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Costa Rica: The most bird-rich country in the new world, with nearly half (900 out 2,000) of all bird species in 
North America, utilizing its critical geography and habitat diversity at some point of their lives. This trip sampled 
as many of these habitats as possible with multi-day explorations in Caribbean lowland rainforests, mid-
elevation mountain valleys, and high elevation (over 7000 ft.) cloud forests. On the extension we added dry 
coastal forest and mangrove habitats and species to the trip.  
  
Our locations included Hotel Bougainvillea (first night) in San Jose in the central valley, a wonderful birding 
destination itself and famous for its garden residents: Lesson’s Motmots and Mottled Owls, Social Flycatchers 
and Brown Jays.  
  
Our high-mountain/cloud forest birding was done from the Savegre Hotel (two nights) in the Talamanca 
Mountain Range, where we searched for Costa Rica’s most famous bird, the Resplendent Quetzal, along with 
other high elevation specialists like Volcano Hummingbird and Volcano Junco. 
  
Rancho Naturalista (two nights) was our mid-level forest location. Known as a reliable location for elusive Snow-
capped Hummingbirds, Keel-billed Toucans and Collared Aracari, and a special visit from a Tayra (large wolverine 
type weasel).  



 

 

  
Sarapiqui Rainforest Lodge (two nights) In the lowland Caribbean rain forest provided us with two days of 
birding at the La Selva Biological station and an amazing boat tour on the Sarapiqui River. 
  
Those that participated on the extension stayed one evening at Cerro Lodge, (Scarlet Macaws and White-
throated Magpie Jays) and two additional nights at La Ensenada Lodge on the Pacific Coast. 
 
BIRDS: 227 individual species were recorded between our locations on the main trip, and an additional 92 on 
the extension.  
 
January 22  Arrivals San Jose | Hotel Bougainvillea 
Welcome to Costa Rica. Today was our official arrival day, but many of us arrived days early to enjoy local 
birding and the incredible gardens of Hotel Bougainvillea.  
 
At 4 PM, we gathered up in the lobby to meet our local guide, Johan, and had our first group bird walk through 
the gardens of the hotel. We were greeted by Social Flycatchers, of course, but it’s the Lesson’s Motmots, with 
their amazing plumage, that gave us our first taste of Central American birding. Rufus-tailed Hummingbirds were 
common here, and we even found a nest with a young chick near the Mottled Owl bamboo stand.    
 
At 6 o’clock, we met for our trip meeting where we reviewed the week ahead. Afterwards, we had a very fine 
dinner at the hotel restaurant.  
 
January 23  Mirador Quetzales | Rio Savegre Valley  
Today we were up early for our usual routine for the rest of the trip—a optional 6:00 AM pre-breakfast bird 
walk. We birded the gardens at Hotel Bougainvillea again … better looks at the Mottled Owl and Lesson’s 
Motmots, and added Gray Hawk, Inca Dove, Turkey Vulture, and a Ruby-throated Hummingbird to our garden 
list. Tennessee Warblers and Philadelphia Vireos were active around the tower garden.   
 
After breakfast we loaded our luggage into our mid-size bus (20 seats, and 12 in our group) and departed for the 
Rio Savegre River Valley, high in the Talamanca Mountain Range +9000 ft., with stops along the way. 
 



 

 

Our first stop was roadside where a long row of blue vervain planted along the road attracts hummingbirds. We 
weren’t there long before we spotted Green Thorntails, Coppery-headed Emeralds and Stripe-tailed 
Hummingbirds. We heard American Dipper calling but couldn’t locate them.   
 
We arrived at Paraíso de Quetzal Lodge by lunchtime. But first we had to go directly to their hummingbird deck. 
Emerging from the restaurant onto deck we were greeted by large Talamanca Hummingbirds dashing all around 
and between us as we positioned ourselves to view and photograph the feeders and flowers around the deck.   
The stunning Fiery-throated Hummingbirds had to compete with White-throated Mountain-gems, and Lesser 
Violetears, for space at the feeders. The tiny Volcano Hummingbirds were fearless and pushed their way in 
between hummingbirds that were four and five times larger. Long-tailed Silky-flycatchers fed on fruits of nearby 
trees and a Swallow-tailed Kite soared by for a quick look.   
 
