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Naturalist Journeys Tour Leader Stephen Grace with Jeannette, John O, Ched, 
Judy, Les, Bonnie, Karen, Jon P, Jan, Janice and Sheila 

Mon., Feb. 16     Arrival in San Jose | Hotel Bougainvillea 

Costa Rica wastes no time introducing itself. 

We gathered at Hotel Bougainvillea in the Central Valley near San José, where early arrivals were already 
discovering that this is far more than a convenient first-night stop. The hotel’s award-winning ten-acre botanical 
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garden is a curated introduction to tropical biodiversity—ornamentals mingling with native trees, epiphytes 
stitching branches to sky, butterflies and birds weaving through layered vegetation. 

Imperial Bromeliads stood like botanical sculptures. Jade Vine cascaded in improbable turquoise. Orchids 
bloomed with geometric precision. A massive Guanacaste—Costa Rica’s national tree—spread its broad crown, 
and within its branches sang the Clay-colored Thrush, the yigüirro, national bird of Costa Rica.  

The Clay-colored Thrush may seem an understated choice for national bird in a country ablaze with motmots, 
macaws, quetzals, and toucans. Yet its selection has little to do with flamboyance and everything to do with 
familiarity and meaning. Known locally as the yigüirro, it is woven into daily life across Costa Rica. Its clear, 
whistled song is traditionally associated with the onset of the rainy season—a promise of renewal and 
agricultural abundance. Unlike many of the country’s most spectacular birds, which are confined to remote 
habitats, the yigüirro lives comfortably near people—in gardens, towns, and farms—its voice part of the national 
soundscape. In a nation that emphasizes well-being for everyone rather than privilege for a few, the choice feels 
fitting: a bird not of rarity or exclusivity, but of shared experience and common ground. 

A tall snag—our “magic tree”—rose above the surrounding canopy, a weathered spire that seemed unable to 
stop producing birds. 

Two Crested Caracaras claimed its upper reaches, long-legged tropical falcons surveying the landscape with 
deliberate composure. Three Crimson-fronted Parakeets arrived next, their grating, squeaky calls announcing 
their presence as they chose to land rather than merely streak overhead. 

Then came the percussion. Hoffmann’s Woodpeckers—Pacific-slope specialists ranging from southwestern 
Honduras through Nicaragua into northwestern Costa Rica—hammered at the trunk. Their boldly barred backs 
flashed against the pale bark, and a male’s bright red crown flared in the light, a brief spark of color on a tower 
of dead wood that, improbably, pulsed with life. 

A Boat-billed Flycatcher, bulkier than a Great Kiskadee and lacking its rufous wing edging, called from an 
exposed perch, its outsized, keel-shaped bill a distinctive feature. An immature male Green-breasted Mango 
glowed in the morning sun, far less common here than the ubiquitous Rufous-tailed Hummingbirds. 

White-eared Ground Sparrows scratched through leaf litter, while Variegated Squirrels—larger and more 
flamboyant than their northern counterparts—bounded through the branches with tropical flair. 
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By late afternoon, the full group—Jeannette, John O., Ched, Judy, Les, Bonnie, Karen, Jon P., Jan, Janice, Sheila, 
and myself—assembled for a walk through the grounds. For many, this was a first experience birding in the 
Neotropics—the tropical biogeographic realm stretching from southern Mexico through Central and South 
America and the Caribbean, defined not by political boundaries but by shared evolutionary history. The 
Neotropics hold the highest concentration of bird species on Earth, particularly in lowland tropical forests. This 
extraordinary richness reflects warm temperatures year-round, high primary productivity, vertically complex 
forest structure, and long evolutionary continuity uninterrupted by continental ice sheets. Diversity here is not 
simply high—it is layered, dense, and continuously unfolding. 

A day-roosting Mottled Owl tucked into giant bamboo offered superb looks. Lesson’s Motmot glowed blue in 
filtered light, its racketed tail—formed when the bird deliberately preens away structurally weakened barbs 
along the central tail feathers—swinging like a pendulum. That slow side-to-side motion likely serves in 
communication between motmots and may also function as a pursuit-deterrent signal: a subtle advertisement 
to a predator that the bird is alert, healthy, and ready to flee—essentially saying, “I see you. Chasing me would 
be a waste of your energy.” 

Over dinner in Bougainvillea’s elegant dining room, camaraderie came easily. Eleven guests, along with me and 
our exceptional local guide, Armando Obando Sánchez, made for a full table and a large group—yet the 
chemistry formed immediately. Armando, with his deep knowledge of Costa Rica’s birds and ecosystems, quick 
ear for calls, and ever-present warmth and humor, set a tone of curiosity and generosity that carried through 
the entire tour. What might have felt like strangers meeting instead felt like old friends resuming a conversation 
already in progress. 

Tues., Feb. 17     Hotel Bougainvillea | La Paz Waterfall | Galería de Colibríes y 
Soda Cinchona – Mirador San Fernando | Pierella Ecological Garden | La Selva 
Biological Station | Arenal Observatory Lodge 

Morning at Bougainvillea began softly. A Melodious Blackbird delivered its rich, fluted song from high in a 
treetop. Brown Jays—large, social corvids of the Neotropics—moved noisily through the canopy, their size and 
confidence immediately striking. In the bamboo thicket, the Mottled Owl still roosted, barred plumage 
dissolving into filtered shadow. A Lesson’s Motmot appeared again. It would not be the last motmot of the day. 
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Other species were already becoming familiar companions. Great Kiskadees proclaimed themselves from 
exposed perches, bright yellow underparts and bold head stripes impossible to ignore, their sharp kis-ka-dee 
calls ringing across the gardens. Social Flycatchers occupied the same spaces but with subtler bearing—slightly 
smaller, slimmer, lacking the rich rufous tones of the kiskadee’s wings and tail, their voices more conversational 
chatter than proclamation. Rufous-collared Sparrows scratched along garden edges. Clay-colored Thrushes 
moved deliberately across lawns. One thrush showed irregular pale patches in its plumage—leucism, a genetic 
condition in which melanin deposition in feathers is reduced. Unlike albinism, leucistic birds retain normal eye 
color; the pigment loss is partial and limited to feathers. 

We departed under blue skies, grateful for sunshine ahead of forecast rain. Costa Rica’s dry season is not 
absolute—especially on the Caribbean slope, where Atlantic trade winds carry moisture inland. As humid air 
rises against mountain slopes, it cools and condenses, releasing rain year-round. 

As we climbed into the hills, Armando shared his story, and stories of Costa Rica. He had nearly abandoned his 
naturalist tour guide training when confronted with English as a requirement. He persisted. His fluency now far 
outpaced our Spanish, and his enthusiasm for birds and country was infectious. 

Costa Rica’s extraordinary biodiversity is rooted in geology and geography. Roughly the size of West Virginia and 
occupying only about 0.03 percent of Earth’s land surface, the country harbors nearly 5 percent of the planet’s 
species. Along this narrow isthmus, the Cocos Plate subducts beneath the Caribbean Plate, building volcanoes 
along the Central American arc and creating dramatic elevational gradients. About three million years ago, uplift 
of the Isthmus of Panama connected North and South America, triggering the Great American Biotic 
Interchange. Northern mammals such as cats and deer moved south, while southern lineages—armadillos, 
opossums, hummingbirds, manakins, antbirds, and ovenbirds—expanded northward. Some primarily Nearctic 
bird groups—those whose evolutionary roots lie in North America north of central Mexico—such as warblers, 
sparrows, blackbirds, and thrushes also extended their ranges south. Today, steep elevation changes compress 
rainforest, cloud forest, dry forest, mangrove, and alpine habitats into short distances, multiplying ecological 
niches and evolutionary opportunity. 

When Christopher Columbus reached this coast in 1502 on his fourth voyage, he encountered Indigenous people 
wearing gold ornaments. Convinced the region held vast mineral wealth, he reported a “rich coast” to the 
Spanish Crown. Conquistadors followed, seeking El Dorado. The expected treasure never materialized. 
Compared to other parts of the Spanish empire, Costa Rica yielded little gold. 
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The irony endures. Costa Rica remains a rich coast—but its wealth proved biological rather than mineral. Forests 
blanketed in epiphytes, rivers alive with amphibians and fish, volcanic slopes rising above cloud forest: the gold 
was always here, just not the kind that could be melted. 

We felt that wealth viscerally at La Paz Waterfall. The cascade announced itself first as sound—a deep, unbroken 
thunder rolling through the ravine—then as motion, white water plunging through green. Mist rose in cool veils, 
nourishing moss and bromeliads clinging to volcanic rock. Only one bird truly belonged to that violence of water: 
a Torrent Tyrannulet. Small and gray against the spray-dark stone, it moved confidently along slick boulders, 
gleaning insects from perpetually soaked surfaces and then flew up to the bridge. We gathered there for our 
first group photograph, river sculpting stone below us. 

At Galería de Colibríes y Soda Cinchona, coffee and warm tortillas accompanied a colorful procession of birds at 
fruit feeders. Crimson-collared Tanager and Emerald Toucanet appeared almost immediately, joined by Silver-
throated, Blue-gray, Scarlet-rumped, and Palm Tanagers. A Prong-billed Barbet slipped in as well, its stout pale 
bill marked by a subtle tooth-like projection along the cutting edge of the upper mandible—the “prong” that 
gives the species its name and aids in gripping fruit. 

Lunch at Pierella Ecological Garden brought Red-legged Honeycreepers, males flashing electric blue plumage 
and crimson legs. Nearby rested our first sloth—Hoffmann’s Two-toed. Despite its name, it bears three toes on 
the hind limbs; the “two-toed” distinction applies only to the forelimbs. More muscular than the Brown-
throated Three-toed Sloth we hoped to also encounter, it has a broader diet that includes leaves, fruit, and 
occasional animal matter. Two-toed sloths are primarily nocturnal, while both Costa Rican species are 
considered cathemeral—active at irregular intervals throughout the day and night rather than strictly diurnal or 
nocturnal. 

