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INTRODUCTION 

In retrospect, it was obvious from the start that we had all of the elements needed for this to be a memorable tour: 

prolific biodiversity and spectacular scenery; delicious food and icy caipirinhas; a brand new van with top-notch 

driver; a guide who doesnôt mind playing things by ear, and most importantly, an exceptional group. Our three-week 

trip covered the very best birding sites in North-east Brazil, and we racked up an impressive 106 Brazilian endemics 

as part of the 500+ species we recorded during the tour. The trip was never about the numbers, though, as the route 

we followed was crafted to cover the best of the North-east while also allowing a bit of down time here and there, and 
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making the occasional two-night stay in a pleasant area where other groups might just stay a single night. By having 

a bit of extra time, I daresay the trip never felt rushed, and we were also able to be flexible with our plans, making a 

change to the route partway through the trip to visit the Serra das Lontras National Park.  

We covered the major habitat zones of the North-east, starting in Fortaleza in the north and working our way south. A 

day and a half spent birding humid forests atop the Serra de Baturit® kicked things off with Gouldôs Toucanet, Gray-

breasted Parakeets and Band-tailed Manakins. A detour into the arid lowlands en route to Quixad§ paid off with the 

rare Moustached Woodcreeper. In Quixad§ itself we were amazed by the famous inselbergs that dominated the 

landscape, almost overshadowed by the Pygmy Nightjars and White-browed Guans around our hotel in this scenic 

area. Moving on to southern Cear§, we called in at the Chapada do Araripe to see the eponymous Araripe Manakin in 

a quiet corner of a popular water park. A two night stay at the wonderful Sitio Pau Preto, where we were taken care of 

by Bob and his mother Ivete, was a big highlight; in spite of heavy rains, we cleaned up on the specialties of the arid 

caatinga biome, a habitat endemic to north-east Brazil, with top marks going to the Great Xenops. From Pau Preto 

we moved south into the vast state of Bahia, arriving in the remote town of Canudos. The morning that followed was 

undoubtedly the highlight of the tour, and the memories of watching at least sixty Indigo Macaws as they reeled about 

in the canyons of the Raso da Catarina, deep blue against the red sandstone cliffs, will not soon fade. Then it was on 

to the coast at Praia do Forte, where a single night at Aru§ produced the top caipirinha of the trip, and the following 

morningôs birding produced Fringe-backed Fire-eye and the endangered Maned Sloth. We split three nights in the 

scenic Chapada Diamantina area between the colonial towns of Len­·is and Mucug°, enjoying great food, a 

comfortable climate, a variety of habitats, and some of the most anticipated birds of the tour (Hooded Visorbearer, 

anyone?). We took a new route to Boa Nova in order to work in a detour for the rare Minas Gerais Tyrannulet. Boa 

Nova was a major highlight as always, with that memorable first session at the Mata do Charme where the birds came 

fast and furious, almost overwhelming us. We spent some quality time enjoying the feeders and hummingbird garden 

at a private reserve near Boa Nova, seeing the spectacular Ruby-topaz Hummingbird and having the best views ever 

of the endemic Slender Antbird. A day birding near the town of Po­»es involved a couple of vigorous hikes, but with 

the help of Mateus Gon­alves, a young local expert, we made a great run on the local specialties and closed out the 

day with an unforgettable Giant Snipe experience. Turning back to the coast, we had two nights in the laid-back town 

of Itacar® and a date with the Critically Endangered Bahia Tapaculo, which made us work but gave itself up in the 

end. I donôt suppose weôll soon forget the a­a² plantation that was full of White-winged Cotingas at the Serra do 

Conduru, either. A little detour near Ilh®us on the drive from Itacar® to Camacan delivered the goods when we found 

a family group of Golden-headed Lion Tamarins, easily the top mammal of the tour. We had two nights in the beautiful 

Serra Bonita reserve, home to the best montane Atlantic rainforest we birded during the trip, and just an inspiring 

project all around. Serra Bonita is the sort of place where you just want to linger forever, but we had to keep moving, 

dropping down to the nearby lowlands for Banded Cotinga and Hook-billed Hermit. Having some extra time in the 

schedule allowed us to be flexible and make a change to the route at the last minute, arranging to visit the Serra das 

Lontras National Park to try for Boa Nova Tapaculo. The tapaculo turned out to be just about the only dip of the tour, 

but we really enjoyed the hike up the Pico do Peito de Mo­a, and we had some great birds as well including an 

undescribed species of treehunter endemic to southern Bahia. Finally, we wrapped up the tour with a stay in the resort 

town of Porto Seguro, where we birded quiet lowland forest for Ringed Woodpecker and a couple of great owls.  

Iôd like to thank the whole group for the opportunity to share this adventure with you. Group exceptionale, indeed! 

The results of an informal poll of the Top 5 birds seen during the tour: 

(1) Indigo Macaw 

(2) Araripe Manakin 

(3) Giant Snipe 

(4) Hooded Visorbearer 

(5) Kinglet Manakin 



ITINERARY 

17 January: Afternoon birding at Porto de Pec®m west of Fortaleza. Welcome dinner at our hotel in Fortaleza. 

Night at Holiday Inn Fortaleza. 

18 January: Travel to Serra de Baturit® and rest of the day birding around Guaramiranga (Pico Alto & Vale das 

Nuvens). 

Night at Hotel Alto da Serra, Guaramiranga. 

19 January: Birding Guaramiranga area (Sitio Tibagi and other sites near town AM, Gray-breasted Parakeet 

Reserve PM). 

