WILDLIFE TRAVEL
COSTA RICA

Trip Report and Species Lists 22" February i 8" March 2014

From the western Pacific habitats to the eastern
Caribbean slope

An introduction to the Neo-Tropics exploring
Cost a Rariedalandscapes and wildlife

Photo: Scarlet Macaw on Tropical Almond (Almendro de Mar), Terminalia catappa, by Robin Sibson



DATE LOCATIONS & NOTES
1 | 22"Feb | Flight from the UK to San Jose
2 23" Feb Poas Volcano; Hotel Robledal
3 24" Feb Cértago; Talamanca Mountains; Toucanet Lodge
4 25" Feb Cerro de la Muerte; Los Quetzales NP; San Gerardo de Dota; Toucanet Lodge
5 26" Feb Central Pacific area; Tarcoles River; Villas Lapas
6 27" Feb Carara NP Biological Reserve; Tarcoles beach; Villa Lapas
7 28" Feb Don Juan 6 sFa@r Arenalj La Fortuna; Hotel Tilajara
8 1% Mar Volcan Arenal National Park; Hotel Tilajara
9 2" Mar Sarapiqui Lowlands; Puerto Viejo De Sarapiqui; Suefio Azul Resort
10 39 Mar La Selva Biological Station; Suefio Azul Resort
11 4" Mar Braulio Carrillo NP; Suefio Azul Resort
12 5" Mar Carfio Blanco; Tortuguero National Park; Baula Lodge
13 6" Mar Parismina River; Tortuguero National Park; Baula Lodge
14 | 7™ March El Ceibo Restaurant; Return to San Jose
15| 8™ March Lankester Gardens; Hotel Robledal
16 | 9™ March | Arrive back in the UK

LIST OF TRAVELLERS

Tour Leader
Charlie Rugeroni Wildlife Travel, England

Day 1 Saturday 22 February

Outbound to Juan Santamaria International Airport, San Jose via Barajas Airport, Madrid

(San Jose 1170m ASL)

Gate A7 provided the meeting point before boarding the plane to Madrid. The morning was clear and
enabled us to spot Swanage, Studland and Portland, including those areas which remained flooded after
the persistent rains of recent weeks. As we approached Madrid the landscape below revealed itself. The
yellow ochre coloured earth splattered with trees for miles around, as if suffering from acute Pointillism.
From Barajas airport we could see that the foothills of the Sierra de Gredos were still topped with snow.

The onward flight to San Jose left pretty much on time and the on-flight entertainment was, for once,
entertaining. We arrived at a balmy Juan Santamaria Airport at 2100hrs, after a smooth Iberia flight.
Immigration was swift, the baggage collection less so. Fito our local guide was waiting for us outside.
Twenty minutes later we were checking in at Hotel Robledal and after a refreshing drink and tales of trips of
old, to the background chimes of our first Common House Gecko (Hemidactylus frenatus), we retired for
the night but not before putting our watches back six hours.

Day 2 Sunday 23 February

Hotel Robledal; Poas Volcano. Sunny with a light breeze

In the early morning, crowing cockerels exerting their authority in an attempt to clear out rivals in the
vicinity, were successful in getting us out of bed and into the hotel grounds at around 0700. Great-tailed
Grackles were already poolside together with a pair of courting Rufous-naped Wrens. Before breakfast we




bird-watched in the garden behind our rooms and picked up a Variegated Squirrel looking rather smart as it
climbed an impressive Pink Trumpet tree (Tabebuia rosea, above) which stood out against the blue early
morning skies of San Jose. We were impressed by the number of birds on offer in this hidden gem of a
garden, among them: Inca Dove, Melodius Blackbird (increasing in numbers since its arrival from

