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Ecuador: Hummingbird Extravaganza ς Part 1, the South 

 2 ς 14 March 2025 

TOUR LEADER: Juan Carlos Figueroa 
Report by Juan Carlos Figueroa; photos by Juan Carlos and Laurie Kleespies 

 

This tour was run in three parts. Click here for the trip report for Part 2, the East. 

Click here for the trip report for Part 3, the Northwest. 
 

 
Among all the hummingbirds we saw, Rainbow Starfrontlet truly stood out τ it was one of the species that most fascinated our 

group (Laurie Kleespies). 41 hummngbird species were seen on this part of the Hummingbird Extravaganza, in 12 days of birding. 

 

https://www.tropicalbirding.com/_files/ugd/5f2632_48ddef66c4554532b9fdb55b1bddb2d2.pdf
https://www.tropicalbirding.com/_files/ugd/5f2632_b1fa6b75741e4167bbc1fa2459acccf3.pdf
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The first chapter of the HUMMINGBIRD EXTRAVAGANZA took us on a remarkable journey across the southern 
Andes and Amazonian foothills of Ecuador, exploring a wide range of habitats from windswept páramo to 
tropical dry forest, all in pursuit of some of the countryôs rarest and most spectacular birds. Led by Ecuadorian 
guide Juan Carlos Figueroa, this portion of the tour began in Cuenca and wrapped up twelve days later in the 
coastal city of Guayaquil, having traversed some of the most bird-rich ecosystems on the continent. 
 
Our route included iconic locations such as Cajas National Park, Cerro de Arcos, Tapichalaca, Zamora, 
Buenaventura, and lesser known but equally productive gems like Camino al Cielo, Utuana, Jorupe, and 
Zapotillo. These sites offered us not only exceptional hummingbird diversity τ with species like Rainbow-
bearded Thornbill, Neblina Metaltail, Velvet-purple Coronet, Purple-throated Sunangel, Spangled Coquette, El 
Oro Parakeet, and Club-winged Manakin τ but also a remarkable list of regional endemics and Chocó, 
Tumbesian, and Amazonian specialties. 
 
During this first part of the tour, we recorded an impressive 41 species of hummingbirds, 12 of which were 
only seen on this southern leg, making it a critical region for anyone aiming to experience the full spectrum of 
Ecuadorôs hummingbird diversity. Standout species included Violet-throated Metaltail, Spangled Coquette, 
Rainbow-bearded Thornbill, Rainbow Starfrontlet, Wire-crested Thorntail, and Tumbes Hummingbird, among 
others. 
 

 
Turquoise Jay was seen once during the tour, and its striking colors left a strong impression on the group. (Laurie Kleespies) 

https://www.tropicalbirding.com/ecuadorhummingbirdtour
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In total, we recorded close to 400 bird species, and among the many highlights were these moments of 
genuine awe: 

¶ Watching a Jocotoco Antpitta appear in the misty forests of Tapichalaca, just meters from where the 
species was first discovered in 1997. 

¶ A family of Grey Tinamous calmly feeding just meters from a secluded blind in Copalinga. 

¶ A juvenile Black-and-chestnut Eagle perching in the canopy in Podocarpus NP τ an emblem of hope 
and one of Ecuadorôs rarest raptors. 

¶ A male Long-wattled Umbrellabird booming at a lek in Buenaventura, followed hours later by a 
perched Black-and-white Owl to close out the day. 

¶ And, not to be forgotten, a perfectly timed encounter with the endangered El Oro Parakeet, calmly 
preening at eye level. 

 
From Andean lakes at 14000 feet to lowland forest riverbanks, from swarms of tanagers to solitary 
tyrannulets, and from secretive manakins to flamboyant hummingbirds, the first part of the Hummingbird 
Extravaganza delivered a nonstop stream of colors, songs, rarities, and wonders. 
 
While this portion of the tour concluded in Guayaquil, many participants continued on to the second and third 
legs, exploring the eastern and northern slopes of the Andes. But for those who shared in the magic of 
southern Ecuador, these twelve days will be remembered as a deep dive into the heart of one of South 
America's greatest birding frontiers. 