The Brown-throated Three-toed Sloth represents a different lineage altogether. Smaller-headed, with a gentle 
facial mask and perpetual smile, it is a highly specialized folivore powered by one of the slowest metabolisms 
among mammals. Three-toed sloths typically descend from the canopy about once a week to defecate at the 
base of a tree—a costly ritual in energy and risk. Two-toed sloths are less rigid in that behavior. 

By afternoon we reached La Selva Biological Station, one of the world’s most influential tropical research 
centers. Established in the 1950s and now part of the Organization for Tropical Studies, La Selva has shaped 
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modern ecological science, illuminating tropical insect diversity, forest structure, and nutrient cycling. Walking 
with a station guide through lowland wet forest—one of the most biologically productive life zones on Earth—
we added Rufous and Broad-billed Motmots to complement the morning’s Lesson’s Motmot.  

The long drive ended beneath the imposing form of Arenal Volcano, born of subduction and magma ascent 
along the Pacific Ring of Fire. Though presently quiet, its explosive phase beginning in 1968 reshaped 
surrounding landscapes and reminds us that this biodiversity stands atop tectonic unrest. 

Rain greeted us at Arenal Observatory Lodge. Just before dinner, a Black-and-white Owl perched beneath a light 
in the drizzle. We set up a scope and admired its bold barring and luminous eyes. 

Dinner introduced us fully to Costa Rican cuisine—fresh, balanced, rarely spicy. Casado—rice, beans, plantains, 
salad, and protein—appeared often. Rice and beans dominate more than corn tortillas, reflecting agricultural 
history. Fresh fish stood out; chicken and vegetarian dishes impressed; homemade ice cream provided a sweet 
finish. 

Service embodied Pura Vida—literally “pure life,” a phrase that in Costa Rica conveys gratitude, resilience, 
optimism, and an unhurried appreciation of the moment. Costa Rica abolished its army in 1948 and redirected 
national investment toward education, healthcare, renewable energy, and conservation. Literacy rates are high, 
comparable to those of developed nations. Life expectancy rivals that of far wealthier countries. More than a 
quarter of the nation’s land is permanently protected. While inequality exists, Costa Rica has long maintained a 
relatively strong middle class within the region. Smiles come easily. 

Costa Rica remains a rich coast—not of gold, but of forests, wildlife, and a society that chose to invest in well-
being. 

Wed., Feb. 18     Arenal Observatory Lodge 

We devoted the full day to the lodge grounds, choosing immersion over miles in the van. At a fruiting fig and the 
nearby feeding stations, abundance condensed into spectacle. In the tropics, birding can feel slow—until you 
find the right tree. Then everything arrives. Tanagers, toucans, honeycreepers—color and motion spilling 
through the canopy. It was like opening a field guide and watching every plate lift from the page and come to 
life. 
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Golden-hooded and Emerald Tanagers flared through the canopy like living enamel. Montezuma Oropendolas 
issued their bubbling, liquid calls, leaning forward into pendulum displays while a single Chestnut-headed 
Oropendola moved among them. Gray-headed Chachalacas crowded the feeders.  

On the forest floor, Great Curassows—sexually dimorphic cracids that seem to step out of deep time—moved 
with deliberate gravity. Males, glossy black with a bright yellow knob; females variably barred or rich rufous. A 
massive, ground-foraging bird of mature forest, the Great Curassow is listed as Vulnerable due to hunting 
pressure and habitat loss. As a large-seed disperser, its decline reshapes forest composition.  

Long-tailed Tyrants sallied from exposed perches in crisp aerial arcs. Male Yellow-crowned and Yellow-throated 
Euphonias—finch relatives dressed in snappy color—fed quietly in fruiting branches, adding small, brilliant 
punctuation marks to the green abundance. 

Then the sky delivered drama. A King Vulture soared overhead, white wing panels flashing. Unlike Turkey 
Vultures, which rely heavily on smell, King Vultures soar high and use vision, arriving later to open thick hides 
with powerful bills. 

Moments later: Ornate Hawk-Eagle. Soaring. Then perching. Then flying before Arenal Volcano itself. Silence. 
Awe. 

Our first trogons appeared like living ornaments suspended in the forest—motionless, alert, impossibly 
composed. The family Trogonidae is one of the signature lineages of tropical forests worldwide, found across the 
Neotropics, sub-Saharan Africa, and Southeast Asia. They are birds of warmth, humidity, and deep shade.  

Their name derives from the Greek trōgōn, meaning “gnawer,” referring to their habit of excavating nest cavities 
in decaying wood or arboreal termite nests. 

Structurally, trogons are distinctive. They perch upright with long tails hanging straight down and possess 
heterodactyl feet—a toe arrangement unique among birds. In trogons, toes I and II face backward, while toes III 
and IV face forward. No other bird family shares this configuration. 

This differs from the more familiar zygodactyl arrangement—toes II and III forward, I and IV backward)—seen in 
parrots, woodpeckers, cuckoos, and owls. While both configurations provide strong grasping ability, the 
heterodactyl pattern is exclusive to trogons and reflects their long, independent evolutionary history. 
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Their feet are relatively weak and adapted strictly for perching. Trogons rarely hop or walk; instead, they sit 
motionless and make short sallies to capture insects or pluck fruit before returning to the same perch. 

A male Slaty-tailed Trogon offered our first close study. He seemed assembled from saturated light: emerald-
green head and breast shimmering, deep crimson underparts, and a slate-gray tail. 

Later, a female Gartered Violaceous Trogon revealed herself more quietly. Where the male flashes metallic 
brilliance, she wears grayish tones above and a warm yellow belly. A pale, teardrop-shaped eye ring stood out 
clearly against her darker face—an elegant and reliable indicator of her sex. 

Seeing those first trogons felt like crossing fully into the Neotropics. Few bird families announce “tropical forest” 
more convincingly than a trogon perched in stillness, suspended between shadow and color. 

We also encountered our first member of a classic Neotropical family—the manakins. Unlike trogons, manakins 
are confined entirely to the New World tropics. They are small birds, but their evolutionary story is outsized, 
shaped by sexual selection and spectacle. 

We found a White-collared Manakin lek—wing snaps like breaking twigs or distant firecrackers echoing through 
the forest understory. At one point a male shot past us, sounding like a giant insect buzzing through the shade, 
the mechanical whir produced by specialized wing feathers vibrating at high speed. When we finally locked onto 
him in the scope, everyone could appreciate the details: velvety black cap, crisp white collar, vivid yellow belly, 
bright orange legs—dressed not for camouflage, but for competition. 

But the spectacle was not random. A lek is a traditional display arena where males gather—often year after year 
on the same patch of forest floor or cluster of saplings—to compete for female attention. Each male defends a 
tiny display court only a few feet across. There is no food reward here, no nest site, no resource to offer. The 
only currency is performance. 

White-collared Manakin males execute rapid, choreographed shuttles between vertical perches, snapping their 
wings together over their backs to produce those sharp cracking sounds. The buzzing flight we heard comes 
from specialized wing feathers vibrating at high speed. Females visit the lek, watch silently, and choose a mate 
based on precision, stamina, timing, and coordination. Once mating occurs, the male’s role is finished. The 
female alone builds the nest, incubates the eggs, and raises the young. 
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That striking contrast in plumage is sexual dichromatism—the difference in appearance between males and 
females of the same species. In manakins, as in many lekking birds, males evolve brighter colors and elaborate 
displays because females choose their mates. Selection acts not on territory or parental investment, but on 
spectacle. The females remain greenish and comparatively subdued, camouflaged for nesting and survival. 
Brighter males are common in birds, though not universal; in species like phalaropes, females are the more 
colorful sex. Evolution follows mating system and ecological pressure, not a fixed rule. 

At that lek, in a shadowed clearing no larger than a kitchen table, we were watching sexual selection made 
visible—beauty honed by choice, refined across generations in the dim light of the understory. 

After lunch and a rest, an afternoon walk produced both primatological and botanical highlights. The rainforest 
suddenly erupted with sound as Mantled Howler Monkeys began calling. Their deep roars—amplified by an 
enlarged hyoid bone that functions as a resonating chamber—rolled across the landscape. 

Comparative research among howler species reveals an evolutionary tradeoff shaped by sexual selection. 
Species with especially large hyoid bones and powerful calls tend to live in groups with fewer adult males and 
have relatively smaller testes. In contrast, species living in multi-male groups—where females may mate with 
several males—invest more heavily in sperm production and produce quieter calls. Mantled Howler Monkeys 
fall into the first category: they rely on vocal dominance. Energy is finite, and evolution favors efficiency—males 
invest heavily either in booming advertisement or in sperm competition, depending on what their social system 
demands. 

Among the understory plants, Columnea consanguinea drew attention with its remarkable “stained-glass” 
leaves—red, translucent heart-shaped markings that appear illuminated from within. These visual cues are 
thought to help attract hummingbirds to otherwise inconspicuous flowers. Its pollinators include forest 
hummingbirds such as Green-crowned Brilliant—a species we would encounter later in the tour. 

Just as our afternoon walk concluded, toucans finally gave close views—Yellow-throated and Keel-billed. Their 
outsized bills, honeycombed and surprisingly lightweight, are precision tools for plucking and manipulating fruit 
and effective radiators for shedding excess heat in the tropical sun. Primarily frugivores, they are opportunistic 
enough to raid nests when the opportunity arises. 

In the evening we gathered to review our ever-growing checklist, replaying the day’s highlights and savoring the 
species that had revealed themselves from canopy to understory. Laughter mixed with field notes as plates were 
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cleared and stories grew richer in the retelling. Another delicious dinner followed—fresh flavors, warm 
conversation, and the satisfaction of shared discovery. Pura vida indeed: not just “pure life,” but gratitude for a 
day well lived together in this beautiful country. 

Thurs., Feb. 19     Arenal Observatory Lodge | Bogarin Trail in La Fortuna  

Rain fell through the night and into morning, softening the volcano’s slopes and deepening every shade of 
green. At first light, optional birding drew some of us to the now-familiar fruiting fig. Even in steady rain, the 
tree pulsed with movement. Yellow-throated Toucans reached deliberately for fruit, their outsized bills 
maneuvering with surprising delicacy. Tawny-capped Euphonias flickered through the canopy, joined by Hepatic 
and Summer Tanagers feeding shoulder to shoulder on figs. 