Ni caragua 20 years ago), a anmigratorySHort-thiled Hawkaliapfagng Wo o d p e

midair, a Ferruginous Pygmy Owl (which was nesting in the garden and was possibly the most
photographed bird this morning), Eastern Meadowlark, a nectaring Streak-backed Oriole and Cinamon
Hummingbird also visiting the Tabebuia flowers. At breakfast, the users of the various bird feeders, placed
sympathetically around the restaurant area, kept us entertained while we tucked into our first traditional
60Gall opintod brealkNeasadffat0Behns and negedi ated San
traffic as we headed north and out of the city. We drove through Alajuela, once the second largest city in

Costa Rica, now subsumed within the San Jose metrop

habitat) and began the climb with painted treetops highlighting our trip: Cassia fistula and C. grandis
(Golden and Pink Shower respectively) standing majestically here and there on the roadside and, where
coffee plantations could be seen, the orange-flowered Erythrina poeppigiana trees stood providing shade.
6 On e Baad hls axrcart also put on an appearance. Plastic covered fields hid the cultivation of ferns for
export and nearby, strawberries grew some of which were being sold at the roadside.

The first of ofhkandllof species dypes sboncane iito view; most notably those planted
with Yucca guatemalensis and Dracaena fragrans (Corn Plant i that ubiquitous plant of office receptions).
The first birds to be seen in the park were Sooty-capped Bush-tanager and Black-billed Nightingale-Thrush.
Before long, and atthe end of atwo-l ane Ot r ai fleservatdn,twk found qurselveslat an altitude of
around 2000m staring down into what should have been Poéas Volcano i but for the low clouds shrouding
our view of the crater. Ericaceous plants, such as Gaultheria erecta, Vaccinium consanguinium and
Pernettya prostrata clung to the narrow ledge below us and dotted the hillside around us, soaking up the
fine, acid-laden mist, which drifted from below and momentarily stung our eyes. The rosy pink-purple
Monochaetum volcanicum was the main sub-shrub in flower around the viewing area. We left the volcano
to do its own thing while we took a trail in which the
dominant tree, in the diminutive forest (a result of the
cold, cloud cover and acid rain) was Clusia odorata

(Wild Mamey), to see the Botos lagoon, which filled
one of Poasbés craters. Suf
similarly hidden from view. However on the way up

Lynn and Trevor spotted a chunky finch-like bird in

the forest understorey, powerfully scratching the leaf
litter for insects T a Large-footed Finch, endemic to

this Cordillera Central. While at the viewpoint we

picked up the delicate sprawling herb Centropogon
gutierrezzi (on next page, right), a burst of colour
belonging to the vine Bomarea hirsuta (on next

page, left) and the small tree Weinmannia pinnata
(Arrayan blanco i see right).




Another finch, this time a Yellow-thighed finch, as if with leg warmers, was spotted on the way down. A
Poas Squirrel( or Bangds Mo un inaniappeatagce i arspeeids yhich until recently was
relatively unknown and located in only three volcanic mountaintops in the world, one in Panama and two in
Costa Rica; it looked much like the Red-tailed and Variegated Squirrels but is in a different genus and goes
by the name of Syntheosciurus brochus. We decided to have a last look at the Poas Volcano and were
rewarded by some superb views of the crater 300 metres below, with the milky green sulphurous waters of
its lake only momentarily clouded from our view when plumes of vapour billowed into the air.

The most frequently seen bromeliad at Poas was
Weraubia ororiensis, a terrestrial and epiphytic plant.
This, together with Gunnera insignis and the stunning,
giant of a fennel-like herb, Myrrhidendendron
donnell-smithsii, put our invasive European Gorse,

to shame. It was here too that we saw a rather tame
Fiery Throated Hummingbird, with its royal-blue crown
showing well. The pagoda-like branching of Escallonia
(E. myrtilloides) rose above the rest of the vegetation
at the top of the trail.

Lunch was taken at Freddo Fresa, a popular place with
the Ticos on a Sunday and their fresh strawberry juice
was exactly what we needed.

