Silky-
Flycatchers and Tennessee Warblers for the most common bird of the morning, and Gray Silkies won, 44 to 25!
Our only Chestnut-capped Warbler of the morning was one of six warblers; the others were all North American
migrants. During lunch at the Hotel Bambu, we were distracted by a Cape May Warbler, a rare bird for
Guatemala.
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After lunch, we all hopped into a medium-sized boat to cross Lake Atitlan to San Juan La Laguna. We hiked up a
steep road to a textile shop owned by a 30-woman collective and were treated to a detailed demonstration
about how Guatemalans make textiles. Most of us brought gifts home from the store. We will never forget the
ride back because the wind had come up, creating some impressive waves for our boat to navigate.

Tuesday, January 27 Cerro Paquisis and Mirador Rey Tepepul

We were offered a very difficult choice this morning: climb Cerro Paquisis to look for the Horned Guan, or take a
slightly easier hike for Resplendent Quetzal. The wind was still high, contributing to our failure to see the guan,
but we did see five one-time-only species for the tour: Garnet-throated and Wine-throated Hummingbirds,
Golden-browed Warbler, Mountain Trogon, and Black-throated Jay. The Resplendent Quetzal group found their
target bird, plus three more one-time-only-for-the-tour species: Scaly-throated Foliage-Gleaner, Common
Chlorospingus, and Flame-colored Tanager. We reconvened for lunch at Hotel Bambu, where the bus driver sent
Roland a photo of what turned out to be Roland’s lifer Black-billed Cuckoo! After lunch, we went to a very
productive wetland to fill in a number of common wetland species, including wide open views of Richard'’s lifer
Sora. (Is it a rail or a crake? It depends on who you ask!)

Wednesday, Jan. 28 Pink-headed Warbler and more

| think of all the target birds on this trip, Roland most wanted to show us a Pink-headed Warbler, and Finca
Caleras Chichivac was the designated place. Half of us got good looks at a pair, but that wasn’t good enough, so
we continued on for a second pair — and everyone got great looks at that pair! That was our reward, but
Roland’s reward was an adult male Black-throated Blue Warbler, very rare for Guatemala. We had a number of
other unique-for-the-trip birds here. We might well have been in North America for the Hairy Woodpecker (very
different looking!) and Brown Creeper, and specifically western North America for Olive Warbler (not considered
a warbler anymore), Hermit Warbler, Spotted Towhee, and Yellow-eyed Junco. But we were rooted in
Guatemala after all with White-necked Brushfinch and Black-vented Oriole. Lunch was a real treat at the most
popular Swiss restaurant in Guatemala, featuring a wide variety of crepes. (I can’t confirm if there’s a second
one or not.) And there was excellent afternoon birding right next door. We had a Tufted Flycatcher that kept
returning to the same branch and a Pine Flycatcher that kept returning to the same fence post, making the IDs
easy. Crescent-chested Warbler and Hooded Grosbeak weren’t as obliging, but some of us got our bins on them.
After a fantastic birding day, we completed the drive from Lake Atitlan to Antigua, where we stayed in a very
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attractive hotel with a couple of courtyards and a fabulous close view of the extremely active Volcan Fuego.

Fuego produced puffs of ash every two minutes, plus frequent expulsions of lava, which we could see both in
the air and streaming down the sides. Roland assured us that there would be plenty of warning before the
volcano turned dangerous, but we were still impressed when we met a couple of young women who spent the
night right nextdoor to the volcano itself.

Thursday, January 29 Antigua Birding and Cooking

One of our most productive birding spots was El Pilar, with 41 species and good views of hummingbirds, but the
only unique-for-the-trip species we got there was American Kestrel. The six hummingbirds were Rivoli’s, White-
eared, Berylline, Azure-crowned, Rufous Sabrewing, and Green-throated Mountain-Gem. We saw a total of 16
Bushy-crested Jays in several flocks. We worked hard to get a good view of Blue-and-white Mockingbird and
MacGillivray’s Warbler. After that, we were off to the Cuscun Cooking Workshop where Darrio and his team put
us to work making Pepian (a hearty soup), Jocon (chicken stew), and Rellenitos de platano (mashed plantains
with chocolate sauce inside). We were amazed at how many vegetables and spices we added, especially to the
Pepian. We kept busy for several hours. The meal was so good that we vowed to skip dinner; some of us kept
the vow.

