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Introduction 

 

Having lived in Colombia in the 1990s when moving around the country was difficult 

and potentially dangerous and having left a lot of important birds behind, I had been 

looking for a way of going back and seeing my missing species.  I was aware that there 

were good young guides in Colombia and, while I was wondering what to do, Andrea 

Borras at Manakin Nature Tours sent me some information about their tours and other 

activities.  The upshot was that Andrea, Luis and I put together a trip to the Western 

Andes and Cauca Valley based on my wants list of a total of 44 species, some of them 

very difficult and others better seen elsewhere.  Luis assigned a probability of 50% or 

more to 26 of my species, thus stating his opinion of how we would do and giving me a 

realistic view of what I might expect. 

 

Itinerary 
 

As I live in Panama travel to Colombia was easy.  Copa Airlines has daily direct flights to 

a number of Colombia’s major cities. 

 

Day 1 – Travel to Medellin and drive to the Piha Reserve 

 

Day 2 – All day at the Piha Reserve 

 

Day 3 – Travel to Medellin; birding at La Romera 

 

Day 4 -  Travel to Jardin, Antioquia 

 

Day 5 – All day round Jardin 

 

Day 6 – Travel to Rio Blanco Reserve, Manizales 

 

Day 7 – All day at Rio Blanco 

 

Day 7 – Travel to Otun – Quimbaya Reserve via Nevados National Park 

 



Day 8 – Travel to near Cerro Montezuma in the Western Andes 

 

Day 9 – All day at Cerro Montezuma 

 

Day 10 – All day at Cerro Montezuma 

 

Day 11 – Travel from Montezuma to Pereira and on to Panama 

 

Day by day 

 

In the day-by-day account that follows bird names in capitals were lifers for me.  I will, 

for obvious reasons, dwell mainly on these, but will try to mention other uncommon 

and/or endemic species which may be of general interest. 

 

Day 1  9th January, 2011 
 

Leaving home about 6.00am on Sunday I had a trouble-free run to the airport and a short 

and pleasant flight to Medellin, where I was met by Luis Eduardo and driver Giovanni 

Martinez.  The drive to the Piha Reserve of the ProAves Foundation near Anorí in 

northern Antioquia was straightforward and we were installed by about 5.00pm.  We 

went out for a short walk before dinner, seeing Blue-fronted Parrotlet and hearing 

Parker’s Antbird.  And so to bed, well fed and comfortable. 

 

Day 2  10th January, 2011 
 

We were up early and out on the main trail, which is mostly uphill on the way in and 

turned out to be excellent.  We were out all day, and lunch was brought to us in the field. 

 

The first bird of note was CHESTNUT-CROWNED GNATEATER at the side of the trail 

at first light.  PARKER’S ANTBIRD proved to be common and we saw several pairs.  

CHESTNUT-CAPPED PIHA, the bird for which the reserve is named, gave us the run-

around for a while, but gave up in the end and even showed off his chestnut crown 

feathers.  Further up the trail both PURPLISH-MANTLED TANAGER and INDIGO 

FLOWERPIERCER showed well, as did a nice group of RED-BELLIED GRACKLES 

inspecting bromeliads at close range.  Both the available rhinocryptids, STILES’S 

TAPACULO and WHITE-CROWNED TAPACULO appeared on cue, white-crowned 

showing particularly well, and GOLDEN-BREASTED FRUITEATER was well seen too, 

although it stayed high.   

 

We’d seen all these birds by shortly after lunchtime, and I thought we must be about 

done, but there was still one bird in there and it was a bird that had been a long-time 

bogey of mine.  Luis’s persistence paid off, and late in the afternoon there it was, 

LANCEOLATED MONKLET, sitting singing on a broad horizontal branch. 

 



Other birds of interest seen today included Colombian Chachalaca, Stygian Owl, 

Moustached Puffbird, Brown-billed Scythebill, Immaculate Antbird, Golden-winged 

Manakin, Sooty-headed Wren, and Multicolored Tanager. 