Night at Hotel Alto da Serra, Guaramiranga. 

20 January: Birding Fazenda Ju§ and Morada Nova area. Travel to Quixad§. PM birding at Hotel Pedra dos Ventos. 

Night at Hotel Pedra dos Ventos, Quixad§. 

21 January: Agricultural areas below Pedra dos Ventos pre-breakfast. Departure from Quixad§ and travel to Crato. 

PM birding Arajara Park for Araripe Manakin.  

Night at Sitio Pau Preto, Potengi. 

22 January: Birding around Potengi (Chapada da Torre AM, Sitio Pau Preto PM). 

Night at Sitio Pau Preto, Potengi. 

23 January: Departure from Sitio Pau Preto after breakfast. Mid-morning stop on the western border of the Araripe 

National Forest. Travel to Canudos, with afternoon birding stop near Bendeg· and a short birding walk at Canudos 

Biological Station late afternoon. 

Night at Canudos Biological Station, Canudos. 

24 January: Pre-dawn departure to visit Indigo Macaw breeding cliffs at Canudos Biological Station, and visit from 

05:15 to 07:30. Breakfast at Canudos Biological Station and departure by 10:00. Late morning birding stop near 

Jeremoabo. Mid-afternoon stop near Esplanada, and rest of the day driving to Praia do Forte. 

Night at Aru§ Observa­«o de Aves, Praia do Forte. 

25 January: Morning birding near Aru§. Most of the rest of the day spent driving to Len­·is in the Chapada 

Diamantina, arriving in time for a short late afternoon session in gallery forest above the town. 

Night at Estalagem do Alcino, Len­·is. 

26 January: AM birding the Morro do Pai Inacio area, split between the Pon®m (Len­·is ï Pai Inacio) Trail and the 

track to the Orquid§rio. PM birding near Palmeiras. 

Night at Estalagem do Alcino, Len­·is. 

27 January: Morning and early afternoon spent birding the western flank of the Chapada Diamantina between 

Palmeiras and Mucug°. Late afternoon birding in Chapada Diamantina N.P. above Mucug°. 

Night at Pousada Mucug°, Mucug°. 

28 January: Pre-breakfast birding cerrado west of Mucug°, with a short visit to the Labyrinth Trail. Depart Mucug° 

by mid-morning, spending the rest of the day on the drive to Boa Nova, with a mid-day detour near Iramaia for 

Minas Gerais Tyrannulet. 

Night at Pousada Sande, Boa Nova. 

29 January: AM birding humid Atlantic forest at Mata do Charme in Boa Nova N.P. Late morning and afternoon 

sessions at the Lajedo dos Beija-flores, a private reserve near Boa Nova. 

Night at Pousada Sande, Boa Nova. 



30 January: All day birding near Po­»es (AM at Serra do Arrepio, PM P® de Nogueira for Three-toed Jacamar, 

evening for Giant Snipe).  

Night at Pousada Sande, Boa Nova. 

31 January: Travel from Boa Nova to Itacar®, stopping en route at Itoror· (Scalloped Antbird) and Itaju²pe (Pink-

legged Graveteiro).  

Night at Pousada Vila dos Passaros, Itacar®. 

1 February: AM birding Rio da Serra area north of Itacar®. PM birding restinga forest and grassland near Pontal. 

Night at Pousada Vila dos Passaros, Itacar®. 

2 February: Short early morning session in Itacar®. Rest of the morning spent birding the Serra do Conduru State 

Park (and access road). Mid-day stop to look for Golden-headed Lion Tamarin. Lunch in Ilh®us, then travel to 

Camacan. Late afternoon visit to Fazenda Paris, then transfer to 4x4 vehicles for the drive up to the Serra Bonita 

Reserve. 

Night at Serra Bonita Reserve, Camacan. 

3 February: All day birding Serra Bonita (AM on Water Tank and Bromeliads trails, PM around lodge area and 

research centre). 

Night at Serra Bonita Reserve, Camacan. 

4 February: Morning birding Serra Bonita lowlands at Fazenda Paris. PM birding nearby Fazenda Provis«o. 

Night at Pousada da Familia, Camacan. 

5 February: Morning and early afternoon birding Serra das Lontras National Park (from 300 to 900 metres 

elevation). PM travel to Porto Seguro, owling at Veracel Reserve. 

Night at Shalimar Praia Hotel, Porto Seguro. 

6 February: Veracel Reserve AM & PM (and owling). 

Night at Shalimar Praia Hotel, Porto Seguro. 

7 February: Departures. 

 

 
Serra Bonita 



DAILY SUMMARY 

January 17th: Since the entire group had arrived in Fortaleza, the capital of Cear§ state and home to a surprising 2.5 

million inhabitants, the previous evening, we agreed upon an afternoon session today in advance of the tripôs ñofficialò 

start the following morning. To that end, we met with Reginaldo, driver extraordinaire and man on the spot for North-

east Brazil, in the early afternoon and set off for the Pec®m port, located about an hourôs drive west of Fortaleza. The 

weather was overcast and there was a stiff breeze, ostensibly good conditions to look for shorebirds and terns, the 

main draws at Pec®m, but we hadnôt counted on the number of people who would be out on the hard-packed beach, 

surfing and otherwise enjoying a cloudy Sunday afternoon. This put paid to our chances with loafing terns, but there 

was still plenty to see. A couple of Cattle Tyrants were the first birds we saw out of the van, and the little park that 

gives access to the beach had Ruddy and Common Ground-Doves, Yellow-bellied Elaenia, Variable Oriole, Palm 

