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A Tropical Birding SET DEPARTURE tour 

Oaxaca: Birding the Heart of Mexico 
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Isthmus Extension 
16 ς 22 March 2019 

 

TOUR LEADER: Nick Athanas 

Report by Nick Athanas; pƘƻǘƻǎ ŀǊŜ bƛŎƪΩǎ unless marked otherwise 

 

 
Warblers were plentiful on this tour, such as the superb endemic Red Warbler 

 

March in much of the Northern Hemisphere was rather dreary, but in southern Mexico we enjoyed day after 
day of warm, sunny days and cool, pleasant evenings ς it was a wonderful and bird-filled reprieve from winter 
for the whole group including me. The tour visited the dry Oaxaca Valley (rich in culture as well as endemics), 
the high mountains surrounding it, lush cloudforest and rainforest on the Gulf slope, and dry forest along the 
Pacific. This provided a great cross-section of the habitats and offered fantastic birds everywhere. Some 
favorites included Bumblebee Hummingbird, Dwarf Jay, Orange-breasted Bunting, and a daily fix of warblers, 
both resident and migrant, like the unique Red Warbler shown above. The extension took us east across the 
Isthmus of Tehuantepec, which serves as a natural species barrier. Numerous different species entertained us 
like Pink-headed Warbler, Rose-bellied Bunting, and a bŀǾŀΩǎ ²ǊŜƴ which put on an especially magnificent 
performance. Owling was a mixed bag, but our first attempt got us a spectacular Fulvous Owl, which was high 
up on the list of tour favorites. On tours like this, the group largely determines the success of the trip, and 
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once again we had a friendly and pleasant set of folks who were a pleasure to travel with. Mexican food is 
famous throughout the world, though not everyone is a fan. I have to say that this group took to it with gusto, 
gaining appreciation for some of the local dishes like chicken with mole, spiced pork entomatadas, shrimp 
enfrijoladas, and chilaquiles, though no one was too keen on the chapulinesΧ ¢ƘŜ ǎŜŀŦƻƻŘ ŦŜŀǎǘ ŦƻǊ ƭǳƴŎƘ ƻƴŜ 
afternoon along the coast ǿŀǎ ǉǳƛǘŜ ǳƴŦƻǊƎŜǘǘŀōƭŜ ǘƻƻΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ŦƛƴƛǎƘ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛǇ ǿƛthout having a taste 
of some local mezcal. 
 
Our tour began in the attractive city of Oaxaca, rich in history and kept immaculately clean by the proud 
residents. Most of the group chose to arrive a day or two early to relax and explore on their own a bit. There is 
a lot to see and the local plazas can be surprisingly good birding. We had an early dinner on the άofficialέ 
arrival day and were up early next morning ready to head out for our first birding in the Oaxaca Valley. Hugo, 
our excellent and punctual driver, picked us right on time from the hotel and we were quickly on our way east 
where we spent the day birding desert scrub and oak forest on the slopes above the valley. After enjoying our 
first of many field breakfasts, we soon found our first Mexican endemics in the form of Blue Mockingbird, 
Bridled Sparrow, .ƻǳŎŀǊŘΩǎ ²ǊŜƴ, West Mexican Chachalaca, and White-throated Towhee. Activity was 
excellent with numerous other neat birds flitting about such as pretty Painted Redstarts and Bridled Titmice, 
glowing Black-vented Orioles, noisy ²ƻƻŘƘƻǳǎŜΩǎ {ŎǊǳō-Jays, perky Gray Silky-Flycatchers, cute Rufous-
capped Warblers, and a variety of flycatchers. The target Oaxaca Sparrow proved to be a challenge, but finally 
a pair showed well later in the morning (photo below). 
 