 

This was what might be called a flying start.  I had never imagined that I would see ten 

lifers on the first day, and that one of them should be the monklet was simply incredible!  

We had cleaned up, so, instead of going out again in the morning, we decided to leave 

early for Medellin so as to have more time at the next site. 

 

Day 3  11th January, 2011 
 

We breakfasted at 6.00 and were on the road by 6.30.  We stopped at one of the arms of 

one of the Rio Porce reservoirs to “pad the list” and then continued to Medellin where we 

had a nice lunch.  After lunch we climbed to the east behind Medellin to an area of forest 

called La Romera.  Luis had no recording of the bird we were looking for, but he made an 

interesting rasping noise with his lips and in flew YELLOW-HEADED MANAKIN!  It 

landed briefly very close indeed, flew across the road, ate some berries and then came 

back, flew downhill, and sat singing in telescope view for some twenty minutes.  Luis has 

a recording now! 

 

Other birds of interest seen today included Spectacled Parrotlet, Bar-crested Antshrike 

and Red-bellied Grackle, although the view we had of the grackle made us pleased we’d 

seen it so well the previous day. 

 

Having achieved on the afternoon of Day 3 what we had planned to do on the morning of 

Day 4 we retired contented to Medellin in the knowledge that we could leave for Jardin 

early the following morning. 

 

Day 4  12th January 2011 

 

We left Medellin after a six o’clock breakfast and made a stop just across the Rio Cauca 

from the town of Bolombolo where there is some dry forest along the first stretch of the 

road that climbs the Western Andes to Urrao.  Here, a nice GREYISH PICULET was 

persuaded to sit out in full view so that all his best features could be observed. 

 

We then continued to Jardin, Antioquia, a pleasant town in the Western Andes, where we 

lunched, enjoyed a short siesta, and then drove up to some antennae on a hill in case our 

target parrot should come by.  Unfortunately our target parrot was elsewhere, but he 

could wait until tomorrow. 

 

Also seen today were Colombian Chachalaca, Spectacled Parrotlet, Bar-crested 

Antshrike, an Apical Flycatcher nest-building in the dry forest, “Flame-rumped” Tanager 

and Scrub Tanager. 

 

Day 5  13th January, 2011 

 



This was a bit of a strenuous day.  The situation was not helped by the fact that the road 

to where we were going had been blocked by an impressive landslide.  We set off at 

3.30am and got as far as a trout farm where we breakfasted and left the car.  We were 

then given a lift in a jeep which took us a bit further, but we still had to walk quite a long 

way uphill in the dark, the first part on a steep and muddy trail, in order to reach the pass 

at Alto de Ventanas.  There we had our first sighting of YELLOW-EARED PARROT, a 

flock of 30 in flight and in silhouette, but later we walked downhill to the houses at Las 

Palmas where we had much more satisfactory telescope views of birds at rest.  Later still 

we had a nice view in good light of a flying pair. 

 

We spent the rest of the day birding, but it was misty and very quiet.  Our main target 

was Chestnut-crested Cotinga, a bird which gets seen round the trout farm on the Alto de 

Ventanas road, but today it was not around.  This cotinga is a bird I have looked for in its 

customary sites in Bolivia, Peru, Ecuador and Colombia, but I simply can not find it. 

 

So we retired to Jardin for dinner and rest. 

 

Day 6  14th January, 2011 

 

We started the day by returning to the trout farm in another unsuccessful attempt at the 

cotinga.  We did see a few nice birds, including White-capped Tanager and Mountain 

Cacique, but there was no sign of of the Ampelion peleón, so we were back in Jardin and 

on the road at around 10.30.  The run to Manizales was trouble-free and we arrived at the 

Rio Blanco Reserve in time for the afternoon antpitta feeding session.  I had looked for 

this reserve in August 1992 but failed to find it, so it was nice to be here at last. 

 

At the antpitta feeding session in the late afternoon BROWN-BANDED ANTPITTA put 

in a prolonged appearance and was greatly enjoyed. 