Tanager and Fork-tailed Palm-Swifts. Our first attempt for Mangrove Rail went unanswered, so we walked down 

to the beach, seeing a couple of Yellowish Pipits in the grassy fringes as we walked down. There were no terns around, 

but we scoped a couple of distant Magnificent Frigatebirds before setting about sorting through the small number 

of waders that were sheltering in the tidal lagoon. There was a nice diversity, with Sanderlings, Semipalmated 

Sandpipers, Ruddy Turnstones, Semipalmated Plover and Black-necked Stilt amongst the most obvious birds. A 

bit more searching turned up a couple of Least Sandpipers, Collared Plovers, and a Black-bellied Plover. A couple 

of flocks of Gull-billed Terns flew overhead. The shorebirds were remarkably confiding, allowing for very good 

views mostly. As we walked back toward the van, a Mangrove Rail piped up from a tiny ribbon of mangroves, and 

with a bit of tape we were able to get good views of a pair. We heard another pair, and then another individual, for a 

total of at least 5 Mangrove Rails before we left to return to Fortaleza. At the hotel we had our first dinner together, 

complete with caipirinhas, Brazilôs national cocktail. Iôm not sure anyone kept track of the caipirinha rankings, but 

this first offering set a respectable standard to be measured against.  

January 18th: The breakfast buffet at our hotel was excellent, and we enjoyed a full breakfast while watching the 

bustling Praia de Iracema beach. Reginaldo arrived right on time, and we loaded the van to depart for the drive to 

Guaramiranga. We drove for the better part of two hours across the flat coastal plain, mostly agricultural once we 

cleared the metropolis of Fortaleza, the pastures punctuated occasionally by extensive stands of carna¼ba wax palms. 

Before too long we began to climb a winding road up the north-western slope of the Serra do Baturit®. The Serra do 

Baturit® is a ñsky island,ò a range of hills topped by humid forest at elevations from 800 to 1050 metres above sea 

level, surrounded by the arid caatinga in the lowlands below. No sooner had the road straightened out when we spied 

our first Gray-breasted Parakeets, a highly localized endemic and the key bird at Baturit®! We hopped out of the 

van to admire the parakeets, and immediately found birds everywhere: Yellow-chevroned Parakeets, Red-cowled 

Cardinal, Sayaca and Palm Tanagers, Glittering-throated Emerald and Swallow-tailed Hummingbird, a couple 

of Mouse-colored Tyrannulets, Yellow-bellied Elaenia, Purple-throated Euphonia, Blue Dacnis, Bananaquit, 

Planalto Hermit and a pair of Guianan Tyrannulets. Energized by this quick start, we headed for a quiet trail in the 

Pico Alto area, hoping to get started on the rest of the areaôs specialties before lunch.  

At Pico Alto, a Buff-breasted Tody-Tyrant was the first endemic to fall into place, a little charmer. He was followed 

by a pair of Ceara Gnateaters, Gray-headed Spinetail, and Ceara Woodcreeper, all endemics. A female Fork-

tailed Woodnymph was building a nest beside the trail. We saw an angry pair of Variable Antshrikes giving it to a 

Tiger Rat Snake that seemed to be too close to their nest, perhaps. There was a pair of Black-capped Antwrens 

nearby, along with a chunky Streaked Flycatcher, and a trio of Violaceous Euphonias. A calling Short-tailed 

Antthrush made us work for a while, but eventually I spied it as it sat, singing, up a couple of metres off the ground. 

The bird stayed put long enough for everyone to get onto it for good views, and one of two of us even saw it through 

the scope (once I finally managed to get the scope onto the bird) before it dropped down. The Antthrush here is 

apparently soon to be described as a distinct taxon. It was now nearly mid-day, so we returned to the van, spending a 

few minutes tracking down a pair of Ochraceous Piculets before we left.  



  
  Buff-breasted Tody-Tyrant                   Cear§ Woodcreeper 

After a decent lunch at an unassuming spot in Guaramiranga, we headed over to our accommodations, the cabins of 

the Hotel Alto da Serra (Pale-legged Hornero, Cobalt-rumped Parrotlet and Social Flycatcher during check-in). 

After getting checked in, we took a short break as it was surprisingly hot. We reconvened in mid-afternoon, starting 

with some birding on the grounds of the hotel. A pair of Ochre-backed Woodpeckers was a nice start, followed up 

by Variegated Flycatcher, Planalto Tyrannulet and Planalto Woodcreeper before we found a small flock of Gray-

breasted Parakeets feeding in a fruiting tree near the reception building.  

Our afternoon session along the Vale das Nuvens access road and parking lot was a tad slow to start with as we heard 

but struggled to find a Gouldôs Toucanet that would sing intermittently without showing its face. Moving from the 

forest to the more open parking area below the hotel, our fortunes improved as we succeeded at calling in a showy 

pair of Gouldôs Toucanets! Further action here included some new goodies including Red-necked Tanagers, Guira 

Tanager, Pectoral Sparrow, and Large Elaenia, along with Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl, killer views of Ochraceous 

Piculet, Fork-tailed Woodnymph, Blue-chinned Sapphire, and Burnished-buff Tanager. In the evening we tried 

for Spectacled Owl after dinner, drawing a blank to begin with, then hearing a singing bird at the hotel when we 

arrived. Unfortunately, in what would become a recurring theme, the bird would not budge and remained heard only. 