 

 
Spangled Coquette was one of the 41 hummingbird species that stole the hearts of our guests during the trip. (Laurie Kleespies) 
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2nd March 2025 ς Arrival to Cuenca, visit Caja National Park and Hermanos Prado Reserve.  
 
The first part of our HUMMINGBIRD EXTRAVAGANZA kicked off bright and early with the ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ arrival at the 
Cuenca airport. Once everyone was gathered, we smoothly made our way out of the city and headed west 
towards the dramatic high-altitude landscapes of Cajas National Park. 

Our birding adventure officially began just outside the park, in a protected area near the famous άHermanos 
tǊŀŘƻέ restaurant. No sooner had we parked the van than we were greeted by our first species of the tripτ
Plumbeous Sierra-Finchτa fitting welcome committee for what promised to be an unforgettable tour. Within 
minutes, the sharp calls of Tit-like Dacnis drew our attention to a stand of flowering Gynoxys shrubs. With a bit 
of patience, we enjoyed repeated views of both the brilliant males and subtle females flitting through the 
foliageτthough they ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ quite cooperative enough for good photos! 

While still enjoying the dacnis spectacle, we were thrilled to spot our first hummingbird of the tour: a glowing 
male Blue-mantled Thornbill, hovering nearby like a sapphire in flight. 

 

The Blue-mantled Thornbill was the first hummingbird species we observed during the tour, spotted during our visit to Cajas 
National Park. (Laurie Kleespies) 
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We continued birding around the area, picking up a few more specialties in the bushes whenτsuddenlyτ
someone spotted movement in the distance. To our amazement, a Paramo Fox (Culpeo) was trotting toward a 
small lagoon! It paused briefly before slipping away upon noticing us, but scanning the area for the fox led us 
to a bonus bird: a solitary Andean Teal gliding across the water. 

Hopeful for more hummingbird action, we moved to a spot with numerous Chuquiragua plants, fingers 
crossed to find the famed Ecuadorian Hillstar. Unfortunately, the flowers were not in bloom, and they ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ 
around. Still, we lingered to enjoy the high Andean atmosphere and our persistence paid offτ A short walk 
deeper into a patch of Polylepis forest brought our first real moment of hummingbird magic: success! A 
discreet but clear view of a male Violet-throated Metaltail, quietly perched among the Polylepis branches. 
Though he ŘƛŘƴΩǘ stay long, the sighting was crisp enough to thrill everyoneτand left us eager for more. 

Not long after, we heard a burst of mixed bird calls nearby. Following the sound, we found ourselves amidst a 
lively mixed-species flock, including Spectacled Redstarts, Cinereous Conebills, White-throated Tyrannulets, 
and the undeniable star of the show: a bold Giant Conebillτone of the high !ƴŘŜǎΩ most sought-after species, 
foraging along the tree trunk of Polylepis trees. 

 

Within a small mixed flock, we spotted a pair of Giant Conebills actively peeling the bark of Polylepis trees in search of insects. 
(Laurie Kleespies) 
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After the flock moved on, we made our way back to the vehicle and continued toward the Laguna Toreadora 
area, nestled within the park at an elevation of about 12,800 feet (3,900 meters). Breathing was noticeably 
harder here, or maybe it was the views that were simply breathtaking. The surrounding mountains framed the 
lagoon in cinematic fashionτtruly one of the most beautiful national parks in the country. 

We descended briefly to a viewpoint and explored more Chuquiragua patches in search of nectar feeders, but 
again the flowers were closed and hummingbirds absent. Still, we enjoyed more encounters with Violet-
throated Metaltail, another Tit-like Dacnis, and a few additional highland species. 

Eventually, the clouds thickened, and a soft drizzle turned into heavier rain. With spirits still high but clothes 
getting damp, we headed to a cozy local restaurant just outside the park, where we enjoyed a hot meal of 
freshly caught trout, served with mountain hospitality. 

By the time we finished lunch, the rain had intensified and the group opted to head back to the hotel for a 
well-earned rest after the early start. A great first day, with several special birds under our belt and plenty of 
anticipation for what lay ahead!  

3rd March 2025 ς Camino al Cielo area & Yunguilla Reserve. 
 