 

Other birds seen today included Rufous-banded Owl, Rufous-bellied Nighthawk and 

Purplish-mantled Tanager. 

 

Day 7  15th January, 2011 

 

We were up at first light as usual, but spent some time around the reserve buildings to see 

if anything showed up.  This strategy was rewarded by telescope views of MASKED 

SALTATOR, perched in trees by the lodge.  Later we walked uphill and, after a bit of 

work, succeeded in pinning down a BICOLORED ANTPITTA for superb close views in 

the understory just off the road.  The diversity here is very high and some of the mixed 

flocks are huge. 

 

In the afternoon we walked downhill, having several flight views and then superb close 

telescope views of RUSTY-FACED PARROT. 

 

So this was another Good Day.  We came to Rio Blanco looking for four species and by 

4.00pm we had seen them all, and all really well.  An interesting thought is that, having 



seen Moustached Antpitta in Ecuador last year, and having now seen Brown-banded and 

Bicolored here at Rio Blanco, I have seen all three of the antpittas known previously only 

from the Central Andes of Colombia and thought possibly to be extinct when I lived in 

Colombia in the early 1990s. 

 

Other species of interest seen today include Andean Guan, Golden-headed Quetzal, 

Black-billed Mountain Toucan, Dusky Piha and Golden-fronted Whitestart. 

 

We’re off early tomorrow because Luis thinks he knows where to find another endemic 

psittacid. 

 

Day 8  16th January, 2011 
 

On the road early after coffee at 4.30 and arrived around first light at a rock in Los 

Nevados Park which had been a roost site of Rufous-fronted Parakeet.  The morning 

started clear and bright but the temperature was -3°C and the parakeets refused to put in 

an appearance.  This was the first significant dip of the trip, but we waited until about 

11.00 and then drove a little way downhill beyond the hut where we had had breakfast.  

There, at the roadside, we found a hummingbird building a nest.  It was therefore giving 

repeated close views, leaving no doubt at all that it was a female BLACK-THIGHED 

PUFFLEG, a bird that we had really not expected to see without a lot more work. 

 

After lunch we drove to Pereira, found the road up the side of the Rio Otún, and booked 

into the nice new National Park accomodation alongside the old La Suiza building that I 

remembered from 1992 

 

A stroll round some convenient trails in the late afternoon resulted in very satisfactory 

views of CAUCA GUAN and CHESTNUT WOOD-QUAIL, the only two species that 

we felt we had a good chance of seeing here. 

 

Other species of note today were Bearded Helmetcrest, Stout-billed Cinclodes, Tawny 

Antpitta and Red-ruffed Fruitcrow. 

 

Day 9  17th January, 2011 
 

After breakfast at 6.00 we went out birding, but Crested Ant-tanager wouldn’t respond 

and there seems to be a lot of doubt regarding whether there really are Hooded Antpittas 

at Otún, so, mid-morning, we made a change of plan and decided to go to Montezuma a 

day early.  We set off after lunch and arrived in time for an hour’s birding before dark, 

when MUNCHIQUE WOOD-WREN was heard and then seen briefly. 

 

Other birds seen today included Cauca Guan and Chestnut Wood-quail again, and 

Spotted Barbtail. 

 

We are being very well looked after at Montezuma in the house of Sra. Leopoldina 

Tapasco and her daughters, the main point of contact for one of Andrea and Luis’s 



community projects.  With our change of plan we now have two full days here in the 

Western Andes with some good birds to see. 

 

Day 10  18th January, 2011 
 

We were on our feet for the best part of twelve hours today and it rained most of the time.  

We spent the time on a track that goes to an army camp on top of Cerro Montezuma, and 

that passes through some beautiful wet forest.  We found two of our targets, BLACK-

AND-GOLD TANAGER and CRESTED ANT-TANAGER and we saw several of each.  

Nobody knows how to paint the ant-tanager.  The crest and throat are brilliant red and 

none of the areas of color have sharp edges.  They seem to lead flocks. 