 



       

  
Clockwise from top left: Gouldôs Toucanet female; Gouldôs Toucanet male; Ochraceous Piculet; Red-necked Tanager 

January 19th: We had a quick cup of coffee, some fruit and bread with cheese for our pre-dawn ñpre-breakfastò at the 

Alto da Serra Hotel. Having seen most of our targets for the Serra de Baturit® already, we were planning to dedicate 

as much as necessary looking for Yellow-faced Siskin, an endangered species that is suspected to be suffering a steep 

decline in its numbers due to habitat loss and trafficking for the cage bird trade. A small population occurs in the 

Guaramiranga area, and we set out to look for the siskin. A first stop didnôt produce the siskin, but we had Wing-

banded Horneros, loads of Palm Tanagers, Purple-throated Euphonia, Gray-headed Spinetail, Wattled Jacana, 

a pair of Guira Tanagers, and Common Waxbills on a lawn. We drove on a short distance further to another spot, 

picking up Yellow-chinned Spinetail, Green-barred Woodpecker, Straight-billed Woodcreeper, scope views of 

Gray-breasted Parakeet, Social and Variegated Flycatchers, a couple of Little Woodpeckers, Ochre-lored 

Flatbill, our first Campo Troupials, a couple of Tropical Parulas, Rufescent Tiger-Heron, and a flock of White-

faced Whistling-Ducks. Still no siskin. We decided to re-group and head back to the hotel for second breakfast. By 



the cabins we had a couple of Sickôs Swifts, a male White-winged Becard, Eulerôs Flycatcher, Planalto Hermit 

and Guianan Tyrannulet. A heavy rain came up during breakfast, and although it eased off a bit after a while, the 

rain would linger for a couple of hours. We headed back out to follow up a tip from my friend Eduardo Patrial on his 

siskin sighting from this morning, but the persistent rain didnôt help things and we struck out again. We picked up and 

returned to one of our sites from earlier in the morning, and this time we hit gold when Jim spotted a Yellow-faced 

Siskin sitting up in a tall pine across a small pasture! The bird dropped out of view quickly, but some work with the 

tape soon had two male Yellow-faced Siskins sitting atop a pine much closer to us! Brilliant stuff. As an aside, there 

were also quite a few Gray-breasted Parakeets around, too; the localized endemic was pleasantly abundant 

throughout our time atop the Serra do Baturit®, a testament to ongoing conservation efforts with the species. 

 
Gray-breasted Parakeet 

We spent most of the rest of our birding day visiting the Gray-breasted Parakeet Reserve near Guaramiranga. The 

reserve is part of the aforementioned conservation efforts that are headed up by the Aquasis organization. Aquasis 

conducts annual surveys of the parakeet population and maintains and monitors artificial next boxes throughout the 

region. In 2020, 388 Gray-breasted Parakeets were fledged in the nest boxes, an impressive number for a species that 

had an estimated population of fewer than 900 individuals in the wild as recently as 2016. 

A late morning walk on the trails in the reserve produced our first Laughing Falcon of the trip, and we also saw 

Ceara and Straight-billed Woodcreepers, along with a terrific Red-billed Scythebill. After lunch in town and a 



short break, we returned to the reserve to find a little group of Gray-breasted Parakeets perched up around one of 

the nest boxes. Indeed, one particular pair was intent on doing their best to increase the population! Everyone scattered 

when a Crane Hawk coasted by overhead, but before long the birds were back in the same tree and getting back to 

business. We eased into a little blind overlooking a small pool inside the forest to wait patiently for passerines to come 

for a drink and a bath to alleviate the heat of the afternoon. Even after the morning rains, the heat was building again 

and we did not need to wait long before we saw our first cracking Band-tailed Manakins visiting the pool. More than 

a half dozen different individual manakins visited during the afternoon, including adult males, females, and immatures. 

The water was also attractive for a pair of Fork-tailed Woodnymphs, Golden-crowned Warbler, Pale-legged 

Hornero, and a Pale-breasted Thrush. Activity waned a bit as the afternoon cooled off, but our persistence paid off 

before the end of the day when we first had a lovely Rufous-breasted (Cear§) Leaftosser, and then a cute little 

Cear§ Gnateater come in to visit the pool.  

  

   
    clockwise from top left: Fork-tailed Woodnymph; Ceara Gnateater; Band-tailed Manakin; Rufous-breasted (Ceara) Leaftosser 



January 20th: After a good breakfast graciously served to us before dawn by the accommodating staff at Alto da 

Serra, we departed at first light, driving down the slope of the Serra do Baturit® and back to the hot, arid lowlands. We 

drove for quite some time through extensive cashew plantations, crisscrossing our way over to a north-south highway 

that would take us toward the central part of Cear§ state. After driving for a couple of hours we reached our destination, 

an area of caatinga scrub interspersed with groves of carnauba wax palms (Copernicia prunifera). New birds were 

everywhere as we stepped out of the van, with White-naped Jays bouncing around in a tangle of brush in a recently-

cleared field, a Spot-backed Puffbird carrying nesting material to a burrow in a nearby dirt mound, our first pair of 

the energetic Caatinga Cacholote, a couple of Campo Flickers, and a Striped Cuckoo sitting in a treetop, singing. 

Reginaldo found us a Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl that was hard at work eviscerating a decent-sized lizard that it had 

caught. Nearby we had a little flock with Brown-crested Flycatchers, Tropical Gnatcatcher (the North-east 

Brazilian form that is split by the Brazilian ornithological authorities and called White-bellied Gnatcatcher), a 

Narrow-billed Woodcreeper that only showed briefly, and a few Pileated Finches, to boot.  