Originally, ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ plan had us returning to Cajas National Park, this time exploring the lower elevations in 
search of a different set of highland species. However, after such a productive morning on Day 1τcombined 
with the closure of the lower park entranceτwe decided to go with the flow and switch things up a bit. And 
sometimes, as birders know, flexibility brings its own rewards. 
 
Our alternative? A visit to the wonderfully named Camino al Cielo ("Road to Heaven"), a forested ridge often 
reliable for the elusive Red-faced Parrot. We ascended to this site full of anticipation, taking in the lush 
greenery and expansive views as we birded along the trail. Unfortunately, the parrots decided to keep a low 
profile that morning, but we certainly ŘƛŘƴΩǘ leave empty-handed. One of the highlights was a productive 
mixed-species flock, where two incredibly cooperative Plushcaps stole the showτgleaming golden crowns 
catching the light as they foraged right in front of the group. Everyone managed fantastic views, and spirits 
soared. (photo below by Laurie Kleespies) We pushed on to another patch of forest nearby and were rewarded 
again: another small flock brought us Turquoise Jays, Mountain Caciques, and a nice supporting cast of 
Andean species 
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We discovered a magical corner of forest, where a tangle of Passionflower vines (Passiflora spp.)τa favorite of the legendary Sword-

billed Hummingbirdτwas in full bloom. We waited patiently, hoping the long-billed specialist would appear, but it never did. 
Instead, we were visited by a small group of Mountain Caciques, which put on a wonderful show, offering fantastic views as they 

moved energetically through the flowering branches. (Laurie Kleespies) 
 
By late morning, we headed southward from Cuenca towards the warmer inter-Andean valleys of Santa Isabel 
and Yunguilla, where a very special bird awaited us. After lunch, we met with a local ranger from the Jocotoco 
Foundation and arranged an afternoon visit to their Yunguilla Reserveτhome of one of 9ŎǳŀŘƻǊΩǎ rarest 
endemics. 
 
We set off on foot down the reserve trail, crossing a small creek that added a touch of adventure to the 
journeyτnothing too difficult, just enough to make the hike memorable! Our destination was a quiet area 
known well by Ángel Otavalo, one of the ŦƻǳƴŘŀǘƛƻƴΩǎ dedicated wardens, and a place where he sometimes 
leaves food for the critically endangered Pale-headed Brushfinch. 
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One of the most anticipated moments of the day came after a short wait and a pleasant walk through the reserve. At last, this 

Ecuadorian endemic wonderτthe Pale-headed Brushfinch (Atlapetes pallidiceps)τmade its appearance. The bird stepped out right 
in front of the group, offering spectacular views to everyone present. (Laurie Kleespies) 

 
This species, once thought extinct, has one of the smallest ranges of any bird in the country, and seeing it was 
high on ŜǾŜǊȅƻƴŜΩǎ wish list. So, we sat. We waited. And thenτsuccess! A Pale-headed Brushfinch emerged 
quietly from the vegetation, perching long enough for every member of the group to get great views and even 
a few photos. The excitement was palpable. 
 
We remained in the area a little longer and were rewarded again, with additional looks at Gray-browed 
Brushfinch and other local species, before the Pale-headed Brushfinch reappeared once more, offering even 
better views the second time around. It was a magical moment, and one that stood out as a favorite of the 
day. 
 
As the afternoon faded, we returned to our lodge, squeezing in a bit more birding around the grounds before 
winding down for the evening. After a full day of unexpected twists, cooperative rarities, and wonderful 
scenery, it was time to rest up for the adventures still ahead. 
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March 4th ς Inti Kamari, Cerro de Arcos, and Huashapampa Reserve 
 
We kicked off the morning with some relaxed birding around the scenic grounds of our lodge, Inti Kamari. 
With breakfast served against a panoramic Andean backdrop, we spent a peaceful start to the day scanning 
the nearby forest and scrub. A variety of species made appearancesτnothing too flashy, but enough to keep 
the binoculars up and coffee mugs momentarily forgotten. 
 