Cattle Egrets dotted the hillsides, each with theirowncow (i s n 6t t h altas weimgde bur way @ast e
areas which had been hit badly by an earthquake in 2009, and then momentarily drove onto the Caribbean
slope. A stop for road-works allowed us time to admire the Ageratum plants (possibly A. conyzoides, the
most widespread) and the grass Paspalum saccharoides growing on the roadside. At a café and viewpoint,
with a Lantana hedge in the foreground, we got an eyeful of hummingbirds, tanagers and a waterfall which,
in the late afternoon, provided a roosting site for a large flock of White-collared Swifts. The endemic
Coppery-headed Emerald, Green Hermit, Violet Sabrewing, Green-crowned Brilliant, Green Thorntalil,
White-bellied Mountain-gem and Rufous-tailed Hummingbird were all here. The migrant Prothonotary
Warbler, the Silver-throated, P a s sand RalmiTanagers, Common Bush-Tanager, Clay-coloured Robin
and Buff-throated Saltator provided extra variety. As we made our way back down to the hotel in the early
evening sunlight, a Common Paraque was the last bird seen on our first day as it flew across the road
ahead of us.

Day 3 Monday 24 February
Cértago; Talamanca Mountains; Toucanet Lodge 1 Bright and sunny
Rosemaryds White | bi dirdiwatchknehd hotelfgfoundshAesplendidrlaoking §potted-



breasted Oriole on that popular perch, the Pink Trumpet tree, vied with a wintering Northern (Baltimore)
Oriole in a colouring competition. Another stand-off this time between the Ferruginous Pygmy Owl and a
Variegated Squirrel brought a comedic moment to an enjoyably busy couple of hours birding before
breakfast. A blanket of lavender-blue trumpet flowers, with yellow-white throats, of the Sky Vine
(Thunbergia grandiflora, originally from India) adorned the fence behind our breakfast tables as we looked
out onto the bird feeders and orchids, such as the reed stem Epidendrum, a Dendrobium sp (below) and
Oncidium polycladium (Golden Rain). Yesterday we had said goodbye to Manuel and today we welcomed
Alberto our driver for the rest of our trip. Before boarding the mini-bus, the butterflies Parides childrenae
(Green-celled Cattleheart), Anartia fatima (Banded Peacock, below) and Dione juno (Juno Longwing)
where seen nectaring alongside the pool on the long inflorescences of Stachytarpheta frantzii.

We entered San Jose along the Paseo Colon, flanked by Tabebuia rosea with its newly emerged flowers,
having passed the old airport, now the Museum of Contemporary Art of Costa Rica. Our second stop after
the National Theatre of Costa Rica (1897) was Cartago, the first capital of Costa Rica and situated near the
foothills of the Irazu Volcano not far from the Interamerican Highway. Jacaranda mimosifolia was seen in
full flower growing in amongst the ruins of the St James the Apostle Church. A magnificent African Tulip
Tree (Spathodea campanulata, below left), grew justoutsid e t he church which i s
Catholic Church and housed the statue of the Black Madonna. We walked the square in bright sunshine
and a few of us stepped inside the church for some tranquillity in its cool interior. Good views of Rufous-
collared and House Sparrows in the square before a quick coffee. We moved on stopping only for water

at a nearby supermarket before we began to climb the Cordillera de Talamanca.

The trees, now clothed in coats of lichen, moss and bromeliads had taken on another dimension i taller,
wider and suddenly more interesting. Our lunch was similarly of great interest; the first of our self-service,
all you can eat, traditional Tico restaurants i EI Empalme (meaning a sandwich made from two maize



tortillas or an electrical coupling!). It was sited on the shores of the Interamerican Highway on which we
observed those leviathan freightliners complete with thunderous gaseous gruntsa s t hemlympinhe d @
their way to Panama. Empanadas, chicharrones, plantain, soups, biscocho, hayaca, fish and meats of alll
types i what choice.