Walking the grounds around the lodge and cabins, it seemed every bush and tree had a new bird in it for us.  
Black-capped Flycatchers, Mountain and Sooty Thrushes, Black-and-yellow Silky-flycatchers, and Sooty-capped 
Chlorospingus were all found within 15 minutes. By far the bird of the day was the Golden-browned 
Chlorophonia, which hung out very close to us for great views and sharp photos. Bob located a Buffy-crowned 
Wood-Partridge, which according to our local guide Johan, was a rarer bird to get in the area, it just couldn’t 
compete with the chlorophonia. 
 
We made several stops along the descending and winding road down into the Savegre River valley to attempt 
afternoon feeding Resplendent Quetzals with no luck. We’d be back in the morning. 
 
We arrived at Savegre Lodge shortly before dinner, checked into our cabins, and met for dinner and bird 
checklist. In preparation for our pre-dawn start for quetzals tomorrow, we turned in early this evening. 
 
January 24  Rio Savgre Valley | Montane Cloud Forest Birding 
We were up, coffeed and ready to go at 5:30 AM this morning. This was the only day of the trip we had to be up 
and on the road this early. Today it was because our quest bird, the Resplendent Quetzal, feeds at sunrise at 
their preferred avocado trees. Quetzals are big business for local guides here, and there were several groups 
birding right along with us along the valley road, in the dark this cool morning. It was a cooperative effort 
though, with groups letting each other know if they’d located or heard birds. The road here ran across the valley 
wall so we had mature forest above us on one side and lower forest and valley on the other. It wasn’t long 



 

 

before we spotted one flying from the high forest on one side of the road to the avocado trees just down slope.  
Soon we were all on a beautiful full-plumaged male feeding right at eye level, close along the road. We got to 
observe and photograph him for five minutes or so before he flew back up into the forest. We saw and heard a 
couple more as we walked down from forest elevation to the agricultural fields and sunshine on the valley floor.  
We spotted two Black Guans bugging for insects nearby in a pasture. A Rufous-browed Peppershrike called from 
a roadside tree as we waited for the bus to pick us up and take us back to the lodge for breakfast.   
 
After a very nice breakfast, we headed back out for the morning. This time we loaded ourselves in the back of a 
couple of Land Rover pickup trucks and we were driven on a two-track road high above the lodge to an 
incredible old growth cloud forest and trail system. We birded the La Quebrada Trail that winds its way through 
the forest, from the top of the valley with its towering cloud forests, down steep stream valleys and to stunning 
overlooks of the Savegre Valley. The birding was excellent on this bright sunny day. When we were just steps 
down the trail, we heard the piping call of a Pygmy Owl, but not just any Pygmy Owl, this was a Costa Rican 
Pygmy-Owl, a regional endemic and not an easy bird to find. We followed the calls and found a nesting pair 
along with their nesting cavity not far off the trail. We had many looks at this pair as they moved around the 
canopy, never venturing too far. We left these two owls alone and continued our hike down the valley, picking 
up another 20+ birds for our list. Collared Trogon, Acorn Woodpeckers, Spot-crowned Woodcreepers, Ruddy 
Treerunner, Tufted, Yellowish, and Golden-bellied Flycatchers, Flame-throated, Tennessee, Black-cheeked, 
Wilsons, and Black-throated Green Warblers, and a pair of Spangle-cheeked Tanagers topped off our walk. We 
walked our way down, back to the lodge in time for lunch. As we gathered in the restaurant, Bob and Sandy let 
us know there was a Scintillant Hummingbird in the garden just outside.  The entire group left and went out to 
look and this tiny Scintillant Hummer put on quite a show for us, never really leaving a 20-foot area of the 
garden, giving us some of the best hummingbird pictures of the trip. We had some downtime after lunch and 
met back up later in the afternoon for more birding. This time we got back in the bus and drove back out of the 
valley to stop at the famous Miriam’s Quetzal Cafe for an afternoon snack and to bird from the wonderful deck 
that overlooks the valley. The sun was still shining, illuminating the valley behind the feeder stations providing 
amazing light as we watched Spotted Wood-Quail, Acorn and Hairy Woodpeckers, Sooty and Mountain 
Thrushes, Summer and Flame-colored Tanagers, and Talamanca, Fiery-throated, Lesser Violetear, White-
throated Mountain-gem, and Volcano Hummingbirds feeding and jousting around the deck. 
 