After breakfast, we hit the road towards one of the most anticipated sites of the tour: Cerro de Arcos. This 
high-altitude ridge is home to one of 9ŎǳŀŘƻǊΩǎ crown jewelsτBlue-throated Hillstar, an ultra-endemic 
hummingbird restricted solely to this isolated mountaintop. Spirits were high as we drove upward, and along 
the way, we were entertained by several hyperactive Band-tailed Sierra Finches performing aerial display 
flightsτa sure sign that the rainy season was beginning to stir up breeding behavior. 
 

 
We watched a male Band-tailed Sierra Finch perched high atop a shrub, singing boldly and launching into acrobatic display flights, 
leaping into the air and fluttering back down in elegant loopsτall in an effort to impress nearby females. It was a perfect snapshot 

of breeding season energy in the high Andes. (Laurie Kleespies) 
 
However, adventure soon took an unexpected turn. As we approached the base of Cerro de Arcos, we 
encountered a swollen streamτordinarily a minor creek, now transformed by recent rains into a raging 



Tropical Birding Trip Report  Ecuador Hummingbird Extravaganza (The South) ɀ March 2025 

 

www.tropicalbirding.com                                +1-409-515-9110                                 info@tropicalbirding.com      
 

current that had carved across the road. With no viable way to cross it safely by vehicle or foot, we had to 
accept the reality: reaching the ƘƛƭƭǎǘŀǊΩǎ habitat was not going to be possible that day. 
 
Rather than dwell on the detour, we took it as an opportunity to bird the surrounding area. A nearby patch of 
dry scrub produced some nice finds, including Fulvous-faced Scrub-Tyrants and Peruvian Meadowlarks, among 
other regional specialties. We even heard a nearby Andean Tinamou, althoughτas is often the caseτit 
remained frustratingly invisible in the thick undergrowth. 
 

 
The rain had a revitalizing effect on the dry forest ecosystemτeverything felt alive and reawakened. Birds were bursting with 

activity, and among them, a male Peruvian Meadowlark stood out, singing energetically from an open perch, his brilliant red chest 
glowing against the freshly moistened landscape. (Laurie Kleespies) 

 
With our route blocked, we adjusted the ŘŀȅΩǎ plan and began heading northward towards Saraguro, birding 
the road along the way. Flexibility paid off again when sharp eyes picked out a fantastic duo of Peruvian 
Pygmy-Owlsτtwo individuals, side by side, in strikingly different color morphs. One was the more typical 
brown, while the other glowed in a rich rufous tone. Both gave prolonged views to the delight of the entire 
groupτeasily one of the ŘŀȅΩǎ highlights. 
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Magical sighting of a Peruvian Pygmy-Owl, perched in the open with its crown feathers fully raised, trying to appear larger and more 

intimidatingτa classic display of boldness from such a tiny predator. (Laurie Kleespies) 
 
Later in the afternoon, we arrived at Huashapampa Reserve, just outside Saraguro. This remnant patch of 
humid montane forest is an ecological treasure troveτdripping with epiphytes, mosses, bromeliads, and 
orchids, and representing a habitat type now vanishing from much of the region. Our main target here? 
Another attempt for the elusive Red-faced Parrot. We explored a promising area deep within the reserve, 
enveloped in the cool shade of the Andean canopy. The forest felt ancient and alive, and though we managed 
to pick up a nice assortment of birds, the parrots once again proved to be ghosts of the treetopsτheard 
faintly, but never seen. Despite the miss, spirits remained high after a full day of surprises, scenic beauty, and 
some incredible birds. We wrapped up the day back at our lodge in Saraguro, tired but content, and ready for 
the next leg of the journey. 
 
March 5th ς Huashapampa Reserve, Loja Wetlands, and Copalinga Lodge 
 
We began the day once again in the lush, mist-laden forests of Huashapampa Reserve, returning for a second 
attempt at some of the specialties we had hoped to catch the day before. Morning brought noticeably more 
bird activity, and the forest was alive with sound and motion. Highlights included a stunning Rufous-breasted 
Chat-Tyrant, a couple of Rainbow Starfrontlets shimmering in the undergrowth, and a brief but welcome 
sighting of a Little Sunangel, darting through shafts of morning light. We also heard a distant Andean Pygmy-
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Owl responding to playback, but despite our efforts to locate it, the owl remained tucked away in the dense 
vegetation. 
 