Friday, January 30 Antigua Birding and City Tour

We started the morning at Cerro de la Cruz, where we added 33 species, including eight warbler species, all
migrants except for the resident Rufous-capped Warbler. Yellow-bellied Sapsucker added to our growing list of
North American migrants joining us for our escape from winter. We all agreed that the Euphonia we saw was
indeed Elegant, but the Black-headed Siskins looked more like goldfinches. Nearby was Santo Domingo del
Cerro, an interesting hotel in a lovely outdoor setting with birds and sculptures. We saw Acorn Woodpeckers
and Grace’s Warblers, probably not migrants, but shared species with the western USA, and Black-capped
Swallows and Guatemalan Flickers, which don’t go any farther north than Chiapas, Mexico. After lunch, Roland
led us through the cobblestone streets on an Antigua city tour. We all took our photos through the Santa
Catalina Arch, built in 1693. Highlights were the Merced Church and the central Plaza. Our visit to the San Jose
Cathedral was designed to show us why the capital moved from Antigua to Guatemala City; it was because of
the devastation of the Santa Marta earthquake of 1773. But what Roland hadn’t told us is there was an
American Barn Owl roosting in the ruins. Shockingly, we had to return to the courtyard of Posada Don Rodrigo

5

Naturalist Journeys, LLC PO Box 16545 Portal, AZ 85632 PH: 866.900.1146
naturalistiourneys.com | travel@naturalistjourneys.com




(our hotel) for our only Rufous-collared Sparrows of the trip!

Saturday, January 31 Departures or Extension

We had one last birding stop before returning to Guatemala City: the Alux Ecological Park. We saw some birds
there, but our favorite memory is the dog digging under the fence to try to get at Roland’s speaker and Roland’s
mad dash to save it, successfully, thank goodness. Oh, the birds included Mexican Violetear, Hutton’s Vireo (a
shared species, but not a migrant), the distinctive form of Guatemala’s Steller’s Jay, a Slate-throated Redstart,
and — finally — great views of a pair of Brown-backed Solitaires, a familiar voice, but now a new sight. Sadly, we
dropped off Mary Emma, Marria, Diana, and Thomas, but gladly we picked up my wife Linda. Four of us flew
home, and eight of us flew to Peten for the extension. We arrived in Peten during an unusual cold spell; 50
degrees wasn’t so bad for those of us with freezing temperatures back home, but Roland had to wear all his
clothes to stay warm. We stayed at the Jungle Lodge, just inside the park.

Sun., Feb. 1, and Mon., Feb. 2 Tikal National Park

For two days, we had no van! We walked everywhere, starting in the dark. Our goal was to be on top of a
pyramid in the Lost World before dawn, and of course our goal was almost at the opposite end of the park. But
we did it! Our first reward was hearing howler monkeys and 13 bird species before seeing any: Great Tinamou,
Mottled Owl, Lesson’s Motmot, Laughing Falcon, Barred Forest-Falcon, Red-lored and Mealy Amazons, Northern
Barred, Strong-billed, and Ivory-billed Woodcreepers, Yellow-bellied Tyrannulet, Brown Jay, and Wood Thrush. It
made us want to pursue bird listening instead of bird watching and increased our admiration for Roland’s skill.
We started the day with fabulous views of Red-lored, White-fronted, and Mealy Amazons, White-crowned
Parrots, and at least five Keel-billed Toucans. But the best was the chance to follow the pair of Orange-breasted
Falcons nesting on a nearby pyramid. What a start to the day — it was almost worth the early rise and the long
hike. The Lost World includes structures from the Pre-Classic Mayan period (before 700 BC or BCE) into the
Terminal Classic Period (800-950 AD [now usually referred to as CE]). We climbed down our dawn pyramid and
walked west towards Temple IV, built in 740 AD/CE. It is the second tallest pre-Colombian structure still standing
in the New World. We had great views of Slaty-tailed Trogons and our only views of Chestnut-colored
Woodpecker and Streak-throated Hermit. We added to our list of migrant warblers with Worm-eating and
Northern Parula, and we revisited Black-and-white, Black-throated Green, and Magnolia. Then we were on to
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the Great Plaza, defined by two temple-pyramids to the east and west and two acropolises to the north and
south. It was a great resting place, with all of that to see. We had four unique-for-the-tour species on this part of
the walk, the spectacular White-necked Puffbird and Rufous-tailed Jacamar and the not-so-spectacular Northern
Schiffornis and White-bellied Wren. We had a mid-day break, then we walked just outside the park to enjoy the
Ocellated Turkeys. The big surprise here was a troupe of 30 Coatis! Then we were off on the old airport runway
to a pond with glorious views of an American Pygmy Kingfisher in the open and a Least Grebe terrorizing an
adult Morelet’s Crocodile. (Well, that’s what it looked like!) Unfortunately, several good birds played hide-and-
seek with us: Pheasant Cuckoo, Boat-billed Heron, and Gray-throated Chat. Some of us saw them; others didn’t.