 
Spot-backed Puffbird 

We drove down to a ranch house adjacent to another field that had been recently cleared of its underbrush, leaving 

only a dispersed stand of wax palms.  While Reginaldo went to have a word with the caretaker, we set about finding 

our target bird. It took all of about 60 seconds to get a reply from the endemic Moustached Woodcreeper, and before 



long we had this hulking woodcreeper up for scope views as it worked its way toward our position, eventually stopping 

in a carnauba palm right beside the ranch house ï just the way weôd drawn it up!  

The photographers and digi-scoping department 

took full advantage of the woodcreeperôs 

decision to hang around for a while and take 

measure of the situation. There were other birds 

around the ranch house, including Scaled Doves, 

a pair of Cactus Parakeets feeding in a fruiting 

seriguela (Spondias purpurea) in the yard, and 

our first Pearl Kite of the trip. Reginaldo 

produced a thermos of coffee, of which we 

partook before walking down to the edge of some 

dense caatinga scrub not too far away. It was 

already ridiculously hot under the angry sun, but 

we managed to stir up a mob of passerines 

including some nice birds in the form of White-

winged and Green-backed Becards, Greenish 

Elaenia, Pearly-vented Tody-Tyrant, Pileared 

Finch, Southern Beardless-Tyrannulet, Red-

cowled Cardinals, and best of all, a pair of Ash-

throated Casiornis. We thanked the ranchôs 

caretaker and left, stopping on the way out for a 

couple of Red-legged Seriemas, and our first 

Savanna Hawks of the trip.  

A stop at a large reservoir produced our first White-cheeked Pintails, along with some Brazilian Teal, quite a few 

Common Gallinules, Pied-billed Grebe, several Cocoi Herons, and a Snail Kite or two. The nearby scrub held 

another pair of Ash-throated Casiornis, along with Ochraceous Piculet and a number of other common birds. A pair 

of White-headed Marsh-Tyrants along the edges of the reservoir were the first of the trip. We drove on for a while, 

but different vantage points over the water didnôt produce much different. We were just about to turn around at a wider 

spot in the track when Janette spotted a fantastic White-bellied Nothura, an often-elusive denizen of arid 

environments in North-east Brazil. We successfully called the Nothura in close to the van, soon finding there were 

two of them. We were lined up along the sides of the van and used it as a blind, and we enjoyed a really special sighting 

of these great birds. 

Reaching the town of Morada Nova, I asked Reginaldo to swing around for us to have a look at our first Least Grebes 

of the trip. As we rolled by the marsh a second time, Reginaldo suddenly craned his neck and blurted, ñI see a bittern!ò 

We stopped the van nearby and scanned the extensive reedbeds intently, seeing nothing. Suddenly David had it! But 

no one else did, and the bird dropped down out of view. I played the tape, not even sure the birds would be able to 

hear it given the distance and the noise from the road. But as we watched carefully, eventually a neck and a head, and 

then later 2 necks and heads popped up in different spots at the same timeé by the time we were done, we had counted 

four different Pinnated Bitterns in the marsh. Well done, Reginaldo! 

After a nice lunch in a lovely setting just outside Quixad§, we drove a short distance to the village of Juatama and 

headed up the hill to our accommodations at the pleasant Pedra dos Ventos Hotel, seeing a Black-and-white Tegu 

and our first Rock Cavy of the trip. The Pedra dos Ventos sits in a privileged location partway up one of the impressive 

granite hills that are characteristic of the Quixad§ region, overlooking a flat landscape dominated by ranchland and 

caatinga scrub. The plan had been to take a short break before meeting up again mid-afternoon, but with the skies 

darkening and thunder rumbling in the distance, we quickly adapted and decided to get some birding in while we 

Moustached Woodcreeper 



could. To that end we started by admiring the local Pygmy Nightjars roosting on the rock face near the hotel 

restaurant, supremely confident in their camouflage. Indeed, we only noticed the second bird just as we were about to 

walk away having had our fill of its mate!  

 
Pygmy Nightjar 

There was a nesting pair of Crested Becards near the pool, and other birds nearby included frisky pairs of Variegated 

and Boat-billed Flycatchers, while a soaring Black-chested Buzzard-Eagle cruised overhead. A walk down near the 

reservoir produced the other principal target for Pedra dos Ventos, a relatively confiding pair of White-browed Guans 

that eventually went for the corn we spread out for them, an attraction that also pulled in a number of White-naped 

Jays, White-tipped Doves, a couple of domestic ducks, and a lone Common Marmoset. A short walk up the nearby 

hillside was aborted soon after on account of it being birdless, but we did have a wonderful sighting of two (or three?) 

of the S«o Louren­o Punar®, a spiny rat endemic to North-east Brazil. By now it was clear that the rain wasnôt 

coming, so we walked to an overlook where we often see a flock of Scarlet-throated Tanagers in the afternoon ï seeing 

another pair of White-browed Guans on the way. For a while it was fairly quiet, with just a close Ferruginous 

Pygmy-Owl below eye level to entertain us, and in fact we had turned round and were slowly trodding back up the 

hill when the telltale calls of a passing flock of the tanagers drew our attention. We hurried back to the spot and played 

the tapeé and played some more, listening as the birds would respond distantly now and again before suddenly, they 

were flying in, a flock of six Scarlet-throated Tanagers. Pleased with yet another endemic under the belt, we headed 

back to the hotel, checking out a couple of Striated Herons, a Rufous-browed Peppershrike, and some other 

common species before calling it a day.  