 

 

Returning back down the valley to the lodge, we made a couple quick stops near the morning’s avocado trees to 
check for evening-feeding quetzals with no luck, but we did get good looks at a perched Broad-winged Hawk 
hunting nearby. Dinner and checklist were in the lounge at the lodge tonight. 
 
January 25   Turrialba | Rancho Naturalista 
Today was a travel day to Turrialba and ultimately to Rancho Naturalista, but of course we took advantage of 
our last morning in this mountain village with an early morning walk along the road to bird the trees and 
gardens along the road down to the valley to a local flyfishing spot along the Savegre River. This was a relatively 
small river, but it had a strong flow and was lined with boulders, making for a clear healthy mountain river. Just 
outside the driveway to the lodge we spotted a Neotropic River Otter hunting for fish in the rapids. Further 
down, in calmer water, we located a Louisiana Waterthrush working the rocks along the shoreline. Nice to see 
that they act the same and utilize the exact same habitat down here. A White-throated Mountain-gem (gray 
tailed variety) was a nice treat along with Stripe-tailed Hummingbirds feeding in the flowering bushes along the 
road. We had great looks at a perched Merlin, Black Phoebe, and a Broad-winged Hawk near the dairy farm.   
 
After breakfast, we boarded our bus and headed up and out of the valley. Our first stop was a special treat; we 
had time to drive higher in the mountains to Cerro Buenavista, a high mountain with access due to 
communication tower roads. Here we were in paramo habitat (a band of habitat in the mountains of Central and 
South America that is too high for trees and too low for frost line, creating a unique lichen and shrubby 
grassland habitat). Here we searched for and found Volcano Junco and Timberline Wren. A special treat was 
locating a Peg-billed Finch. 
 
Back in the van we head back towards San Jose and lower elevations. After a lunch stop we stopped at Parque 
de Paraiso, a small town square where Tropical Screech Owls nest. We found them huddled together under a 
palm leaf. One more birding stop this afternoon at a park in Cartago known for the ruins of a 16th Century 
Spanish church. This open park is busy with locals enjoying the setting and is loaded with birds. Large flocks of 
Crimson-fronted Parakeets were here and their constant calls set the tone. Here we found Lesser Elaenias, 
Mistletoe Tyrannulets, Cabanis’s Wrens, Scarlet-thighed Dacnis, Yellow-olive Flatbills, and a Ruby-throated 
Hummingbird. 
 
Like our other travel days, we arrived at our next lodge, Ranco Naturalista, late in the afternoon with enough 
time to settle in to our rooms. We did have a bit of time to spend on the veranda to catch some feeding 



 

 

hummingbirds before sundown. We ate a wonderful family-style dinner and went through our checklist before 
heading off to our rooms.   
 
January 26   Montane Forest Birding | Rancho Naturalista Grounds 
Another amazing morning, loaded with new bird species. We gathered on the veranda where coffee was 
available at 5:30 AM. The hummingbirds were up as well and were starting to feed on the feeders and vervain  
bushes below. Brown Jays and Gray-headed Chachalacas were becoming active in the early light. White-necked 
Jacobins, Green Thorntails, Violet-headed and Crowned Woodnymphs, and even our target hummingbird, the 
amazing Snowcap, were all out and feeding this morning. Walking the trails and roads around Rancho we 
spotted Violaceous Trogon, Collared Aracari, Keel-billed Toucans, Golden-olive Woodpeckers, and White-
crowned and Brown-hooded Parrots. Thirty species this morning! 
 
Rancho’s breakfasts were the best of the trip and eating together outside, right next to the feeding stations, was 
wonderful.   
 
During our morning birding here we explored the forest trails and open pastures on the property. Yes, Rancho 
Naturalista is a nature lodge, but it’s also a working farm with chickens, horses, and cattle, providing a very 
diverse property. The most productive area was birding the forest edge from the pasture. In fact, they’ve built a 
new viewing platform in the pasture to provide an elevated viewing location with a roof for shade. Here we 
easily saw Keel-billed Toucans, Collared Aracaris, Black-cheeked Woodpeckers, Masked Tityra, Southern Rough-
winged Swallows, Golden-winged, Black-and-white, Blackburnian, and Golden-crowned Warblers, along with a 
slew of tanagers and dacnis that were all in a small pasture tree: Golden-hooded, Silver-throated, Scarlet-
rumped Tanagers and Scarlet-thighed Dacnis.   
 