 
 
 
Before lunch, we birded a reservoir near Teotitlán del Valle where we saw Dusky Hummingbird and Plain-
capped Starthroat at a flowering tree along with various waterbirds, shorebirds, kingfishers and others. After 
lunch, we braved the sun and birded around the ruins of the old city state of Yagul, finding Gray-breasted 
Woodpecker (another endemic) among other more common species like Rock and Canyon Wrens, but 
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unfortunately not having any luck with Beautiful Hummingbird. We were back in our hotel in Oaxaca fairly 
ŜŀǊƭȅ ǘƻ ǇǊŜǇŀǊŜ ŦƻǊ ƻǳǊ ŜŀǊƭȅ ǎǘŀǊǘ ƴŜȄǘ ƳƻǊƴƛƴƎΧ 
 

 
 
Χōǳǘ ǿŀǎ ƛǘ ŜǾŜǊ ǿƻǊǘƘ ƛǘΗ After a 4:15 am start, an hour+ drive, and some very chilly weather at 10,000 feet 
up in the mountains, it was an absolute thrill to have a Fulvous Owl come in and land right in front of us for 
jaw-dropping views (photo above courtesy of Nancy Douglas). We especially appreciated hot drinks during our 
picnic breakfast on this cold morning (including some cinnamon-ƛƴŦǳǎŜŘ ŎƻŦŦŜŜ ǘƘŀƴƪǎ ǘƻ IǳƎƻΩs wife) as we 
waited for sunrise and for the forest to come alive. We spent the rest of the morning birding the high 
elevation pine-oak forest at La Cumbre, having nice luck with numerous birds like Dwarf Jay, Gray-barred 
Wren, Russet Nightingale-Thrush, Brown-backed Solitaire, Chestnut-sided Shrike-Vireo, Mountain Trogon, 
Tufted Flycatcher, Mexican Chickadee, tons of warblers including Red, Crescent-chested, Golden-browed, 
Hermit, and the odd Olive Warbler (a monotypic family). We had lunch at a restaurant that has some of the 
only hummer feeders in this part of Mexico, though they only brought in two species: Blue-throated and 
Broad-tailed Hummingbirds. We had better luck behind the restaurant where a little hose was dripping water 
and bringing in some great birds including two more endemics, Rufous-capped Brushfinch and Collared 
Towhee. Our afternoon birding was slower (as expected on a sunny afternoon) but we did add Strong-billed 
and Spot-crowned Woodcreepers before heading back to Oaxaca. 
 
The following day required a long and windy drive north over the mountains towards the Gulf slope lowlands. 
We broke the trip up with numerous stops as we traversed several different habitats. Our first stop was not 
far from Oaxaca in some desert scrub where we were hoping to see Dwarf Vireo. One was singing but stayed 
frustratingly out of sight in the dense vegetation, though a Golden Vireo was nice consolation. We continued 
ƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƴŜȄǘ ǾŀƭƭŜȅΣ ǿƘŜǊŜ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘƛƴƎ ǿŀǎ ŀ ōƛǘ ǎƭƻǿ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ŘƛŘ ŦƛƴŘ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊΩǎ ŦƛǊǎǘ Happy Wren, then 
started ascending the scenic Sierra de Juarez. A couple more stops in the pine-oak forest added Hairy 
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Woodpecker (the very dark local subspecies), ¢ƻǿƴǎŜƴŘΩǎ ²ŀǊōƭŜǊ, and many of the same birds we had seen 
in La Cumbre, including another Red Warbler, before reaching the pass. We admired the view, looking down 
over the forest-clad mountains all the way to the lowlands in the distance, before having lunch and continuing 
the journey. Our first stop at a roadside shrine got us a Slate-colored Solitaire and a very cooperative 
Unicolored Jay that posed for photos: 
 

 
 