  
A shy Bearded Guan was spotted perched high in a fruiting tree, quietly feeding among the branches. Though elusive by nature, this 

individual allowed us just enough time to admire its subtle beauty and unique presence in the canopy. (Laurie Kleespies) 

 
While we patiently waited for the owl to show, we noticed a group of large birds perched distantly in the 
canopy. With a bit of careful scoping and observation, we discovered it was a small family group of Bearded 
Guans, quietly foraging in a fruiting treeτa rare and rewarding sight of this normally shy species going about 
its business undisturbed. 
 
Once again, Red-faced Parrots eluded usτheard faintly in the distance, but never seen. Still, the experience of 
birding such a pristine and rare forest type was a reward in itself, and the group thoroughly enjoyed soaking 
up the beauty and biodiversity of the site. From there, we began our journey eastward toward Zamora, but 
not before making a detour near Loja to visit a small urban park known as Parque Colinar, a site known among 
local birders for waterbirds and some urban surprises. We enjoyed a leisurely walk around the ǇŀǊƪΩǎ pond 
and trails, which turned out to be unexpectedly birdy. 
 
As soon as we stepped out of the van, we heard a loud and complex song coming from the densest part of a 
nearby tree. We paused and waited patiently to see the sourceτand soon spotted a pair of Fasciated Wrens, 
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busily working on a large, dome-shaped nest made of twigs and plastic fibers, an impressive feat of urban 
adaptation. 
 

 
At first, they were difficult to see, staying hidden deep within the tangled branches. But with a bit of patience, the pair of Fasciated 

Wrens gradually moved toward the outer parts of the shrub, giving us better views as they skillfully worked on their nestτa 
testament to their adaptability and cooperative behavior. (Laurie Kleespies) 

 
Chiguanco Thrushes were absolutely everywhere, giving us great looks at this often-overlooked species. But 
the real surprise came when we reached the edge of the lagoon: two juvenile Common Gallinules were 
swimming boldly in open water, both displaying unusually pale plumageτentirely white bodies with red eyes. 
Most likely albino juveniles, this was a highly unusual sighting and had everyone reaching for their cameras. 
The park continued to impress, as we encountered several Plumbeous Railsτincluding both adults and 
juvenilesτforaging boldly out in the open. We watched them feeding, interacting, and even chasing off other 
birds, which made for a fantastic behavioral show. For many in the group, these were the best views ǘƘŜȅΩŘ 
ever had of any rail species, a family usually notorious for brief, skittish appearances. 
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The Chiguanco Thrush is a rather localized species in Ecuador, not typically easy to find across much of the country. But in Parque 
Colinar, they were remarkably abundant, hopping along the paths and singing from treetops as if they owned the place. (Laurie 

Kleespies) 
 
After wrapping up our time at the park, we headed to a nearby restaurant to enjoy a hearty lunch of typical 
Lojano cuisineτa well-earned reward after a surprisingly productive urban birding stop. 
 
In the early afternoon, we resumed our drive toward Zamora, arriving at our lodgeτCopalingaτaround 3:00 
PM. We had just enough time to settle into our rooms before heading out again. At 4:00 PM, we met up with 
Walter, the friendly local ranger, for a short hike to one of the ƭƻŘƎŜΩǎ most special features: a mini blind just 
300 meters from the main deck, set up for one of the most elusive and enigmatic birds of the tourτGray 
Tinamou. We settled in at the blind and waited in silence. While we waited, a few bonus birds made an 
appearanceτmost notably a White-crowned Tapaculo, and then something even more unexpected: a Rufous 
Motmot!  This lowland Amazonian species is rarely recorded at this elevation, and it turned out to be one of 
the first documented sightings of this bird in the upper zone of Zamora. Shortly after the motmot vanished 
into the understory, the real magic happened. With ghost-like grace, a Grey Tinamou emerged from the 
shadows to feed on the corn laid out earlier. But it ǿŀǎƴΩǘ alone. Three smaller tinamousτpresumably its 
juvenile offspring, now beginning to show grayish adult plumageτfollowed closely behind. The sight of a 
family group of this notoriously shy species, calmly feeding in front of us, left everyone stunned. Cameras 
clicked. Binoculars were raised. But for a while, most of us simply watched, spellbound. 
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A very rare and fascinating observation came in the form of two albino Common Gallinules, calmly foraging together in the pond. 