After an excellent family-style lunch we loaded back in the bus to explore the areas around Cartago. Our first 
stop was Rio Platanillo, a known location for breeding Sunbitterns. Sunbitterns are camouflaged pretty well for 
feeding in rocky creeks, but when they open their wings for flight, their plumage explodes with colors, especially 
bright wing spots. We located these birds within a few minutes; they were working their way towards a bridge 
that we relocated to where we had amazing, closeup observations and terrific photos of them flying from side to 
side in the river. We also had a nice Mourning Warbler in the thicket near the bridge. 
 
Next stop was Lake Angostura, a large impoundment lake behind a hydroelectric dam. It was a great waterfowl 
spot. We parked and walked along the road, quickly coming across Black-bellied Whistling Ducks, Blue-winged 
Teal, and Purple Gallinule. Northern Jacanas quickly answered a call and Bare-throated Tiger-Herons worked the 



 

 

shoreline along the road. Yellow-crowned Night Heron, Little Blue and Great Blue Heron, Snowy and Great 
Egrets were distributed across the lake and in vegetated channels. We had great looks at a Snail Kite and 
Roadside Hawk as well.   
 
We made it back to Rancho Naturalista in time to hit the veranda, picking up Green-breasted Mango, Crowned 
Woodnymphs, and a White-breasted Wood-Wren before the sun went down. We had a wonderful steak dinner 
this evening and completed our checklist. We were off to the lowlands tomorrow and another lodge so we 
packed up tonight. 
 
January 27     Guayabo National Park | Sarapiqui Rainforest Lodge 
Those that made it up to the veranda before breakfast were rewarded with a Violet Sabrewing feeding amongst 
our regulars. We had a special visitor at breakfast this morning, a Tayra! This large and powerful member of the 
weasel family appeared at the feeding station while we were eating breakfast, pretty much ignoring us as it 
pulled bananas off the stands. We got some great photos and videos of him.  
 
Back in the bus we made our to Guayabo National Park where we spent the morning hiking with a national park 
guide through a large archaeological site near the Turrialba Volcano that dates back to 1000 BC and was 
abandoned just before the new world was “discovered.” We birded the forest trails surrounding the site and 
walked through the foundations of the town center that once housed as many as 10,000 people.  
 
After a local lunch, we headed towards Sarapiqui, with a stop at Pierella Ecological Garden. This garden/farm 
was slowly converted to forest by the owner to participate in the butterfly trade. As the forest matured and 
more and more species of birds started showing up, it has now turned into one of the must-see stops for birding 
in the area. We hiked the grounds with a staffer for about two hours. The Brown-throated Sloth found napping 
in an apple orchard was a special treat, as were the Honduran White Bats in their tent made from a modified 
heliconia leaf. The birds utilizing this island of forest were amazing: White-collared Manakins dancing on a lek, 
Russet-naped Wood-Rails and American Pygmy Kingfisher were along the creek, Black-faced Grosbeak, was 
unexpected, Fasciated Antshrike, Northern Tropical Peewee, and Rufous-tailed Jacamars. Our two hours here 
produced Long-tailed Tyrant, Cocoa Woodcreeper, Orange-chinned Parrots, Scarlet-rumped Caciques, Keel-
billed Toucans, Common Pauraque, and Rufous-tailed Jacamars.   
 



 

 

On the road again, we made a quick stop at a known location for Scarlet Macaws, which gave us a nice flyby, 
along with good looks at a couple of Bat Falcons that were patiently waiting for dusk to hunt. We arrived at 
Sarapiqui Rainforest Lodge in time to settle into our air-conditioned rooms and met for dinner and checklist in 
the lodge.   
 