Fig trees are more than generous providers—they are keystones of tropical ecology. Many species of Ficus fruit 
asynchronously, ensuring that somewhere in the forest, at almost any time of year, a fig crop is available. In 
landscapes where seasonal scarcity can thin food supplies, figs function as nutritional anchors, sustaining birds, 
monkeys, bats, and a host of other frugivores. 

The figs themselves are fascinating. What appears to be a simple fruit is a syconium, a hollow structure lined 
internally with minute flowers. Each fig species is typically pollinated by its own specialized fig wasp. A female 
wasp enters through a narrow opening, pollinates the hidden flowers, and lays eggs in some of them. Her larvae 
develop inside those flowers; others mature into seeds. The partnership, however, is not blind cooperation. If 
too many flowers are used for wasp larvae and too few are successfully pollinated, the tree can abort the entire 
fig, killing the developing insects. This evolutionary “enforcement” limits cheating and stabilizes a mutualism 
that has persisted for over sixty million years. 

The rain-soaked tree before us was the visible outcome of that invisible contract—an ancient alliance between 
plant and insect now feeding an entire forest. 

After breakfast at the lodge, we drove into La Fortuna to Bogarin Trail, an ecotourism center where feeders 
circled a pond near the entrance. Orange-chinned Parakeets clung upside down, extracting fruit with acrobatic 
ease. Male Baltimore Orioles burned orange against the gray sky, almost fluorescent. A Green Basilisk rested in 
shadows near the water’s edge. Known as the “Jesus Christ lizard,” it can sprint across water for short distances, 
its long toes fringed with scales that increase surface area and trap air as it slaps the surface in rapid succession. 
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Then a Brown-throated Three-toed Sloth drew our 
attention away from the pond. This was a female; she 
lacked the dorsal patch found on males—a saddle-like 
blaze bordered in black that marks adult males once 
you know to look for it. 

Her fur carried a greenish cast from symbiotic algae 
growing within microscopic grooves along each hair 
shaft. In three-toed sloths, the fur grows in reverse 
orientation—from belly toward back—so rain sheds 
efficiently while the animal hangs upside down, yet 
enough moisture is retained to sustain algal growth. 

And with it, she carries an entire world. 

Sloth moths live in her fur, feeding on secretions and possibly the algae itself. When the sloth descends—
typically about once a week—to defecate at the base of a tree, female moths leave her coat to lay eggs in the 
fresh dung. The larvae hatch and develop there, pupate in the soil and fecal material, and emerge as adults. 
Newly emerged moths fly upward into the canopy to locate another sloth host, where mating occurs and the 
cycle resumes. When moths die, their bodies decompose within the coat, contributing nitrogen that may 
fertilize the algae. Fungi and microbial communities assist in breaking down this organic matter, enriching the 
suspended ecosystem woven into her pelage. 

Sloths are built for this pace of life. With a multi-chambered, fermenting foregut and microbial symbionts, they 
extract energy slowly from tough leaves. Their metabolic rate is among the lowest of any non-hibernating 
mammal. Speed would squander energy; stillness conserves it. Yet when this female stretched and shifted along 
a branch, she moved with quiet strength—far more capable than her languid reputation suggests. We watched 
in absorbed silence as she carried her living constellation through the canopy, a slow-moving habitat suspended 
between leaf and sky. 

We walked the trails. Armando paused, hearing what sounded like a Common Tody-Flycatcher calling from the 
midstory. The sharp, thin notes seemed diagnostic—until we located the source. Instead of a flycatcher, a Scaly-
breasted Hummingbird perched quietly, delivering high, dry calls that can easily mimic small tyrant flycatchers. 

We worked hard for Barred Antshrike, its accelerating song—like a manic, rattling laugh—ringing clearly from 
vine-choked understory while offering only fleeting glimpses. That effort would later be rewarded in an 
unexpected way. 

Armando then aimed his scope at animals draped in a tree. Raccoons. The same Common Raccoon familiar in 
our backyards ranges well into Costa Rica. What does not range north into our temperate neighborhoods are 
poison dart frogs—a name that traces back to Indigenous hunters in western Colombia who used the skin toxins 
of certain species to tip blowgun darts. 

Along damp roots and leaf litter, a Strawberry Poison Dart Frog—the “blue jeans” morph, strawberry-red body 
with blue legs—glowed against the forest floor. Its toxins come from its diet, concentrated from alkaloid-rich 
ants and mites; without those prey, captive frogs gradually lose their chemical defenses. 
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Lunch at a nearby restaurant brought fresh passion fruit juice, 
savory pumpkin soup, and the simple, deeply satisfying cuisine 
Costa Rica delivers so well—fresh, unpretentious, built on rice, 
beans, vegetables, and well-prepared fish or chicken. Even the 
restaurant grounds produced birds. 

Russet-naped Wood-Rails strode boldly on stilt legs, far more 
confiding than the secretive rails many of us know from marsh 
edges back home. Members of the rail family (Rallidae) are often 
associated with skulking behavior and dense vegetation, but this 
species frequently ventures into open lawns and pond margins, 
its orangey breast, hot-pink legs, and yellow bill glowing in good 
light. 

Muscovy Ducks loafed near the pond. Unlike the familiar mallard-derived domestic ducks common in North 
America, Muscovy Ducks are native to the Neotropics. Wild individuals are sleek, dark, and subtly iridescent, 
with white wing patches visible in flight. They are the wild ancestors of most domestic “Muscovy” barnyard 
ducks seen globally, though domestic forms are often heavily modified and show exaggerated facial caruncles. 

In branches overhanging the pond, Yellow-crowned Night Herons roosted quietly, conserving energy for the 
evening. Unlike many herons that spear fish by day, this species specializes in crustaceans—especially crabs—
and forages primarily at night, its heavy bill well suited for cracking shells. 

Collared Aracaris dropped briefly into view, smaller members of the toucan family (Ramphastidae). Like their 
larger toucan relatives, they possess elongated, lightweight bills composed of a keratin sheath over a lattice of 
bony struts—strong yet surprisingly light. Primarily frugivorous, aracaris also take insects and occasionally raid 
nests. Social and often seen in small groups, they add movement and pattern to forest edges, their bright 
underparts and serrated bill edges visible even in fleeting looks. 

As we prepared to leave, Janice spotted a new bird. Careful study resolved it as Yellow-olive Flatbill. And then, at 
last, redemption: a male Barred Antshrike appeared in plain view, crisply barred black and white—the “jailbird” 
stepping out from the vines after a day of evasiveness. 

Driving back toward Arenal in steady rain, Olman braked smoothly and without drama. He is an excellent 
driver—attentive, measured, and deeply conscientious about safety. On crowded highways and narrow 
mountain roads alike, he anticipates rather than reacts. Even in downpours he reads curves, traffic flow, and 
shifting visibility with quiet competence. Just as importantly for our purposes, he is always scanning—fields, 
fence posts, distant trees—looking for birds for us to enjoy. 

This time his vigilance paid off. 

White Hawk. 

Umbrellas opened. Cameras lifted. In the gray light, the bird sat luminous against the dark foliage, white 
plumage glowing in the rain. A few hundred yards farther, another White Hawk perched, calm and statuesque. 
Two encounters in minutes, the forest offering gifts in succession. 
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The drive also produced a Crested Caracara, prompting 
discussion of Charles Darwin’s fascination with these birds 
during the voyage of the Beagle. Darwin found the 
caracaras he encountered bold, inquisitive, and 
mischievous—once writing of caracaras tugging at 
equipment and investigating campsites with little fear. 

Though caracaras resemble hawks in stance and long-
legged silhouette, they are falcons (family Falconidae), not 
hawks or eagles (family Accipitridae). Their similarity is a 
case of convergent evolution: separate lineages 
independently shaped by the demands of a raptorial 
lifestyle. Falcons, remarkably, are more closely related to 
parrots and passerines than to hawks and eagles. The 
hawk-like posture of a caracara is ecological, not 
genealogical. 

Crested Caracaras are opportunists in the best evolutionary sense. They hunt small vertebrates and insects, but 
they also scavenge readily, feeding on carrion along roadsides or at the margins of fields. They walk with 
confidence on the ground, probing and turning debris with their bills, solving problems in ways that suggest 
cognitive flexibility. Their intelligence is evident in their curiosity and adaptability—traits that allow them to 
thrive in open country, ranchlands, and human-altered landscapes. 

In the rain-softened afternoon, between volcano and forest, we were reminded again that birding by van can be 
its own art—part vigilance, part patience, and part the practiced skill of a driver who understands both 
mountain roads and silhouettes against gray sky. 

Back at the lodge, we reviewed our growing checklist as dusk fell quickly. Costa Rica lies between roughly 8° and 
11° north latitude, close enough to the equator that day length changes little across the year. Sunrise and sunset 
shift by only minutes between seasons, and twilight is brief. The sun drops steeply, not lingering at low angles as 
it does in higher latitudes. Darkness settles with decisiveness. 

The rain that had accompanied us all day now worked in our favor. 

Amphibians emerged as Armando led us on a night walk. 

Glass Frogs, scarcely larger than a thumbnail, clung to bamboo stems, translucent in our lights—their ventral 
skin so clear that organs shimmered faintly within. An Hourglass Tree Frog appeared, its patterned back blending 
into mottled leaves. And then the Red-eyed Tree Frog: leaf-green by day, but when disturbed revealing crimson 
eyes and bands of blue and yellow along its flanks—a classic startle display that can momentarily disorient a 
predator just long enough for escape. 
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We observed amplexus, the smaller male clasped just behind the larger female’s forelimbs as they perched 
above water. In this position she will later deposit a gelatinous clutch of eggs on a leaf overhanging a pond while 
he fertilizes them externally. About a week later, the developing tadpoles will hatch, wriggle free, and drop into 
the water below to continue their aquatic phase—an elegant bridge between canopy and pool, reproduction 
synchronized with rain. 