Their entirely white plumage and red eyes stood out dramatically against the ǿŀǘŜǊΩǎ surfaceτan unusual and striking sight. (Laurie 
Kleespies) 

 

After this incredible encounter, we slowly made our way back down the trail, picking up a few mixed-species 
flocksalong the way, including dazzling Blue-necked, Spotted, Yellow-bellied Tanagers, Ecuadorian Tyrannulet, 
among others. But as beautiful as they were, nothing could outshine the image of those tinamous etched into 
our minds. We ended the day with a relaxed dinner at the lodge, still buzzing from what was surely one of the 
most unforgettable moments of the trip so far. 
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A beautiful family of Gray Tinamous emerged quietly from the forest. The adult was surprisingly confident, while the chicks 

remained timid, sticking close to the undergrowth. Eventually, the entire group began feeding calmly right in front of us, offering an 
incredible and intimate moment that left everyone completely captivated. (Laurie Kleespies) 

 
March 6th ς Podocarpus National Park (Bombuscaro entrance) & Paquisha hummingbird 
We set off early once again, enjoying a fresh breakfast at Copalinga Lodge before preparing for a day of 
immersion in one of the most biodiverse national parks in the worldτPodocarpus National Park. Our entrance 
point for the day was Río Bombuscaro, the ǇŀǊƪΩǎ lush eastern flank known for its towering Amazonian foothill 
forest and a suite of rare birds found almost nowhere else. 
 
But before we even reached the trailhead, a serendipitous stop along the road yielded what would already be 
a highlight of the day: the distinct vocalizations of White-necked Parakeets rang out from the roadside. We 
quickly pulled over, scanned the area, and sure enoughτa small group of these gorgeous, near-endemic 
parrots was perched nearby, calmly feeding near a landslide. These birds, tightly linked to the Cordillera del 
Cóndor in southeastern Ecuador, are not only rare and range-restricted, but also stunningly beautiful. 
Everyone enjoyed prolonged views and photography opportunities as the parakeets licked minerals from the 
exposed earthτcritical for balancing their nutrient-rich, but often toxin-laden, herbivorous diet. 
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A photo that perfectly captures one of the most memorable moments of the trip: a small family group of White-necked Parakeets, 
resting quietly beside a landslide where they were gleaning mineral salts from the exposed soil. The birds were relaxed, the setting 

serene, and the experience unforgettable. 
(Laurie Kleespies) 
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With this major target in the bag so early, we entered Podocarpus in high spirits. The trail from Bombuscaro 
follows a 1.5-kilometer path through primary rainforest, climbing gently toward a ranger station nestled in the 
dense greenery. The forest here is cathedral-like: immense trees reaching 40ς50 meters, tangled vines, and a 
thick understory made birding challengingτbut wonderfully atmospheric. 
 
Despite the visual challenges, the group handled it well, and we were rewarded with mixed flocks brimming 
with colorful tanagers, including Paradise, Golden, and Flame-faced Tanager. Upon arriving at the ranger 
station, we fanned out quietly and scanned the surrounding canopy. A rustle and a dark silhouette brought 
sudden excitementτa brief glimpse of an Amazonian Umbrellabird, skulking through the mid-story! 
 
As we lingered in the area hoping for a second look, another vocalization caught our attention: Foothill 
Elaenia, a subtle but interesting flycatcher that we managed to see briefly. And then came the surprise of the 
dayτa majestic juvenile Black-and-chestnut Eagle perched near the treetops. This endangered raptor is 
seldom seen, and to find a healthy young individual in such pristine habitat gave us hope for its future. 
Everyone soaked in the views of this powerful yet rare predatorτa true privilege. 
 