January 28  La Selva Biological Station | Rio Sarapiqui Birding by Boat 
We had a very productive pre-breakfast walk this morning. We were in the lowlands now so there were many 
new birds waiting for us. As we walked along the trails and long driveway we were greeted with Pale-vented 
Pigeons, Crested Caracaras, and a Gartered Violaceous Trogon that vocalized the entire morning. The trees and 
shrubs in the gardens gave us great looks at Chestnut-backed Antbird, Bright-rumped Attila, Stripe-breasted 
Wrens, and Crimson-collared Tanagers. Golden-hooded Tanagers were nesting nearby and put on quite a show 
for us. We stepped out to the road to scan the pastures across the street and were treated with a flyby of Great 
Green Macaws, affording great looks and photos of this endangered bird. 
 
After breakfast we headed to the famous La Selva Biological Research Station. After signing in, we were alerted 
to a Semiplumbeous Hawk in a nearby tree. We scurried and got great looks and photos of this beautiful bird 
that was perched unusually close to the building. King Vultures (several flyovers) and Gray-headed Kite also 
made appearances here. We had a nice tally of larger forest birds along the trails of the center, including Crested 
Guans, Common Squirrel Cuckoo, graceful Black-throated Trogon, Rufous and Broad-billed Motmots, Rufous-
tailed Jacamars, Keel-billed Toucans, Rufous-billed Woodpecker, and extremely cooperative Black-crowned 
Antshrike, and Cinnamon Becards. We managed to find several spots with Strawberry Poison Dart Frogs very 
near the trail, too. What a morning! 
 
In the afternoon we birded the Sarapiqui River by boat. Our small 20 person boat was the perfect size for 
navigating the river. Mantled Howler Monkeys were easily found feeding in the larger trees along the river with 
nice looks at families with young. Russet-naped Wood-Rail, and Sungrebes were easily seen along the shores as 
we quietly motored by. Green Ibis and Bare-throated Tiger-Herons, along with Green and Little Blue Herons and 
Snowy Egrets barely seemed to notice us. We had the kingfisher trifecta with Ringed, Amazon, and Green all 
making appearances and hunting from branches overhanging the river. We had additional looks at Great Green 
Macaws when they flew in and fed on seed pods high in an almond tree. Bathing Chestnut-sided Warbler and 
Scarlet-rumped Tanagers were a treat.   
 
We made a couple roadside stops along the way back to the lodge. The first one, along a grassy field with nearby 
woodlots was pretty spectacular. A few calls from the speaker and the birds came in to a couple roadside trees.  



 

 

Red-legged and Green Honeycreepers, Black-cheeked Woodpecker, Mistletoe Tyrannulet, Social Flycatchers, 
Yellow-throated and Olive-backed Euphonias, Summer, Blue-gray, Golden-hooded, and Scarlet-rumped Tanagers 
all came in within minutes of each other. In the grasses along the road we picked up Thick-billed and Nicaraguan 
Seed-Finch. Right around sunset we made one last stop at a known macaw breeding area. No macaws, but we 
did get great looks at Bat Falcon, Red-lored Amazons, and Crimson-fronted Parakeets.   
 
We enjoyed our last dinner and checklist and sharing of our amazing Costa Rica adventures. In the morning 
some of the group was heading back to the San Jose airport while the rest of the group was off to the Pacific 
coast on a four-day extension. 
 
January 29   Departures 
We had varying departures with transportation arranged for early departers. Those that had a later flight stayed 
and birded the grounds a while, and the folks on the extension boarded the bus for their full day of birding and 
driving to La Ensenada Lodge in the Puntarenas province.    
 
Group Photo (Elizabeth Trimble - ET), Lesson’s Motmot (Bob Sipe - BS), Keel-billed Toucan (BS), Talamanca Hummingbird 
(Sandy Sipe - SS), Long-tailed Silky Flycatcher (BS), Fiery-throated Hummingbird (SS), Golden-Browed Chlorophonia (DD), 
Resplendent Quetzal (BS), Collared Redstart (SS), Tropical Screech Owl (SS), Snowcap (SS), Sunbittern (BS), Tayra (BS), Group 
(ET), Blue-gray Tanager (DD), Green Iguana (DD), Birding Sarapiqui (SS), Brown-throated Three-toed Sloth (DD), Red-legged 
Honeycreeper (SS), Silver-throated Tanager (BS), White-nosed Coati (BS), Pacific Screech-Owl (SS) Orange-fronted Parakeet 
(SS) 