In the morning, rain had fallen. Birds fed in soft light. By night, frogs took the stage. 

Arenal revealed itself not as a single landscape but as a vertical world—fig canopy alive with fruit-eaters, 
midstory hung with trogons and manakins, pond margins patrolled by rails and herons, leaf litter pulsing with 
amphibian life. Water moved through every layer, from mist on bromeliads to torrents in ravines to eggs 
trembling on leaves. The volcano stood above it all, quiet for now, while life below adjusted, responded, and 
flourished. 

It was not one ecosystem but many, stacked and interwoven—each stratum complete in itself, yet dependent 
on the others. In rain and darkness, Arenal felt less like a place we visited and more like a living system we were 
briefly allowed to enter. 

Fri., Feb. 20     Arenal Observatory Lodge | Arenal Lake | Children’s Eternal 
Rainforest | Montana Monteverde 

One final morning at Arenal Observatory Lodge began with soft light spilling across the volcano’s flanks, its 
symmetrical cone briefly revealed between drifting clouds. The grounds were, as ever, alive with birds—calls 
rising from fruiting trees, movement flickering along forest edges. 

Breakfast was generous and unhurried: fresh papaya and pineapple, bright juices, eggs made to order, and for 
those leaning local, rice, beans, and sweet plantains. Then, bags loaded and scopes stowed, we checked out and 
turned for a last look, bidding farewell to Arenal’s iconic silhouette before descending toward new habitats. 

Rather than circle the long road around the lake, we crossed Lake Arenal by boat, our van and luggage driven 
ahead to meet us on the far side. It was a joyful way to travel—wind in our faces, volcano receding behind us, 
birds rising from the water. 
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Lake Arenal is not natural. It is a hydroelectric reservoir expanded in the 1970s when the Río Arenal was 
dammed, flooding valleys and displacing entire communities. Today it generates a substantial portion of Costa 
Rica’s renewable electricity and serves as critical water storage for the seasonally dry northwest province of 
Guanacaste. Like many reservoirs, it has matured into productive habitat. 

Neotropic Cormorants perched in snags along the shoreline. Great Egrets, Snowy Egrets, and Little Blue Herons 
hunted the shallows. A Ringed Kingfisher—the largest kingfisher in the Americas and among the largest in the 
world—lifted heavily from a branch, rattled across the water, and perched again, its slate-blue back and massive 
dagger bill unmistakable. 

Two Peregrine Falcons came into view at close range, perched side by side—the larger female and smaller male 
illustrating the reversed sexual size dimorphism typical of raptors. Females are substantially larger, a difference 
shaped by breeding roles: greater size aids in incubation and nest defense, while the smaller male’s lighter build 
enhances hunting efficiency.  

In the same tree, a Green Iguana sprawled along a limb, a living echo of deep time, its dorsal spines and 
pendulous dewlap recalling ancient reptilian lineages. These large arboreal lizards are primarily herbivorous as 
adults, basking to elevate body temperature before moving deliberately through riverside vegetation. 

A Gray Hawk also perched obligingly near the shoreline, allowing close looks from the boat—compact, barred, 
alert. 

On the far shore, we rejoined Olman, whose steady, attentive driving carried us upward into a different climate 
entirely. 

Monteverde sits within cloud forest—a habitat defined not simply by elevation, but by persistent immersion in 
mist. Moist Caribbean trade winds rise along the Continental Divide, cool adiabatically, and condense into cloud. 
Unlike vertical rainfall, cloud forests also receive horizontal precipitation: water droplets condense directly onto 
leaves, drip from moss-laden branches, and run down trunks in a steady, quiet seep. The result is near-constant 
moisture and exuberant epiphytic growth. Orchids, bromeliads, mosses, liverworts, and ferns blanket branches 
in layered green velvet. 
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This is also the realm of the Resplendent Quetzal, a 
highland specialist bound to forests rich in wild avocados 
of the laurel family (Lauraceae). These trees produce 
lipid-dense fruits that the quetzal swallows whole; later, 
it regurgitates or passes the intact seed, effectively 
planting the next generation. The relationship is 
reciprocal and ancient: the bird relies on the laurels for 
nourishment, and the laurels rely on the bird for 
dispersal. 

Though the species ranges from southern Mexico through 
Panama, the birds here belong to the subspecies 
costaricensis, emblematic of Costa Rica’s intact cloud 
forest. Globally listed as Near Threatened, the 
Resplendent Quetzal is declining due to ongoing cloud-forest loss and the upward shift of suitable habitat as 
temperatures warm. As a primary disperser of large wild avocado seeds, it plays a vital role in maintaining and 
renewing cloud-forest ecosystems. 

The quetzal would be our principal target in the Monteverde cloud forest, but by no means our only interest. 

That broader richness came into focus at the Children’s Eternal Rainforest—the largest private reserve in Costa 
Rica—where we encountered both forest and story. Beginning in the 1980s, Swedish schoolchildren raised 
money to purchase threatened rainforest in Costa Rica. Their effort grew into an international conservation 
movement, permanently protecting tens of thousands of acres of habitat. 

White-faced Capuchins appeared first at a distance, then suddenly crossed directly above us. We could hear soft 
whistles and chirps as they peeled back dry Cecropia leaves and fed on fruit. Capuchins are among the most 
cognitively sophisticated New World primates—socially complex, capable of problem-solving, coalition 
formation, even tool use. They practice seasonal self-anointing, rubbing crushed millipedes into their fur. The 
chemicals released by millipedes, including benzoquinones, function as insect repellents. 

Along the trail we paused at the edge of an enormous leafcutter ant colony—an empire concealed beneath soil. 
The mound itself was only the visible architecture of something far larger below ground: chambers, ventilation 
shafts, nurseries, waste dumps—an engineered city sustained by agriculture. 

Leafcutter ants are among the original farmers. They do not eat the leaves they harvest. Instead, workers cut 
vegetation—fresh green leaf fragments, and occasionally bright flower petals—and carry it back to the nest to 
cultivate a specialized fungus. The fungus digests the plant material; the ants feed on the nutrient-rich fungal 
structures. It is obligate mutualism: the ants cannot survive without the fungus, and the fungus cannot survive 
without the ants. This agricultural system evolved more than 50 million years ago—long before humans planted 
crops. 

Most workers marched with green confetti overhead, but scattered among them were ants carrying pink and 
orange petals, transforming the column into something festive—a living Mardi Gras procession threading up 
buttressed roots and across the forest floor. 



 
 

 
17 

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

 

Armando posed an excellent question: why do they 
harvest leaves far from the colony rather than stripping 
vegetation immediately around the mound? 

The answer lies in sustainability and defense. 

Leafcutters avoid overexploiting plants near their nest, 
reducing the risk of defoliating their own immediate 
surroundings and exposing the colony. By foraging 
widely—sometimes more than 100 meters from the 
nest—they distribute impact across the forest. They also 
preferentially select plants with chemical profiles 
suitable for their fungal cultivar. Not all leaves are equal. 
The ants are selective, responding to plant defenses, 

fungal growth rates, and colony nutritional needs. If nearby vegetation becomes chemically unsuitable or 
overharvested, they simply expand their foraging radius.  

They are farmers, but also managers—balancing yield, risk, and long-term productivity. 

Beneath our feet, millions of individuals coordinated without central command. Above ground, the forest stood 
in apparent stillness. Yet that quiet surface concealed one of the most sophisticated agricultural systems on 
Earth—fungus tended in darkness while bright fragments of leaves and petals moved through sunlight overhead. 

Later, through careful listening and diligent searching, Armando located a Long-tailed Manakin. A male. Small 
but electric—red crown glowing against cobalt-blue back, elongated central tail feathers trailing like punctuation 
marks through the understory. 

Long-tailed Manakins are lekking specialists. Males gather in small display arenas where performance unfolds 
with remarkable precision. But unlike many lekking birds, this is not a solitary show. The system is cooperative 
and hierarchical. An alpha and beta male often form long-term partnerships, dueting vocally and executing 
tightly synchronized hop-dances that can continue for years. Their choreography is exacting—timing, spacing, 
posture all refined through repetition. 

Yet typically only the dominant alpha male secures copulations. 

So what is in it for the beta? Participation functions as apprenticeship and succession strategy. The beta gains 
display experience, increases his visibility to visiting females, and most importantly, often inherits the display 
court if the alpha disappears. Younger subordinate males sometimes attend as well—quiet observers and 
occasional peripheral participants—forming a kind of queue within the lek. Over time they may rise in rank. 

Sexual selection here favors precision, coordination, stamina, and partnership stability. Beauty in this system is 
not solitary. It is collaborative, competitive, and honed across generations in shaded forest arenas where 
choreography determines legacy. 

By late afternoon we reached our lodge, Montana Montederde. As the sky cleared, the Pacific Ocean shimmered 
in the distance beyond receding ridgelines. Sunset flared across the mountains, a reminder that in Costa Rica 
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elevation compresses worlds: volcanic slopes, hydroelectric reservoir, cloud forest, and Pacific horizon all within 
a single day’s passage. 

We had journeyed through gradients of climate, forest, and life. Tomorrow we would step fully into the mist, 
into the epiphyte-laden canopy and dripping trails of Monteverde’s cloud forest, where new voices and hidden 
colors awaited. 

Sat., Feb. 21     Curi-Cancha Reserve | Monteverde Cloud Forest Reserve | 
Montana Monteverde 

A full day in the Monteverde region began at Curi-Cancha Reserve, a private preserve where secondary forest, 
mature cloud forest, and open edges blend into a mosaic that concentrates birdlife.  

At the entrance stood a gigantic strangler fig, its fused aerial roots forming a hollow lattice like the ribcage of 
some ancient forest leviathan. Strangler figs begin life high in the canopy, their seeds deposited by birds into the 
fork of a host tree. From that precarious start, roots descend toward the soil, thickening, tightening, encasing. 
Over decades they envelop the host trunk, competing for light, water, and space. Often the original tree dies 
and slowly decays within its living cage, leaving behind a freestanding column of woven roots—a monument not 
just to patience, but to the quiet, relentless struggle for light that shapes tropical forests. 