  
What a moment! An absolute highlight that will be etched in our memories foreverτseeing this majestic juvenile Black-and-

chestnut Eagle, perched regally above the forest. A rare and powerful encounter with one of 9ŎǳŀŘƻǊΩǎ most threatened raptors. 
(Laurie Kleespies) 
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We slowly made our way back down the trail, catching a flurry of hummingbird activity near a blooming tree. 
Among the nectar feeders were Fork-tailed Woodnymph, Black-throated Brilliant, and White-crested 
Thorntail, flitting between blossoms in bursts of emerald and violet. 
 
After returning to the lodge and enjoying lunch, we ǿŜǊŜƴΩǘ quite done for the day. By mid-afternoon, we 
headed northeast of Zamora toward a site near Paquisha, where a local man named Don Darwin has 
cultivated a fantastic hummingbird garden rich with flowering plantsτespecially vibrant verbenas, a favorite 
of our next target: the dazzling Spangled Coquette. 
 

 
A true gemτthis fantastic young male Spangled Coquette surprised everyone as he flitted into view, flashing his distinctive crest in 

brief but dazzling displays. A moment of pure delight that had everyone reaching for their cameras. (Laurie Kleespies) 
 
Our timing was perfect. Upon arrival, we were greeted by three different individuals of this tiny, jewel-like 
species. A young male, his crest just beginning to grow in, danced between blooms, joined by two females 
feeding nearby. Watching their fast, erratic flights and iridescent flashes was a joy for allτand the 
photographers had a field day. 
 
Other hummingbird highlights included Blue-tailed Emerald and Golden-tailed Sapphire, making the garden 
feel like a living rainbow. 
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Another hummingbird jewel feeding among the blooming verbenasτthe Blue-tailed Emerald, a true beauty whose iridescent 

plumage shimmered like a precious gemstone in the light. (Laurie Kleespies) 
 
We returned to Copalinga just in time for the final burst of late-afternoon activity. The lodge gardens lit up 
with mixed flocks of tanagers and different other species. 
 
Dinner that night was filled with excitement and storiesτthe kind of energy only a day full of rare parrots, 
flashy hummingbirds, and surprise eagles can bring. 
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 An adult and a juvenile Long-tailed Tyrant put on a graceful show, sallying out from the treetops and expertly hawking insects in 

mid-airτa perfect display of aerial finesse and coordination.(Laurie Kleespies) 

 
March 7th ς Copalinga Lodge, Cumbaratza, Old Loja-Zamora Road, and arrival in Tapichalaca 
 
Our last morning at Copalinga Lodge began with a relaxed breakfast and another round of birding on the 
beautifully landscaped grounds. As usual, the gardens did not disappoint. Tanagers in every imaginable shade 
flitted through the parking area trees, providing a feast for the eyes (and lenses). 
 
Among the hummingbirds, a stunning adult White-crested Thorntail stole the show, flashing his namesake 
crest in full display. Just moments later, a juvenile Spangled Coquette made another appearance, zipping 
between flowers alongside species such as Violet-headed Hummingbird and Violet-fronted Brilliant. It was a 
magical sendoff from this eastern Andean foothill paradise. 
 
After wrapping up our morning session, we drove out toward a site near Cumbaratza, on the outskirts of 
Zamora. This area offers an appealing mix of forest edge, secondary growth, and riverine habitatτideal for 
bird species that are scarce or absent inside the nearby national park. 
 
The area was alive with activity. We observed multiple species of woodpeckers, a great diversity of flycatchers, 
and even more tanagers, some giving frame-filling views as they foraged just meters away. It was a 
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wonderfully productive stop, capped off on the return drive with a tranquil Fasciated Tiger-Heron resting by a 
rocky streamτa perfect reminder of how wild and intact this region still is. 
 