  
         White-browed Guan      Ferruginous Pygmy-Owl    

January 21st: The next morning saw us starting off around a small pond situated between pastures and the caatinga 

scrub at the base of the Pedra dos Ventos hill. As usual, it was quite birdy here, and we saw another pair of Scarlet-

throated Tanagers, Great Antshrike and the Caatinga form of Barred Antshrike, Pileated Finch, Glittering-

bellied Emerald, a couple of Solitary Black Caciques, a flock of Pale Baywings being followed by a couple of 

Screaming Cowbirds, our best views of Cactus Parakeets, and more. A short walk into the nearby caatinga produced 

the first Chivi Vireos of the trip, along with a pair of Large Elaenias, a nest-building Pale-legged Hornero, Pearly-

vented Tody-Tyrant, and best of all, a pair of Black-bellied Antwrens, both male and female looking really sharp in 

front of an eager audience. We returned to the hotel where a nice breakfast spread waited for us, and we had a short 

chat with Sr. Almeida, the friendly hotel owner and retired hang glider. After adding Pygmy Nightjar to the day list 

and checking out a dapper pair of Cobalt-rumped Parrotlets, we loaded the van and set out for a long drive to the 

southern part of Cear§ state.  

The drive took us several hours, broken up by short stops to check out a few promising looking reservoirs and marshes, 

adding a few birds to the list including Southern Pochard, Rufous-sided Crake, Lesser Yellowlegs, Wood Stork, 

Barn Swallow, Purple Gallinule and a few others. We had lunch in Varzea Alegre and burned rubber for the last hour 

or so to reach the city of Crato by mid-afternoon.  

It was just before 3 pm when we entered Arajara Park, a popular theme park situated along the southeastern escarpment 

of the Chapada do Araripe plateau. Given the mid-week date, the park was closed to the public, but we had made prior 

arrangements and the staff waved us in. A short walk took us down to a wide, flat walkway into humid gallery forest 

with clear water springs and shallow streams. It did not take us long to find our first Araripe Manakins here. I think 

it is safe to say that minds were blown by these black, white, and strawberry-coloured manakins as they bandied about 

in the mid-levels and subcanopy of the gallery forest. We noted a couple of preferred perches and one or two fruiting 

bushes where the male manakins were feeding, and settled in to watch and enjoy. A media team from the park asked 

if they could accompany us and interview a couple of our members, undoubtedly catapulting ñgroup exceptionaleò to 

fame. We lingered until late afternoon, noting that at least one female and one of the males were dropping down to 

bathe in one of the little streams. We left firmly convinced that the Araripe Manakin is undoubtedly one of the top 

birds of the North-east, if not all of Brazil. This bird is yet another amazing ornithological story from Brazil; a showy 

species that looks like nothing else that was only discovered for the first time in 1996. It has a tiny range, found only 

in humid gallery forests on the east-facing slopes of the Chapada do Araripe. The global population is estimated to be 



ca. 800 birds, and given its tiny range, the Araripe Manakin is rated as Critically Endangered in view of risks posed 

by fires, deforestation, drought, and climate change. 

Delighted by the manakin experience, we left to drive another hour and a half to Sitio Pau Preto, our lodge for the 

next two nights in the caatinga near the town of Potengi. 

  

January 22nd: We started the morning with hot coffee, eggs, and plenty of fresh fruit in a nice breakfast spread served 

to us at 5 am by Dona Ivete, our hostess, before departing under a sky weighed down by impending rain. Our 

destination this morning was the Chapada da Torre, a soon-to-be reserve protecting 60 hectares of good quality 

caatinga thorn forest. The rains arrived at the same time we did, driving us back to the van where we sheltered for a 

little over an hour as the system rolled through. Finally things were clearing enough for us to bird, and we got right to 

it, pulling in a few passerines with pygmy-owl imitations, including Orange-headed Tanager, a few Pileated 

Finches, and a Barred Antshrike; we then called in a very responsive Sooty-fronted Spinetail to the same spot in 

front of us. The rain was truly tapering off by now, so we headed for the loop trail. A male Silvery-cheeked Antshrike 

was a very nice start, which we followed up with an active Fulvous-crowned Scrub-Tyrant that zipped back and 

forth in front of us. A calling Great Xenops didnôt want to play ball, and a pair of Red-shouldered Spinetails were 

only marginally more cooperative, at best giving the briefest of views as they hopped across the trail a couple of times. 

A slightly more open area delivered a series of much better sightings, first with a couple of Black-bellied Antwrens 

that wandered through, and then we had a stonking male Stripe-backed Antbird, an early contender for the bird of 

the day for sure. A responsive pair of Dark-billed Cuckoos called and then came in readily, a migratory species that 

breeds in the region during the wet season. Even better, the Great Xenops called again and this time it decided to come 

in for a look, and before long everyone had decent views of Megaxenops! Continuing along the trail we found another 

vocal pair of Red-shouldered Spinetails to strike out with, though we did better with Gray-eyed Greenlet, Spotted 

Piculet, a rather sharp pair of Ochre-backed Woodpeckers, and a male Guira Tanager. A Tataupa Tinamou called 

not far off-piste, and the conditions seemed favourable enough to try for the bird given the width of the trail and the 

fact we had a long straight stretch behind us to watch from. We set up the speaker and stood still, encouraged by a 

rather strong reply from not just one, but two birds. Soon enough, the pair of Tataupa Tinamous scuttled across the 

trail together, not too far from our position. It was a bit quick and I think everyone was surprised they came out so 

readily, so I tossed a 2nd speaker into the woods on the opposite side of the trail and played again. It took a bit longer, 

but once again the pair crossed the trail in front of us, and everyone had great views. Bob, our host at Sitio Pau Preto 

and a top birder himself, called in a cracking Broad-tipped Hermit that was super responsive, repeatedly weaving in 



and out between us and circling Bob before finally settling on a perch near the trail for all to see. Another endemic in 

the bag! 