Soon after entering, a Common Squirrel-Cuckoo bounded through the midstory, long tail flowing, rusty plumage 
showing, yellow bill glowing in morning light. The “squirrel” in its name refers to its movement, not its ancestry; 
it runs and leaps along branches with rodent-like agility while probing for caterpillars, insects, and small 
vertebrates. Unlike many cuckoos, it is not a brood parasite—it builds its own nest and raises its own young. 

A mixed flock gathered overhead, movement flickering through the canopy. Townsend’s Warblers and Black-
throated Green Warblers—Nearctic migrants spending the winter in these highlands—gleaned methodically 
among moss-laced branches. We caught brief glimpses of a Golden-browed Chlorophonia and a Scarlet-thighed 
Dacnis—just enough to sharpen our appetite—before moving on to a fruiting fig that seemed almost enchanted. 
As at Arenal, this became another tree that appeared to conjure birds from thin air. 

Crested Guans clambered awkwardly through branches heavy with figs, their weight sending leaves fluttering 
down as they fed. Amid the commotion we secured excellent views of a male Golden-browed Chlorophonia—
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lime-green body, bright yellow underparts, and bold 
golden brows cutting cleanly beneath a powder-blue 
crown, a combination at once delicate and electric 
against the shadowed foliage. 

Then one of Costa Rica’s many arresting tanagers took 
command: a male Scarlet-thighed Dacnis. The name 
highlights a small crimson patch partly hidden beneath 
the wing, but it is the blue that defines the bird—
electric, almost incandescent in the cool mountain 
light. Through the scope, the final detail resolved: 
striking red eyes set against black and cobalt plumage.  

At a patch of Purple Vervain, we found one of the 
day’s most anticipated species: the Coppery-headed 
Emerald. Tiny—hardly larger than a bumblebee in the 

air—it hovered with improbable steadiness, holding position against drifting mist. The male’s copper tones were 
subtle rather than flamboyant, and several in the group noted that the warm metallic wash often glints more 
clearly in the tail than on the crown—revealing itself only when the light strikes at just the right angle. A true 
Costa Rican endemic, restricted to highland habitats within the country’s borders, it feels inseparable from 
Monteverde’s cool, saturated air.  

Overhead, Lesser Violetears produced sharp, metallic notes that carried cleanly through the mist. The sounds 
were true vocalizations—generated by the syrinx, the uniquely avian vocal organ located where the trachea 
divides into the bronchi. That structure evolved within the theropod dinosaur lineage, the same lineage that 
produced Tyrannosaurus rex and Velociraptor. Birds are not merely descended from dinosaurs; they are living 
theropods. Even these hovering jewels—small as they are—share ancestry with some of the most formidable 
predators ever to walk the Earth. The violetears called persistently from exposed perches, advertising territory 
and asserting dominance in the cool cloud-forest air. 

On the forest floor, Central American Agoutis moved through shifting light and shadow. Large rodents related to 
guinea pigs—and more distantly to capybaras—they are among the most important seed dispersers in 
Neotropical forests. Agoutis harvest and bury large seeds as scatter-hoarded food caches, especially those too 
heavy for most birds to swallow. Many of those buried seeds are never retrieved. They germinate and grow into 
trees. 

In this way, agoutis function as primary dispersers of large-seeded canopy species, including trees whose heavy 
fruits would otherwise fall and rot beneath the parent crown. In forests where agoutis are hunted out, 
regeneration of certain hardwoods declines sharply. Their ecological role is so significant that they are often 
considered keystone seed dispersers—remove them, and the future composition of the forest begins to shift. 

They are also simply delightful to watch: sleek, long-legged, alert, moving with quick precision before freezing in 
statuesque stillness. Charismatic rodents of unusual size, they prompted quiet grins among the Princess Bride 
fans in our group. Unlike the fictional R.O.U.S.s, these very real ones are indispensable architects of the tropical 
forest. 

After pausing to appreciate agoutis, our quetzal quest began in earnest. 
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We positioned ourselves near fruiting aguacatillo trees—wild avocados in the laurel family. These lipid-rich fruits 
are essential to Resplendent Quetzals, which swallow them whole and later regurgitate or defecate the intact 
seeds, dispersing the next generation of canopy trees. Suitable habitat must include both fruiting laurels and 
appropriate nesting trees—often large, decaying trunks soft enough for cavity excavation. Remove mature trees 
and you separate feeding from breeding, a subtle but serious conservation challenge in fragmented landscapes. 

Like the agoutis, quetzals in a real sense grow the forest that sustains them. Their survival is braided to the 
persistence of old-growth structure, fruiting cycles, and standing deadwood. Protect the forest in its full 
complexity, and the quetzal persists. Simplify it, and the partnership begins to unravel. 

Another birding group we crossed paths with informed us that a male and female had departed mere minutes 
before our arrival. Suspense sharpened. We waited beneath giant trunks draped in moss and layered with 
orchids and bromeliads. All we needed was for them to return. 

They did not. 

Instead, movement drew our attention to a Ruddy Treerunner spiraling along outer limbs, often upside down, 
probing bark with restless energy. Two Red-faced Spinetails were constructing a spherical stick nest above us, 
gathering moss and fiber from epiphyte-laden branches and weaving them into a suspended ball. Both species 
belong to the ovenbird family, Furnariidae—a remarkably diverse New World lineage that includes 
woodcreepers, foliage-gleaners, leaftossers, miners, and spinetails, each specialized for different substrates 
within the forest. 

The family’s English name derives from the Rufous Hornero of South America, whose domed mud nest 
resembles a traditional clay oven. Only a handful of species build such oven-like structures. Most members of 
the family construct very different nests—bulky stick spheres, earthen burrows and tunnels, tree cavities, or the 
mossy globes of the Red-faced Spinetails we were watching in mid-construction. 

The name often confuses birders from the United States, where the Ovenbird is a familiar ground-walking 
warbler of eastern forests. That species belongs to an entirely different family, Parulidae—the New World 
warblers. The shared name reflects similar nest architecture rather than shared ancestry, an instructive 
reminder that common names, however evocative, can obscure evolutionary relationships. 
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Then an astonishing distraction arrived: a male Three-wattled 
Bellbird. White-bodied, with three pendulous black wattles 
dangling from the base of his bill like improbable moustache 
streamers, he delivered one of the loudest bird calls in the 
Neotropics. The metallic, explosive note seemed to pierce the 
damp forest air. The wattles serve no feeding function; they are 
ornaments shaped by sexual selection, vibrating as he calls. 

Later we heard a quetzal calling—close, heartbreakingly close. 
We moved quickly toward the sound. It receded. The forest 
closed around us in layers of dripping leaves. Eventually silence 
returned. Temporary defeat. 

On the return hike, a Streak-headed Woodcreeper delivered a loud, ringing song. Then a bird burst from the 
understory so near its wings nearly brushed us. It landed and began flipping leaf litter aside. A Gray-throated 
Leaftosser—its name literal rather than whimsical—uses powerful kicks to expose hidden invertebrates beneath 
forest debris. 

Before leaving Curi-Cancha we paused in an open clearing at hummingbird feeders, a vivid counterpoint to the 
dim patience of understory birding. In bright midday light, hovering birds became living jewels suspended in air. 
Lesser Violetears flashed iridescent green and sapphire. A Magenta-throated Woodstar shimmered, its gorget a 
textbook example of structural color—microscopic feather structures refracting light into saturated magenta 
that vanished with the slightest shift in angle. Green Hermits held steady with long decurved bills and trailing 
white central tail streamers, built for deep tubular flowers. Violet Sabrewings—Costa Rica’s largest 
hummingbird—commanded both perch and airspace, their deep violet plumage glowing metallic when struck by 
sun. Smaller species approached cautiously, often displaced by these larger, territorial birds in brief bursts of 
aerial assertion. 

In the afternoon we entered the Monteverde Cloud Forest Reserve. Clouds drifted through the trees, producing 
horizontal precipitation—moisture condensing directly onto leaves and dripping from moss-laden branches. 
Then rain began to fall vertically, completing the immersion. Proper clothing turned what might have been 
discomfort into atmosphere. We were no longer visiting cloud forest; we were inside it. 

Slate-throated Redstarts—resident highland warblers rather than long-distance Neotropical migrants—flicked 
their tails restlessly, flashing sulfur-yellow bellies beneath rufous caps. 

Slaty-backed Nightingale-Thrushes stepped deliberately across the trail, their impossibly orange legs glowing 
against wet leaf litter—thrushes of shadow and understory, more often heard than seen. 

A Graceful Black-throated Trogon female materialized in the mist, motionless on a horizontal branch. Her soft 
brown head and breast gave way to a yellow belly, and her barred black-and-white tail glowed against the 
saturated green of the cloud forest, a study in stillness amid drifting vapor. 

Then, just as we began to turn back, the unmistakable call of a male Resplendent Quetzal rang out—clear, 
resonant, close. Every movement stopped. We scanned the dripping canopy. Nothing. He called again, so near, 
and yet hidden within layers of foliage. The sound seemed to hang in the cloud itself. Eventually the call faded, 
dissolving into mist without revealing its source. 
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Our final stop offered consolation: a feeder station 
alive with hummingbirds at astonishing proximity. 
Violet Sabrewings dominated, while Green-crowned 
Brilliants perched cooperatively between sorties. 
Smaller species—Stripe-tailed Hummingbirds, 
Magenta-throated Woodstars, and Coppery-headed 
Emeralds—darted in and out, frequently driven off 
by larger competitors. The air hummed 
continuously; at moments we could feel the wind of 
their wings against our faces. 

We returned to the lodge tired in body but bright in 
spirit. The quetzal quest remained unresolved. One 
more chance awaited. 

Sun., Feb. 22     Santa Elena Cloud Forest Reserve | Monteverde Cloud Forest 
Reserve | Montana Monteverde 

Morning in the Santa Elena Cloud Forest Reserve began under steady rain and low expectations. No quetzals had 
been reported there recently, we learned, and the mist seemed content to swallow sound as well as color. So 
we adjusted our focus and did what cloud forest invites one to do—slow down and look closely at plants. 