A few miles down the road we spent a long time admiring a tiny Bumblebee Hummingbird that was doing 
display flights between several different perches. As time was running short, we spent most of the rest of the 
afternoon driving to Tuxtepec, but one random roadside stop was especially productive with a Golden-
cheeked Warbler and a Green Shrike-Vireo that came in very close: 
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It was a relief to finally reach our hotel, where we would be based for three nights to bird the humid Gulf 
slope forest. On our first day, we concentrated on the lowlands, where we hoped to find the endemic 
{ǳƳƛŎƘǊŀǎǘΩǎ ²ǊŜƴ near the limestone outcrops that it requires. Seeing it required scrambling up off the road 
to some boulders and patiently calling it in. Finally one bird responded, scurrying back and forth across the 
ledge like a little mouse, occasionally stopping to sing. Having seen the wren, we spent the rest of the day 
enjoying the other fantastic birds that inhabit the lowland rainforest. No matter where we went, there was 
ŀƭǿŀȅǎ ǎƻƳŜǘƘƛƴƎ ǘƻ ǎŜŜΣ ŀƴŘ ƘŜǊŜΩǎ ŀ ƭƛǎǘ ƻŦ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜƳΥ Plain Chachalaca, Red-billed Pigeon, Green-
breasted Mango, White-bellied Emerald, White-tailed Kite, Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl, Black-headed and 
Gartered Trogons, Collared Aracari, [ŜǎǎƻƴΩǎ aƻǘƳƻǘ, Collared Aracari, Golden-fronted, Pale-billed, and 
Lineated Woodpeckers, Red-lored Parrot, Olive-throated Parakeet, Ivory-billed Woodcreeper, Rufous-
breasted Spinetail, Masked Tityra, White-eyed Vireo, Brown Jay, Mangrove Swallow, Band-backed and Spot-
breasted Wrens, Yellow-throated Euphonia, Montezuma Oropendola, Black-cowled, Yellow-tailed, and 
Altamira Orioles, Melodious Blackbird, Gray-crowned Yellowthroat, Black-headed Saltator, and a slew of 
warblers including our first Hooded. 
  

 
Altamira Oriole 

 
On our second full day in the area, we headed up into the foothills and birded a quiet dirt road that was 
absolutely superb, with activity continuing almost nonstop for hours. We added a bunch of new trip birds like 
Berylline Hummingbird, Black Hawk-Eagle, Gray Hawk, Keel-billed Toucan, White-crowned Parrot, Golden-
crowned Warbler, Golden-olive Woodpecker, Barred Antshrike, Olivaceous and Streak-headed 
Woodcreepers, Piratic Flycatcher, /ƻǳŎƘΩǎ YƛƴƎōƛǊŘ, White-collared Manakin, Black-crowned Tityra, Lesser 
Greenlet, Scrub Euphonia, White-winged and Crimson-collared Tanagers, and Buff-throated Saltator. Of 
special note were several Rufous-tailed Jacamars, which are near the western limit of their range and quite 
scarce here ς from the holes in the bank, they were probably nesting (photo next page). 
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We also had a Yellow-bellied Tyrannulet come down very low for exceptional views: 
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The rare Wedge-tailed Sabrewing showed only very briefly and 
only a couple of us saw it. After lunch in Valle Nacional, we took 
a siesta and then birded near Tuxtepec in the afternoon. The 
Papaloapan River was full of a variety of shorebirds and 
waterbirds like Black-bellied Whistling-Duck, Black-necked Stilt, 
White-faced Ibis, Greater and Lesser Yellowlegs, and Least 
Sandpiper. Nearby woodland was packed with warblers and a 
few other birds like Northern Beardless-Tyrannulet and 
overflying Zone-tailed Hawk, though most of what was around 
we had already seen elsewhere in the lowlands. 
 
Leaving Tuxtepec behind, we had to retrace our path back to 
Oaxaca. The morning was mostly spent in the mid-elevation 
ŎƭƻǳŘŦƻǊŜǎǘ ǘƘŀǘ ǿŜ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ƘŀǾŜ ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǎǘƻǇ ƛƴ ǘƘǊŜŜ Řŀȅǎ ŀƎƻΦ 
Azure-hooded Jay was our main priority, and while they were 
pretty common, they never sat still for more than a second, which made them surprisingly frustrating to get 
binoculars on! We saw a number of other nice birds while chasing them around, like Tawny-throated 
Leaftosser, Collared Trogon, Brown-hooded Parrot, Spotted Woodcreeper, Eye-ringed Flatbill, Gray-collared 
Becard, Black-headed Nightingale-Thrush, White-throated Thrush, and Yellow-billed Cacique, most of which 
we did not see anywhere else on the tour. After several tries, we finally managed to catch up with an Emerald 
Toucanet (photo upper right). Common Bush-Tanagers were all over the place and one allowed itself to be 
photographed: 
 

 
 
Most of the rest of the day was spent driving back to Oaxaca. Our various stops produced a few birds, but not 
anything we hadnΩǘ ǎŜŜƴ ŜŀǊƭƛŜǊ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǘǊƛǇΦ ²Ŝ ƘŀŘ ƻƴŜ ƭŀǎǘ ƴƛƎƘǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ŎƛǘȅΦ 
 
 