 

Other notable species seen today were Parker’s Antbird, Bicolored Antvireo, Bar-crested 

Antshrike, Chestnut-crowned Gnateater, Golden-breasted Fruiteater, Black-chested Jay, 

Black-chinned Mountain Tanager, Glistening Green Tanager, Purplish-mantled Tanager, 

“Flame-rumped” Tanager, Rufous-throated Tanager and Yellow-green Bush-tanager. 

 

Day 11  19th January, 2011 
 

The plan for today was to go further up the same road, as far as a place called Cajones, 

and to get there early and on horseback.  I was willing to give it a go, but I have arthritic 

hip joints which make horseriding very difficult.  I had done it in Ecuador last year, but I 

had had the benefit of a comfortable saddle and I had been able to support my legs on 

pieces of luggage that the horse was also carrying.  This morning, confronted with a 

short, hard saddle, there was no way I could stand the pain, and I had to get off the horse 

without going anywhere.  The alternative was to walk up, so off we went. 

 

I was at times some way behind Leopoldina and Luis as we walked up the hill, and that 

was how I missed the only potential lifer that Luis saw and I didn’t, an Olive Finch which 

showed at the trailside briefly and which had disappeared by the time I got there. 

 

They tell me we walked about 20Kms today and I believe it, but it was worth it.  The day 

stayed overcast, which helped to maintain a good level of activity throughout the day.  

FULVOUS-DOTTED (or STAR-CHESTED) TREERUNNER was the first target bird to 

appear as it followed a mixed flock, and then came the still undescribed “ALTO 

PISONES” TAPACULO, glimpsed fairly briefly in the understory.  The last bird was my 

last Bangsia, GOLD-RINGED TANAGER, a real beauty, best seen at the lunch stop 

when one came down on to a moss-covered rock at the trail side to feed on insects.  The 

only thing that came up the hill on horseback today was lunch! 

 

Other birds of note today were White-throated Quail-dove, Cloud-forest Pygmy-owl, 

Empress Brilliant, Toucan Barbet, Buffy Tuftedcheek, Ochre-breasted Antpitta, Orange-

breasted Fruiteater, Beautiful Jay, Purplish-mantled Tanager, Rufous-throated Tanager 

and Chestnut-breasted Chlorophonia. 

 

Day 12  20th January, 2011 



 

This was to be the last day of the trip and we had exhausted all the reasonable 

possibilities, but we had breakfast at 5.30 and went out on the offchance that a Plain-

backed Antpitta we had been hearing would respond to playback.  Sadly, that was not to 

be, but we did see Club-winged Manakin, new for the trip. 

 

So off we went.  Luis dropped me off at Pereira airport where I was in plenty of time for 

my flight to Panama and home again by 7.00pm. 

 

Summary 

 

Having lived in Colombia before and having got to like the country I had been looking 

for a way of seeing my missing Colombian species without having to go on scheduled 

tours.  The fact that Andrea happened to send me information when I was thinking about 

going back to Colombia was a really lucky coincidence, and Manakin turned out to be the 

ideal organisation for my purposes. 

 

Prior to the trip Luis assigned a probability of greater than 50% to 26 of the species on 

my wants list.  Of these we missed White-bellied Antpitta, which I can see next year in 

Ecuador or in the Magdanena Valley on a future trip with Luis, and Rufous-fronted 

Parakeet, which is an endemic and very local, but which simply did not show up at a 

habitual roost.  To replace these two we had Yellow-headed Manakin (30% chance at La 

Romera) and Black-thighed Puffleg (20% chance at Los Nevados), with the result that I 

finished up with 26 lifers.  A great success! 

 

Luis Eduardo turned out to be an excellent guide, very attentive and persistent and good 

company in the field.  His attention to detail during the planning stage was excellent and, 

as a result, the logistics were faultless.  I have no hesitation at all in recommending 

Manakin Nature Tours, and I am already planning a second trip to Colombia with Luis to 

try to clean up on the north coast and the Santa Marta highlands. 