Botany took center stage. Orchids, the largest plant family on Earth with more than 28,000 described species, 
surrounded us in quiet profusion. Darwin was captivated by their contrivances—elaborate pollination 
mechanisms in which petals, spurs, and hinged lips guide specific insects with mechanical precision. Some 
orchids reward pollinators with nectar; others deceive, mimicking female insects in scent and form to lure males 
into unwitting pollination. It is evolution expressed not as accident, but as design refined through selection. 

Heliconias lined the trails, their arching inflorescences bright against the gray air. The showy structures are 
bracts—thick, waxy, and vividly colored—that enclose and protect the true tubular flowers within. These bracts 
shield nectar from heavy rain and create durable floral chambers well suited to hummingbird pollination. 

Many heliconias participate in close evolutionary relationships with specific hummingbirds. The long, decurved 
bill of a Green Hermit closely matches the curvature of certain heliconia flowers, allowing it to reach nectar 
while hovering, dusting its bill and forehead with pollen in the process. Violet Sabrewings frequent these blooms 
as well, though with different bill proportions and feeding strategies. 

Form follows function, and function reflects mutual dependence shaped over evolutionary time—an ecological 
dialogue unfolding for millions of years before humans ever walked these mountains. 

Tree ferns rose above us like relics of another era. They are not true trees; their “trunks” are vertical rhizomes—
stems that grow upward from the base—reinforced by a dense mantle of adventitious roots. These are roots 
that sprout from stems rather than from an underground root system, emerging wherever support is needed 
and wrapping the stem in a fibrous scaffold. 

Tree ferns belong to ancient fern lineages that trace their ancestry back more than 300 million years to the 
Carboniferous, when fern-dominated forests spread across swampy lowlands. They are not unchanged since 
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Pangea, but their architecture speaks unmistakably of deep time—survivors of continental drift and shifting 
climates.  

Collared Redstarts—another colorful resident warbler—flicked through the midstory. Near the entrance to a 
cave no larger than a coconut, we encountered an unexpected endemic arachnid: the Costa Rican Orange-kneed 
Tarantula. A female sat at the mouth of her burrow, allowing unusually clear views of her orange-banded legs 
and clustered eyes. 

Though formidable in appearance, tarantulas rely more on urticating hairs than venom for defense—tiny barbed 
hairs they brush from the abdomen, sending an invisible cloud toward would-be predators. Bites are rare and, 
while painful, are not considered medically dangerous to healthy humans. Their role in the forest is quieter and 
more consequential: nocturnal hunters regulating insect populations beneath the leaf litter. 

Another mammal left only its presence. A sharp, musky odor hung in the damp air—the unmistakable scent of 
Collared Peccary. These pig-like ungulates are not true Old World pigs; they belong to a separate family, are 
more compact in build, and possess well-developed dorsal scent glands used in social communication. Where 
peccaries forage, soil is churned and seedlings disturbed. Like agoutis, they are engineers of the understory, 
shaping regeneration through appetite and movement. 

We checked an artificial nest box installed for Resplendent Quetzals—an increasingly important conservation 
measure where large, naturally decaying cavity trees have become scarce. It was empty. Our quetzal quest 
seemed to be slipping away. 

One final longshot remained. 

Armando knew of a roadside stretch outside the reserve where cloud forest climbed steeply above open land. 
We parked in mist thick enough to feel like a presence against the skin. Inside a cloud, Armando and I walked 
the gravel road. Playback brought no response. Our Hail Mary pass was about to hit the turf. 

Then a large bird materialized in a fog-shrouded tree. Not a quetzal—a Black Guan. A regional endemic of Costa 
Rica and western Panama, this large cracid moves deliberately through highland forest, often overlooked. I 
returned for the group. The guan shifted in the mist, and everyone had satisfying looks before it lifted heavily 
and dissolved into cloud. 

The mood remained buoyant. So buoyant, in fact, that Jan unveiled what may be the greatest practical joke I 
have ever encountered on a tour. He showed me a photo—apparently taken moments earlier—of a Resplendent 
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Quetzal perched on a fencepost beside the van. “Is this what you and Armando were looking for?” he asked. An 
AI-generated masterpiece. Laughter rolled down the hillside. 

We hiked upward together, still grinning. Armando continued playback. Silence. Then—“Oh my God!” he said. 

A female Resplendent Quetzal. Dim in the mist but unmistakable. She shifted in the tree, then flew to another. 
We followed, scanning branches through fog. And then, as if drawn from cloud itself, a male appeared. 

Not a full adult with streaming upper tail coverts, but an immature male—crest pronounced, bill already bright 
yellow rather than the darker bill typical of females, body blazing emerald above and crimson below even 
through gray air. Mature males can carry upper tail coverts that extend well beyond the body; this bird’s were 
shorter, but the splendor was intact. The metallic green mantle and scarlet breast seemed almost self-
illuminated, as though mist could not dim their intensity. 

He moved from tree to tree, and we followed, gravel crunching underfoot, breath visible in the cloud. 
Satisfaction flooded us—the satisfaction of striving, of preparing for disappointment, and then being granted 
something extraordinary. 

Ebullient. Jubilant. We took group photos as fog swirled around us. 

We descended from cloud into sun and stopped for lunch at a small family-run restaurant. The warmth of the 
owner and staff matched the meal. The special was fresh homemade guacamole—fitting, given that wild 
avocados sustain the quetzal we had just seen. 

Back at Monteverde Reserve’s hummingbird feeders we watched once more—from the tiny endemic Coppery-
headed Emerald, among the smallest of Costa Rica’s roughly 52 hummingbird species (the exact total shifts 
slightly with taxonomy and occasional vagrants), to the hulking and dominant Violet Sabrewing, the largest in 
the country—each staking out a column of air in a space layered with motion, sound, and refracted light. 

Later, a quiet walk around the lodge grounds brought us to a small lake. Wind muted bird activity, but dozens of 
brightly colored Heliconius butterflies drifted in the sunlight near a wooden bridge, slow-winged and unhurried, 
as if foreshadowing the insect immersion awaiting us the next morning.  
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Coral trees—drought-deciduous during the dry season—now stood leafless yet aflame, their red blossoms 
clustered along bare branches like living embers. Purple orchids clung to their limbs, drawing the eye to subtler 
hues within the blaze. A rainbow arced across the valley as clouds thinned. Then a final sunset burned low over 
the Pacific, light flattening into gold and copper before slipping beneath the horizon. 

Night brought wind but clear sky. We could not locate the Common Pauraque we had heard calling, yet above us 
the sky was crystalline and immense. Jupiter shone steady and bright. Betelgeuse glowed ember-red in Orion’s 
shoulder—a red supergiant roughly 1,000 times the Sun’s diameter, nearing the end of its life. We traced 
constellations with a laser pointer, connecting ancient starlight to present wonder. 

Life in cloud forest. Light from distant suns. One planet green and breathing beneath our feet. The day closed 
with that sense of scale—of striving rewarded, of forests ancient, and of futures still unfolding. 

Mon., Feb. 23     Monteverde Butterfly Gardens | Playa Tivives | Cerro Lodge 

We checked out of our lodge, and before leaving the cool mountain heights behind, visited Monteverde 
Butterfly Gardens. This proved to be far more than a stroll among pretty wings. 

An enthusiastic young interpreter named Jayden—originally from Canada—met us with infectious energy and an 
unapologetic love of “bugs.” Under black light, the bark scorpions—Mark and Sophia, a smaller male and larger 
female—fluoresced an eerie blue-green glow, caused by compounds in their exoskeleton that react under 
ultraviolet light. She described their courtship dance: the male approaches cautiously, the pair lock pincers, and 
he guides her in a deliberate promenade while searching for a suitable place to deposit his spermatophore. If he 
misjudges her receptivity—or if she’s hungry—the encounter can turn dangerous; sexual cannibalism does occur 
in some species, and an unwary male may become dinner. 

A Costa Rican Orange-kneed Tarantula named Ginger rested nearby in her terrarium, all velvet and quiet power. 
Female tarantulas tend to adapt better to captivity because, in nature, they are homebodies—establishing a 
burrow or retreat and remaining there for years. Males, once mature, roam in search of mates and often live 
only a short time after reaching adulthood. 
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Even a Giant Peppered Cockroach named Timmy—met with predictable skepticism—earned our respect as 
Jayden explained that many cockroach species are meticulous groomers, constantly cleaning their antennae and 
legs to maintain sensory precision. “Neat freaks,” she called them, dismantling prejudice with biology. 

The butterfly pavilions followed—three distinct enclosures, each representing different ecological niches. 

Blue Morphos glided like drifting fragments of sky. Their dorsal (upper) wing surfaces flash brilliant structural 
blue—color produced not by pigment but by microscopic scales that refract light. The ventral (underside) 
surfaces are entirely different: mottled brown with multiple eye spots, resembling bark or dead leaves. When 
wings close at rest, that camouflage renders them surprisingly difficult to detect. 

Owl Butterflies carried enormous eye spots on their hindwings, a classic intimidation display—startling 
predators by mimicking vertebrate eyes. Malachites glowed like panes of green stained glass when backlit. 

Postman Heliconius—long-winged stunners—advertised toxicity with bold red and black warning coloration. 
This is aposematism: bright colors signaling to predators that the butterfly is chemically defended, often through 
toxins derived from host plants. In Batesian mimicry, a harmless species imitates a toxic one—gaining protection 
without chemical defense. In Müllerian mimicry, multiple toxic species converge on similar warning patterns, 
reinforcing predator learning. Heliconius butterflies are textbook examples of Müllerian mimicry across the 
Neotropics. 

Longwing species demonstrate unusual behavior for butterflies: adults feed not only on nectar but also on 
pollen. By digesting pollen externally and absorbing amino acids, they extend their lifespan dramatically—often 
living several months, far longer than most butterflies.  

Jayden also described a behavior that sounded almost mythic but is well documented: certain butterflies, 
including some heliconiines like the lovely orange Julia Longwing, will sip tears from crocodiles, turtles, and 
other reptiles. This behavior—lachryphagy—allows them to obtain sodium and other minerals scarce in their 
plant-based diet.  