 

  
                          Stripe-backed Antbird (top); Tataupa Tinamou (bottom left); Great Xenops (bottom right) 

We carried on, trying two more pairs of Red-shouldered Spinetails with similar results. At one of the spots where we 

tried, I heard a distant Megaxenops and idly played the tape. A Great Xenops roared in and landed in front of us, 

looking around with interest before deciding heôd have a bit of a forage instead, while we watched in delight, quickly 



realizing that this was a bird one could never tire of. Near the far end of the loop, we finally had a reply from the 

White-browed Antpitta we had been looking for all morning. The bird seemed at least mildly interested, but it crossed 

from an area with a relatively open understorey into a remarkably dense bit of thorn forest with impenetrable lower 

growth. This didnôt look good, but Bob came through, spotting the bird through the tangles and thorns, and we took 

turns peering through a tiny gap to watch the White-browed Antpitta as it sat on a low perch, preening and 

occasionally calling. It wasnôt the greatest of sightings, certainly not up to the standard of the full frame photos taken 

by Bob that adorned the walls of our lodge; we vowed to try again for the bird over the next few days.  

It was late morning by now, so we started to work our way back to the lodge for lunch. A last stop at a pasture bordering 

an overgrown scrubby area produced a handful of new birds, including a handsome White-naped Xenopsaris, 

Rufous-fronted Thornbird, Bahia Wagtail-Tyrant, and White-browed Meadowlark.  

Back at the lodge, we enjoyed a tasty home cooked lunch and some spent our afternoon break period watching the 

feeders, enjoying the antics of a family of Common Marmosets along with the comings and goings of nearly a dozen 

Red-cowled Cardinals, a couple of Sayaca Tanagers, a timid White-throated Seedeater, and a young male 

Ultramarine Grosbeak that put in an appearance, along with Glittering-bellied Emerald and Swallow-tailed 

Hummingbird. 

We reconvened in mid-afternoon planning to go for a walk on the lodge property. Once again, heavy clouds weighed 

on the horizon. Ever optimists, we decided to see what we could find before the rain hit. After a short walk on the 

main trail, we stopped to try for Red-shouldered Spinetail, gluttons for punishment that we are. But this time it worked, 

and we actually saw a pair of Red-shouldered Spinetails! And we saw them well! Nearby Bob called in a pair of 

Greater Wagtail-Tyrants and we enjoyed the little sprites as they flitted about in a thorny tree, displaying to one 

another at times, and occasionally hopping up to the crown to belt out a happy little duet. The sky was really darkening 

now, but we pressed on, soon donning our rain gear as it was apparent we werenôt getting out of this so easily. A 

vigorous downpour ensued, but Bob knew what he was doing and led us down to a small open-sided tool shed where 

we waited out the rest of the rain.  

The shower passed before too long, and we set about birding near a reservoir that actually supplies the town of Potengi 

with its drinking water. There was quite a bit happening after the rain, and soon we had good views of White-throated 

Seedeater, Plain-breasted Ground-Dove, Grassland Sparrow, Southern Scrub-Flycatcher, Rufous-collared 

Sparrow, more White-throated Seedeaters, a few Greater Anis, sundry flycatchers including another Greater 

Wagtail-Tyrant, Black-backed Water-Tyrants, and White-headed Marsh-Tyrants. A Striped Cuckoo sat up, 

calling. A flock of about 20 Cobalt-rumped Parrotlets zipped past. We tried to see a calling pair of Small-billed 

Tinamous for a while, to no avail. There was a mob of birds that was agitated about something, a pygmy-owl perhaps, 

and we sorted through them for a while, seeing a nice Greenish Elaenia that flashed its bright yellow coronal stripe, 

a couple of Orange-headed Tanagers (nice to see after the one in the morning had showed so briefly), some Black-

bellied Antwrens, a very nice Long-billed Wren, and a female Ultramarine Grosbeak. Back at the lodge we walked 

out onto the dike alongside a smaller reservoir, picking up a couple of Rufous-tailed Jacamars while also watching 

a Brazilian Guinea Pig that hopped out onto the track a couple of times. In the water we had an unidentified turtle 

and we also watched the antics of a frisky arapaima, a massive freshwater fish. Finally, as dusk approached we spotted 

a handful of Least Nighthawks as they zoomed around overhead. After dinner, a White-eared Opossum visited the 

feeders as we finished up the checklist, wolfing down a mango voraciously. 

January 23rd: After breakfast as Sitio Pau Preto, we bid farewell to our hosts and departed on what promised to be 

mostly a travel day. On the way out to the tarmac we saw our first Solitary Sandpipers of the trip, and a Limpkin as 

well. A short stop produced the Bahia Wagtail-Tyrant again for those who missed it yesterday, then we were on the 

road. We drove through rain showers for more than an hour as we headed for the Chapada do Araripe. The rain eased 

as we reached the plateau, giving way to fog before clearing just as we reached our first scheduled birding stop. We 

spent a little over an hour birding the western edge of the Araripe National Forest, walking a relatively quiet track 



bordering caatinga woodland. Our first target showed itself fairly quickly when we found a Pale-bellied Tyrant-

Manakin (donôt call it unremarkable). A Flavescent Warbler danced back and forth for the longest time before finally 

sitting still long enough for all to see well. Nearby we also had a calling Ochre-cheeked Spinetail, and perhaps best 

of all, a pair of Caatinga Antwrens, just about the only caatinga specialty that we hadnôt seen at Potengi. A Long-

billed Wren was in the same area, we had quick views of Blue-crowned Trogon, saw a pair of Black-bellied 

Antwrens, and a couple of Gray-headed Spinetails. A calling White-browed Antpitta seemed to be coming closer 

for a bit, but it refused to come all the way in. 