 
A Bluish-gray Saltator serenaded us with its melodious song, perched in full view at the top of a treeτa perfect combination of 

sound and sight that captivated the entire group. (Laurie Kleespies) 
 
Back at the lodge, we enjoyed lunch, packed our things, and hit the road once again. But before heading to our 
next base, we made time for an afternoon excursion along one of southern 9ŎǳŀŘƻǊΩǎ most celebrated birding 
routes: the Old Loja-Zamora Road, or as ƛǘΩǎ known among birders, the "hotspot ƘƛƎƘǿŀȅΦέ 
 
Our first stop was a panoramic viewpoint overlooking a clean, fast-flowing riverτideal habitat for two species 
we were hoping for: White-capped Dipper and Torrent Duck. No luck with either on this first attempt, but we 
did score Torrent Tyrannulet and Spotted Sandpiper, adding to our growing list of riparian specialists. A short 
drive further brought us to a tucked-away waterfall known only to local guides. Juan Carlos, our guide, had 
previously spotted something very special hereτand sure enough, with some focused scanning, he did it 
again: an Oilbird, roosting quietly in a shallow cave across the gorge. Though partially obscured and at a 
distance, the views were clear enough to marvel at this bizarre nocturnal fruit-eater, typically found deep 
inside caves. A lifebird for most of the group, and a total surprise. After the buzz of that sighting, we continued 
toward our next destination: Tapichalaca Reserve, home to one of the most iconic birds of Ecuador (but more 
on that ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΧύΦ We arrived in time for dinner, where a final surprise awaited us. Antonio, our skilled and 
ever-reliable driver, revealed his second passion: music. After dinner, he pulled out his guitar and serenaded 
the group with several songs, including original compositions. The warmth, laughter, and applause that 
followed made for a perfect close to a day full of discovery, beauty, and connection. 
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A nasal, repetitive song suddenly caught our attention from just off the trailτthe bird was close, but remained hidden. We waited 
quietly, scanning the undergrowth, and soon patience paid off: a striking male Great Antshrike stepped into the open, giving the 

group excellent views before slipping back into the shadows. (Laurie Kleespies) 
 

 
This Striated Heron posed beautifully for us, perched on the top of a bare, dead branchτa perfect silhouette against the overcast 

sky, offering excellent views of its subtle plumage and patient demeanor. (Laurie Kleespies) 
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March 8th ς Tapichalaca Reserve and Cerro Mandango 
We awoke to the crisp mountain air of Casa Simpson, the lodge within Tapichalaca Reserve, and gathered for 
an early breakfast. Our anticipation was highτtoday we would seek out one of 9ŎǳŀŘƻǊΩǎ most iconic and 
storied birds: the Jocotoco Antpitta. Accompanied by Freddy, one of the ǊŜǎŜǊǾŜΩǎ dedicated rangers, we hiked 
down a narrow trail into the dense cloud forest. Along the way, Freddy shared the remarkable history of the 
Jocotoco Antpittaτa species discovered here in 1997 that changed the course of bird conservation in Ecuador. 
Its discovery led to the creation of Fundación Jocotoco, a movement that would protect critical Andean 
habitats across the country. Sadly, the antpitta once habituated to a feeding station had vanished in recent 
months. No one knew exactly whyτbut Freddy had another plan. He led us to a hidden trail where a pair of 
wild Jocotocos had recently been reported. Reaching a small viewing shelter deep in the forest, we sat quietly, 
listening. Minutes passed. We heard soft rustling in the leaf litter, delicate branch movements... Something 
was definitely nearby. And thenτit happened. A flash of movement, and suddenly, there it was: a Jocotoco 
Antpitta, perched boldly on an open branch. For just a few heart-stopping seconds, it remained in full view, 
long enough to etch its ghostly form into our memories. Cameras ŘƛŘƴΩǘ catch it, but our eyesτand heartsτ
did.  
 
Buzzing with excitement, we continued along the main trail, which revealed a bounty of other treasures. One 
of the first species we encountered was a lovely pair of Green-and-black Fruiteaters, quietly perched and 
feedingτan elegant introduction to the rich avifauna of the area. 
 

 
We had excellent views of a pair of Green-and-black Fruiteaters, actively feeding on ripe berries in the midstoryτa vibrant and 

satisfying encounter with one of the ǊŜƎƛƻƴΩǎ most beautiful forest dwellers. (Laurie Kleespies) 
 
Among the hummingbirds, we found both Little Sunangel and Amethyst-throated Sunangel, glowing in the 
understory shadows. A couple of mixed flocks brought us Grass-green Tanagers, Lacrimose Mountain 
Tanagers, and several high-elevation gems. One of the most emotional highlights of the morning came from a 