Evolution wastes nothing. 

By late morning we descended from cloud forest into the Central Pacific lowlands. The transition is dramatic. 
Moist trade-wind forests give way to warmer, seasonally drier habitats near the coast. We entered an ecotone—
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an ecological overlap zone where species typical of Guanacaste’s northern dry forest meet birds of the wetter 
southern Pacific slope. Such transitions concentrate biodiversity, and this one is no exception. 

And it is home to Scarlet Macaws. 

After the Resplendent Quetzal, this was perhaps the most anticipated bird of the tour. Would we see them? 
Would we see them well? 

As we drove toward Playa Tivives, the Pacific shimmered in the distance, sunlight striking the water in sheets of 
silver. We stopped along a roadside bordered by forest and pasture. Mantled Howler Monkeys lounged in 
treetops—one mother carrying an infant on her back. A Streak-headed Woodcreeper hitched along a trunk, 
probing bark crevices. A Brown-crested Flycatcher sallied from an exposed perch—both new species for our tour 
list. 

And then—two Scarlet Macaws overhead. 

Multicolored missiles. Red bodies slashed with yellow and cobalt, tails impossibly long, voices harsh and 
screeching against the sky. Stunning, but brief. We watched them vanish, exhilarated yet wanting more—
perched birds, close and photographable, unforgettable. 

We continued toward mangrove forest near the coast, stepping out within sight of the Pacific. Here the habitat 
shifts—tidal influence, brackish water, and the intricate prop roots of red mangroves arching into mud. 

Mangroves are not a single lineage but a lifestyle. Species from multiple plant families independently evolved 
salt tolerance, aerial roots for oxygen uptake in anoxic mud, and propagules that germinate while still attached 
to the parent tree—floating away to colonize new shorelines. Convergent evolution written in wood and salt. 
Our group, as always curious about more than birds, leaned into the ecology. 

And the mangroves delivered birds. 

White-throated Magpie-Jays announced themselves first—striking birds with long tails, white throats, and 
expressive crests. They are classic dry-country corvids, most abundant in northwestern Costa Rica, and here near 
the southern edge of their primary range. 
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Armando used Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl playback to provoke 
mobbing behavior—small birds often gather and harass 
perched owls to drive them away. But instead of mobbing, a 
real Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl began tooting. We traced the 
rhythmic notes to a shaded perch. There it sat—compact 
and fierce, its enormous yellow eyes fixed forward from the 
shadows. Everyone had superb looks. 

A reptilian bonus followed: a Black Spiny-tailed Iguana 
lounged atop a low wall, a species often cited as one of the 
fastest lizards in the world, capable of remarkable bursts of 
speed when startled. 

In the mangroves we found Panama Flycatcher actively gleaning insects among tangled prop roots. Nearby, two 
Yellow-naped Amazons perched close together, feeding and gently preening one another—an example of 
allogrooming, the mutual grooming behavior animals use to strengthen social bonds and maintain feather 
condition. Highly social and vocally expressive, these parrots are now Critically Endangered, their numbers 
diminished by trapping and habitat loss. Watching them in intact mangrove habitat felt less like routine birding 
and more like a privilege granted. 

As we continued toward Cerro Lodge, we reflected on a day that had carried us from epiphyte-laden cloud 
forest to salt-filtering mangroves along tidal flats. In the span of hours we had descended thousands of feet—
crossing entire ecosystems stacked across a surprisingly short distance. Mountain mist to brackish tide. Moss-
draped branches to prop roots sunk in silt. 

We had witnessed scorpions fluorescing under ultraviolet light, butterflies shimmering in cool mountain air, the 
cavernous roars of howler monkeys rolling through dry-forest canopy, and feathered rainbows of macaws 
streaking across the Pacific sky. 

And still, somewhere ahead, the promise of Scarlet Macaws at eye level awaited. 

Tues., Feb. 24     Cerro Lodge | Carara National Park | Tárcoles River 

We began early at Cerro Lodge. Breakfast in the open-air dining room came with a generous helping of birds. 
Rufous-backed Wrens—dry-forest specialists that have adapted comfortably to human presence—moved 
confidently among the tables. They are far easier to see here than in denser gardens like Bougainvillea. One bird 
cleaned crumbs from beneath a chair; another made repeated forays to a bug zapper, plucking dead insects 
from the tray below the light. Opportunistic, intelligent, entirely at home in this human-modified habitat—what 
scientists call synanthropic species, wildlife that prospers alongside people. 

A Cinnamon Hummingbird nectared nearby at Purple Vervain. Then the star of the morning: Turquoise-browed 
Motmot. One of the finest looks of any bird on the tour. I called back those who had drifted toward their rooms, 
and soon everyone stood together, soaking in the view. Photographers were ecstatic. This is a classic dry-
country species of open woodland and pasture edges in the lowlands from Mexico south into northwestern 
Costa Rica—here near the southern edge of its primary range. The electric turquoise brow, warm rufous back, 
and pendulous racket tail—its central feathers stripped of barbs except at the tips—were perfectly visible. We 
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had discussed those rackets on the first full day of the tour while watching Lesson’s Motmot; here, on our final 
full day, they hung in blatant display. 

We drove to Carara National Park, one of Costa Rica’s most important ecological transition zones. Carara sits at 
the boundary between the dry northwest and the humid southern Pacific slope—a biological crossroads where 
species from both regions overlap. It protects one of the northernmost extensions of Pacific rainforest and is 
critical habitat for Scarlet Macaws. 

Even the parking area was a bonanza. Lesson’s Motmot offered good looks, allowing immediate comparison 
with the Turquoise-browed—darker crown, deeper forest preference. A juvenile Bare-throated Tiger-Heron 
perched improbably high in a tree. Armando heard a trogon and quickly located a male Gartered Violaceous 
Trogon, his yellow eye-ring glowing in the morning sun above a violet breast and golden belly. Earlier at Arenal 
we had seen a female; now the sexually dimorphic pair was complete. 

Two Scarlet Macaws streaked overhead—arcs of red, yellow, and cobalt pulling us into the forest and renewing 
our desire for close, lingering views. 

Blue-black Grosbeaks, male and female, perched cooperatively. A Streak-headed Woodcreeper—this time seen 
well by everyone—moved methodically along a trunk. There is quiet satisfaction when every member of a group 
gets a proper look. A Red-legged Honeycreeper away from feeders—turquoise crown atop blue body, crimson 
legs unmistakable—was another deeply satisfying moment. 

A tip from a passing family led us to a viewpoint where two Scarlet Macaws were enlarging a nest cavity in 
preparation for breeding. One bird perched near a snag; another’s long tail protruded from the hole. Views were 
partial—leaves shifting in wind obscured the birds. Still, we craved that perfect, close, unobstructed look. 

Armando then found a Proboscis Bat roosting in the hollow of a tree—tiny and cryptic, its projecting snout giving 
the species its name. A White-tailed Deer rested in forest shade, surprising everyone. The subspecies here is 
smaller and more tropical-adapted than eastern U.S. white-tailed deer, lacking the heavy winter coat of 
northern populations and generally closer in size to Coues White-tailed Deer of the southwestern U.S. and 
Mexico. 

Some of our group rested in shade while others pressed on. Perseverance paid off with a Baird’s Trogon—a 
Pacific-slope species ranging from Costa Rica into western Panama—with a rich chestnut belly, deep blue-black 
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head, and striking white undertail in the male. A Riverside Wren, another Pacific-slope specialty of Costa Rica 
and western Panama, sang explosively from vine tangles. 

Then, around a bend, a massive Campephilus woodpecker—close cousin to the likely extinct Ivory-billed 
Woodpecker—came into view. Pale-billed Woodpecker. Flaming red crest, ivory-pale bill, bold white scapular 
“V” flashing in filtered forest light. A few had good looks; others caught it in powerful flight. We all hoped for 
another pass. 

When I returned to check on group members resting in the shade, I encountered a Green-and-black Poison Dart 
Frog hopping across the trail as leafcutter ants marched in determined columns. I snapped a few quick photos, 
then ran—faster and louder than decorum might advise—to retrieve the group. By the time we returned, the 
frog had vanished, likely pressed into leaf litter after a larger group passed. We consoled ourselves watching the 
leafcutters streaming up the sprawling buttressed roots of a colossal fig tree. Nearby stood towering cashew 
trees—remnants of older forest, their thick limbs spreading like ancient sculpture. 

After rehydrating at the bus, we went to lunch. Many chose casados—rice, beans, salad, plantains, and a 
protein—Costa Rica’s classic midday meal. One adventurous soul opted for spaghetti Bolognese. The restaurant 
was large and accustomed to tour groups, less intimate than the family-run spots we’d enjoyed earlier. But even 
here, the food was tasty, and the service embodied Pura Vida—warm, unhurried, genuinely kind. 

Before boarding our boat on the Tárcoles River, we spotted a crocodile on the far shore, along with perched and 
soaring Common Black Hawks—a fitting preview of what awaited. 

We had the boat to ourselves. The captain piloted expertly through shifting currents and shallow channels at 
low tide. American Crocodiles lined the banks—massive adults and smaller individuals nearby. While adult males 
can grow significantly larger than females, sex cannot be determined reliably from size alone at a distance. 

American Crocodiles differ from alligators in several key ways: a narrower, more V-shaped snout; lower teeth 
visible when the mouth is closed; and a much greater tolerance for brackish and saltwater habitats. This species 
ranges from South Florida through Central America into northern South America. Their diet includes fish, birds, 
mammals, and carrion. Females guard their nests and may gently carry hatchlings to the water in their mouths—
attentive parental care that contrasts sharply with their armored, prehistoric appearance. One enormous 
individual rested with jaws agape—thermoregulating, not threatening—sunlight glinting off conical teeth. 
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Birdlife exploded around us. 

Black-necked Stilts strode through shallows on improbably pink legs. Northern Jacanas—bronze bodies and 
bright yellow facial wattles—demonstrated classic polyandry and reversed sexual dimorphism: females larger 
and more territorial, defending breeding areas that encompass several males, each of whom incubates eggs and 
tends chicks. 