We didn’t have to get up so early the next morning because the birding started closer to the lodge. It was
difficult to tear ourselves away from a glorious fruiting tree next to a pond. The tree hosted seven hummingbird
species, including White-necked Jacobin and Purple-crowned Fairy. A pair of Russet-naped Wood-Rails strutted
in the open at the edge of the pond. But Roland had a time-limited destination in mind, and he urged us forward
to the park rangers’ housing complex. The payoff was one male and four female Great Curassows walking
around at the edge of the forest, offering great views. Since we were walking, | kept the eBird list going all
morning, while we visited Complex Q and R, the Mahler Causeway, and Complex F. We tallied 60 species this
morning, including 16 unique species for the tour. It was also a great morning to watch spider monkeys swinging
their way through the trees; we counted one group of 20! We had two excellent perched raptor sightings early
in the morning: Gray-headed Kite and Laughing Falcon, but this was mainly a day for small, nondescript birds
such as Northern Bentbill, Sepia-capped Flycatcher, Plain Antvireo, Northern Plain Xenops, Spot-breasted Wren,
and Northern Waterthrush, one of seven species of migratory warblers for the morning. Among the exceptions
for nondescript were pairs of Black-throated Shrike-Tanagers and Gray-headed Tanagers. We added Long-billed
Hermit and Scaly-breasted Hummingbird after the early morning hummers. We were surprised at lunchtime to
get close-up looks at a White-whiskered Puffbird enjoying a dust bath! There is no shortage of dirt roads in Tikal,
so after our early afternoon break, we were off on another, the road to Uaxactum. In between Brown Jay
harassments, we found quite a few good birds. Ochre-crowned Greenlet was new for the trip, but we were more
excited by the Ruddy Quail-Dove that flew across the road and the Black-headed Trogon and male Red-capped
Manakin that posed nicely close by. Most of us got good views of a Green-backed Sparrow.
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Yaxha and El Remate

It was time to leave Jungle Lodge (early of course). It is good to have a local guide with lots of local friends;
Roland heard that La Polvora, a big pond that sometimes lacks waterbirds, was loaded. So instead of going
straight to Yaxha Archeological Site, we went to see Roseate Spoonbills (13 individuals), Wood Storks (50!), and
more great waterbirds, including 120 Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks, 20 Blue-winged Teal, 20 Great Egrets, and
10 Mangrove Swallows. Until now, our only sandpiper had been Spotted. Here we added Northern Jacana,
Black-necked Stilt, Killdeer, and Least and Solitary Sandpipers. Other fun birds included Limpkins and Purple
Gallinules. We got our only Couch’s Kingbird and Green Kingfisher here. The entry road to Yaxha was very
productive. We had both male and female Vermilion Flycatchers and a pair of Plain Chachalacas, plus Gartered
Violaceous Trogon and a Common Squirrel-Cuckoo. Most unforgettable was a close and confiding Tropical Royal
Flycatcher at eye-level. Yaxha was the third largest Mayan city in the Peten, peaking in the Early Classic period
(250-600 AD/CE). It is less excavated than Tikal, so it was interesting to compare the still vegetated structures
with nearby restored buildings. My favorite sighting here was a tree with both a Blue-winged and a Golden-
winged Warbler in it. These North-American-breeding species look so different, but they are very closely related
and hybridize frequently, producing very different-looking hybrids called Lawrence’s or Brewster’s Warblers. We
had a Mangrove Vireo nearby and a great view at a Bright-rumped Attila near one of the excavated buildings.
We were lucky that both of the Morelet’s Crocodiles we got close to were either half-asleep or just complacent.
At lunchtime, several of us got photos pestering a large croc under the dock. As | recall, the lunch was very good,
but so was the birding: Anhinga, Neotropic Cormorant, female White-collared Manakin (orange legs and feet!),
Black-headed Trogon, and two Collared Aracaris. Our last birding stop, the wetlands at EI Remate, didn’t
disappoint. We added four new species to the trip list: Royal Terns (hanging out with Laughing Gulls), Brown
Pelicans, a lone Red-winged Blackbird, and Groove-billed Anis. The drive to the Peten airport was shorter than |
expected, the flight was on time, and we had less traffic than previously in Guatemala City.

Wednesday, February 4 Departures

All but Roland were heading home the next day. Richard and Spring left first, followed by Mike, Garrett, Pamela,
Linda, and Greg, but we all ran into each other at the airport. Shockingly to me, Roland was meeting his next
tour group (from the United Kingdom) this same night! And he was off again!
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Yellow-throated Euphonia (Richard Marks - RM), Collared Aracari (RM), Cinnamon Hummingbird (RM), Yellow-winged
Tanager (RM)< Golden-fronted Woodpecker (RM), Group Birding (Greg Butcher - GB), Cooking class (GB), Street Details (GB),
Ferruginous Pygmy Owl (RM), Lesson's Motmot (RM), Ocellated Turkey (RM), Rufous-naped Wood Rail (RM), Gray-headed
Tanager (RM), Morelet’s Crocodiles (GB)
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