Just as we were turning off the highway to wind our way down to Santa Maria de Dota and on to Copey, we
saw the first of our Fuchsias (Fuchsia paniculata, previous page, right) and Acorn Woodpeckers; more
terracing with strawberries and blackberries as the main cash crops. A shout came up from the back of the
buskFurcraga! 6 |t transpired tFurerdea ddloupaivar. cdbaya, a Sizpablé plaaetdot a
unlike an Agave but its flowers are less densely clustered. Here on Cerro de la Muerte the plant is grown
for its fibre and made into rope.

The track leading up to Toucanet Lodge, our base for the next two nights, was lined with Agapanthus and
on the veranda, Gary waiting to welcome us and initiate the ceremony of the keys to our chalets. These
were loosely arranged within the hillside garden in which the Lodge was situated. A stream tumbled
through the place and a quaint set up of small fairytale-like wooden bridges and paths, in between the
trees, gave us access to our chalets which overlooked the valley and quetzal country below. This was as
peaceful a retreat as we could have wished after the hustle and bustle of San Jose and the trip along the
Highway i we could hear little else but running water, birdsong and insects, all at an equable temperature,
2000m ASL. After a short break we were out once more at 3.30. It was not long before the first of the birds
began to appear: Stripe-tailed, Green Violet-ear and Magnificent Hummingbirds, Brown-capped Vireos,
Dark Peewee, Spotted-crowned Woodcreeper (spotted by Ann), Tufted and Yellowish Flycatchers and
Slate-throated Redstart. Whilst we strained our necks searching for quetzals a splinter group went on
ahead and came back with a story of a wonderful, yet fleeting, sighting of a Tayra (Eira barbara, below
right), a muscular member of the weasel family, recorded by Lynn as it stepped onto a rock before it
disappeared. A wonderful sighting. All around us, with the majority having gone to seed, were the
magnificent three metre plus tall Dahlia imperialis.

We were back at the lodge by 5.30 and by 6.30

were consuming our superb trout supper and

0 e n s awhhlvea$followed by a sumptuous
6torta de treSherewaspbeassad de s
agreement that the Tayra won the species of the

day competition!




Day 4 Tuesday 25 February

Cerro de la Muerte, Los Quetzales National Park. Toucanet Lodge 1 Bright and sunny

Some early birding, with coffees in hand, at 6.00am brought in Tennesse, Black-and-White, Rufous-
capped, Wi | andBmaékghroated Green Warblers to the Inga tree outside the Lodge terrace and a
covey of Spotted Wood-Quail was heard calling from the thickety understorey in the valley below. After
breakfast and with Gary with us, we were not unlike a group on a mission, as this was our best opportunity
to catch a Quetzal. Not long after stepping out of the van, at 07.20 hushed cries went up in the early
morning quiet, 0T her etheretwlaseoneethed two, then three, and was it a fourth as well? In the
excited kerfuflewe hadnét reali sed t htitemakedadd ohedainalegRespkendeny i e w s
Quetzals. We walked up the track to where we could hear some quetzal commotion and with eyes trained
on the tall trees it was Heather, stood atop a rock, who had spotted another group i three males, two with
long upper tail coverts extending beyond their tails in an elegant train and one with somewhat shorter ones.
The arboreal trio flew out and up against the blue sky, calling as they flew with an undulatory flight, above
our heads and onto the other side of the road. We had just witnessed some breeding display. Where had
the last half hour gone? Then just as we thought we had seen the last of the Quetzals, another pair put on
an appearance.

The sun had come over the valley bathing, in a syrupy light, the yellow-flowered, Helianthus-like
Lasianthaea fruticosa (below right), a straggly looking Lobelia laxiflora, and the flower spikes of the
Schefflera trees (below left); a Silver-throated Tanager also showed superbly in this light.

Back at the Lodge, Peter and Ann came down to breakfast with a likely story of being led up their chalet
path by a Black Guan. After breakfast which included, queso palmito, papaya, pineapple and sweet small
bananas we packed our bags and were on our way down one valley side and up the other i farmed