Spotted Sandpipers bobbed incessantly—lacking the bold breast spots of breeding plumage at this season. 
Hudsonian Whimbrels aimed their long, curved bills downward into mud; Willets probed with straighter bills. 
Ruddy Turnstones lived up to their name, flipping rocks in search of invertebrates. A single Black-bellied Plover 
and a flock of tiny Least Sandpipers—yellow-green legs diagnostic—fed along exposed flats.  

Southern Lapwings patrolled open margins—striking birds with black breast, white belly, and pinkish legs. To 
many in our group, they looked almost ornamental. Yet these large plovers possess sharp carpal spurs on their 
wings and can be fiercely defensive when guarding nests—capable of diving at intruders, including humans. 

White Ibises flashed bright white against dark mud. Roseate Spoonbills glowed pink, their coloration derived 
from carotenoid pigments in crustaceans and other aquatic prey. Their broad, spatulate bills sweep side to side 
through shallow water; specialized nerve endings allow them to detect prey by touch, snapping shut when 
contact is made. 

Neotropic Cormorants perched along riverside snags, compact and purposeful. Like their anhinga cousins, they 
spread their wings to dry—both groups have wettable plumage, a tradeoff that reduces buoyancy and allows 
efficient diving. After fishing, they must air-dry. Anhingas stretched their sinuous necks and held their wings 
wide in a cruciform silhouette. One slipped beneath the surface and vanished. We tracked it only by the pale 
dagger of its bill and the faint ripple betraying its submerged body. 

Kingfishers were conspicuous throughout the river corridor: massive Amazon Kingfishers (rufous-chested male 
beside green-and-white-breasted female), smaller Green Kingfishers, and a giant Ringed Kingfisher. Birds were 
observed perched over channels, flying low along the banks, and plunge-diving for fish. 

A single Green Heron was also noted. This species takes fishing to another level—well documented as a tool 
user, it sometimes drops insects, feathers, or small bits of vegetation onto the water’s surface to lure fish within 
striking distance. 
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A Zone-tailed Hawk soared among Turkey Vultures, its long wings held in a shallow dihedral and its rocking flight 
style closely resembling the scavengers around it. This is a classic example of aggressive mimicry: by imitating 
the silhouette and behavior of harmless vultures, the hawk may approach prey with reduced alarm, gaining a 
hunting advantage. 

A Yellow-headed Caracara perched obligingly nearby, offering a contrasting study in posture and temperament. 

An Osprey—cosmopolitan and familiar to many—prompted discussion of its extraordinary distribution across 
every continent except Antarctica, a global specialist bound wherever fish and open water meet. 

Near the river mouth, Magnificent Frigatebirds wheeled overhead—long, angular wings and deeply forked tails 
unmistakable. Pirates of the sky, they cannot plunge-dive like boobies; their plumage lacks sufficient 
waterproofing for repeated immersion. Instead, they snatch fish near the surface or harass other seabirds into 
dropping their catch. Kleptoparasitism—the word delighted everyone—describes the strategy perfectly. 

Royal Terns stacked improbably atop a vertical snag—“a tern kebab,” Jan quipped. 

A noisy aggregation of Red-winged Blackbirds crowded a shoreline tree, their epaulets smaller and less vivid 
than the bold scarlet badges familiar farther north. In this resident Pacific-slope population, the red shoulder 
patch can appear subtler, often bordered prominently in yellow. Across the species, brighter and larger epaulets 
function as signals of dominance and breeding fitness; here, the signal is simply tuned to local conditions. 

As we approached the dock, Wood Storks flew low across the river, white wings luminous against dark water. 
We assumed that was the grand finale. 

Then Scarlet Macaws crossed overhead—one pair high into cloud, another lower. We disembarked, still chasing 
that perfect, close encounter. Just yards from the van, Armando stopped and listened. 

“Macaws.” 

We scrambled.  



 
 

 
33 

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

 

There they were—perched near the parking area in Sea Almond trees, feeding calmly. They held hard nuts in 
their zygodactyl feet—two toes forward, two back—manipulating them with remarkable dexterity while 
cracking shells with massive, bone-crushing bills evolved precisely for this purpose. Late-day light ignited their 
plumage. Reds deepened, yellows flared, blues cooled into cobalt shadow. Photographing through foliage was 
challenging, but the views were intimate and unforgettable. 

What a finale. 

Could Scarlet Macaw viewing get better than that? 

It seemed impossible. 

And yet, Costa Rica was not finished with us. 

Wed., Feb. 25     Cerro Lodge | Departures 

Our final morning began before coffee. 

I stepped into the open-air dining room to find Jan and Janice urgently waving me over. “Woodpecker,” they 
whispered. I lifted my binoculars and there it was—massive, red-headed, chiseling into wood with an ivory-pale 
bill built for force. At first the back was hidden. Then it turned. A bold white V flashed across black wings. 

Pale-billed Woodpecker. Not Lineated—the latter would show two clean, parallel white stripes. The day before, 
Janice had enjoyed good views while Jan had only fleeting glimpses. Now the balance was restored. 

Moments later, Janice, who had spotted many birds throughout the tour with her quick eyes, called out a 
Cinnamon Hummingbird feeding at Purple Vervain. Jan was already positioned for the shot. Red bill and 
cinnamon breast against violet bloom. Detection and documentation in seamless sequence with this birding 
duo. 

Then breakfast escalated. Scarlet Macaws. 
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At first they settled in a nearby tree, close enough that those still eating could remain seated and watch without 
lifting a fork. Morning light struck their plumage and the colors intensified—scarlet body, bands of yellow across 
the mid-wing, cobalt primaries flashing beneath, impossibly long tails trailing like pennants, massive pale beaks 
catching the sun. 

Then they came closer. 

Onto the railing. 
Onto the balcony tables. 

They began sampling fruit left unattended. One bird, banded on both legs, held a wedge of pineapple in its 
zygodactyl feet and sheared it cleanly with a bill evolved to crush palm nuts and other hard seeds. Armando 
noted that long-term monitoring has revealed subtle behavioral differences between the sexes despite their 
identical plumage: females often perch slightly higher and behave more assertively, while males tend to be less 
demonstrative. Watching them at arm’s length, those distinctions felt tangible. 

Enormous wild parrots, operating entirely on their own terms, inside our human space without hesitation. 

Eventually they lifted off in a rush of wings, the sound echoing across the dining area. 

And then it was our turn to leave. 

Les, Bonnie, Jon, and Karen headed south along the Pacific in a rented car. The rest of us turned toward San José 
and flights home.  

This was one of the most cohesive and genuinely friendly groups I have ever had the privilege to lead. Each 
person brought something distinct. 

Ched and Judy carried family history into the field. Ched’s mother—my grandmother, Patsy Proctor—founded 
Friends of Madera Canyon and shaped generations of birders through conservation and education. We spoke 
openly about Charlie, their son, my cousin, who passed away in 2020, and about the ways love of wild places 
persists after loss. Nothing resolves absence. But shared experience in nature can help make it survivable. 

Les and Bonnie returned with the same warmth and curiosity that first defined our Olympic Peninsula tour. Jon 
engaged everyone he met, from guides to restaurant staff. Karen and I found common ground in writers, music, 
and the intersections of culture and natural history. Sheila carried her camera equipment everywhere, 
determined to see deeply. Jeannette and John moved with boundless enthusiasm between subjects as varied as 
Mughal emperors and mangrove ecology. Jan and Janice added warmth, wit, and paired birding prowess. Every 
person contributed something essential. 

From a Clay-colored Thrush in a Central Valley garden to Resplendent Quetzals in mist and Scarlet Macaws 
feeding at arm’s length, we crossed elevational gradients, life zones, and conservation stories in a country small 
in size yet biologically immense. 

The macaws that morning were not a spectacle arranged for us. They were there because forest still stands, 
because protection replaced extraction, because long-term monitoring and rewilding have worked. 
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The birds rose. 
Flights were boarded. 
The forest remained. 

Pura Vida. 

Photos: Group at La Paz Waterfall (Stephen Grace - SG), Lesson's Motmot (SG), American Crocodile (SG), Scarlet Macaw (SG), 
Mottled Owl (SG), Green-breasted Mango (SG), Hotel Bougainvillea Garden (SG), Red-legged Honeycreeper (SG), Black-
cheeked Woodpecker (SG), Crimson-collared Tanager (SG), Slaty-tailed Trogon (SG), Ornate Hawk-Eagle (SG), Great Curassow 
(female) (SG), Emerald Tanager (SG), Keel-billed Toucan (SG), Orange-chinned Parakeet (SG), Brown-throated Three-toed Sloth 
(SG), Barred Antshrike (SG), Red-eyed Tree Frog (SG), Gray Hawk (SG), Sunset over the Pacific at Montana Monteverde (SG), 
Yellow-throated Toucan (SG), Strangler Fig at Curi Cancha Reserve (SG), Violet Sabrewing (SG), View from Montana 
Monteverde (SG), Golden-hooded Tanager (SG), Costa Rican Orange-kneed Tarantula (SG), Resplendent Quetzal (female) (SG), 
Lesser Violetear (SG), Post-Quetzal Celebration! (SG), Baltimore Oriole (SG), Rufous-tailed Hummingbird (SG), Chestnut-
headed Oropendola (SG), Rainbow at Montana Monteverde (SG), Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl (SG), White-throated Magpie-Jay 
(SG), Turquoise-browed Motmot (SG), Black Spiny-tailed Iguana (SG), Gartered Violaceous Trogon (SG), Scarlet Macaw (SG), 
White Ibis (SG), Bare-throated Tiger-Heron (SG), Scarlet Macaw (SG), American Crocodile (SG), Pale-billed Woodpecker (SG), 
Amazon Kingfisher (SG), From left to right: Great Egret, White Ibis, Black-necked Stilt, Roseate Spoonbill, White Ibis 
(immature), White Ibis (SG), Scarlet Macaw (SG), Curi Cancha Reserve (SG) 

 