We drove on, descending the Chapada do Araripe into the state of 

Pernambuco and leaving Cear§ behind. We drove for the rest of 

the morning, and most of the afternoon, stopping for a nice per-

kilo buffet lunch in Salgueiro, a crossroads city in western 

Pernambuco. Along the way we saw White-bellied Nothura at 

the roadside, and had our first Black-bellied Whistling-Ducks in 

a roadside marsh. A stop at a rest stop in northern Bahia produced 

the Orange-fronted Yellow-Finch we were hoping for, though it 

took a lot of searching before we finally found a male and a 

couple of females resting quietly in a leafy tree.  

In mid-afternoon we made a stop at the Salobro river near the 

small town of Bendeg·, stepping out of the van into the searing 

heat of the arid sert«o, the backlands of northern Bahia. Our 

target bird showed up here in no time at all, with the first pairs of 

Blue-winged Macaws pulling in to land not far from where we 

were standing. We enjoyed these showy birds for a while as they 

flew around us and perched up in beautiful light. A couple of pairs of Suiriri Flycatchers were a nice bonus as well, 

as was a flyby pair of Turquoise-fronted Amazons.  

We werenôt far from our destination now, and soon enough we had reached Canudos. Canudos is a small town in the 

Bahian interior renowned as the site of the War of Canudos, a late 19th century conflict between soldiers of the newly-

proclaimed Brazilian Republic and a ragtag band of local peasants led by a charismatic cleric named Antonio 

Conselheiro. The Canudos revolt captured the imagination of the national press as the settlers defeated the forces sent 

by the Brazilian army in three campaigns before finally being crushed in October 1897. The Canudos revolt is the 

subject of a number of works of South American literature, including Euclides da Cunhaôs classic Os Sert»es, and 

Mario Vargas Llosaôs The War at the End of the World.  

A short walk in the caatinga on the entrance road to the Canudos Biological Station produced our first Stripe-breasted 

Starthroat and a female Ruby-topaz Hummingbird, along with a Red-shouldered Spinetail for Susanne as she had 

missed it in Potengi. We were greeted at our accommodations at the station by Tania and her staff, and after getting 

settled in the rooms we sat out as late afternoon turned to dusk, Least Nighthawks coursing overhead as we watched 

the sun set over the dramatic landscape. 

 

Orange-fronted Yellow-Finch 



 
Blue-winged Macaw 

January 24th: A red-letter day, the sort that gets a gold star in your notebook. We were up early this morning, gathering 

outside our accommodations well before dawn, waiting to pile into two 4x4 vehicles for the drive. We bumped across 

the moon-like landscape of the Raso da Catarina, the heavily eroded sandstone plateau that dominates the Canudos 

area, in the pre-dawn twilight. We flushed Scissor-tailed Nightjars and a Little Nightjar on the way.  

To me, the experience of visiting the nesting cliffs of the Indigo Macaw in the Canudos Biological Station begins 

with the noise. The raspy, nasal calls of these fantastic macaws reach your ears as the day breaks, standing the hairs 

on the back of your neck on end as the cries echo across the canyons. Watching the macaws gather atop cacti as the 

light grows, watching them reel about above your head, and watching them squabble over ledges and holes in the red 

sandstone cliffsé it is all simply magical. I wonôt attempt to describe the scene at length, as I simply wonôt do it 

justice, but suffice to say this is one of the top birding experiences in Brazil and one that should not be missed. Our 

group was enthralled by the birds and their magnetic presence, and enchanted by the stunning landscape where these 

macaws choose to live. It was also obvious that they were thrilled to be able to share the experience amongst friends, 

a recurring theme throughout this trip with a truly exceptional group. 



 

 
Indigo Macaw, photos É James Graham 



 

 

We returned to the station for a wonderful breakfast spread, one of the contenders for best breakfast of the tour. Then 

it was time to pack up and start on the long drive to the coast. A short stop partway between Canudos and Jeremoabo 

produced the desired Pectoral Antwren in short order, and we also saw Planalto Slaty-Antshrike, Sooty-fronted 

Spinetail, Long-billed Wren, and Hooded Tanager. Most of the rest of the day was spent on the road, except for a 

detour we made to bird a track in disturbed secondary Atlantic forest to look for Fringe-backed Fire-eye. The fire-eye 

didnôt show, but we did find White-flanked Antwren, White-chinned Sapphires, a Black-cheeked Gnateater seen 

only by Janette, Moustached Wren, our first Chestnut-vented Conebills, and a few other bits and pieces. The drive 

down to the coast from Esplanada took longer than we hoped due to an ill-advised óshortcutô that turned out to be by 

far the worst road we would travel on all trip. We were all grateful when we arrived to our lovely little family-run 

lodge near Praia do Forte just in time for dinner, a delicious grilled guaricema fish, or horse-eye jack, if you prefer. 

Dinner also boasted one of the highest rated caipirinhas of the whole trip, a delicious concoction made by our host 



Cosme using his own cacha­a infused with honey from native stingless bees raised on-site. A fitting cocktail to toast 

a memorable day! 

January 25th: We started with a home cooked breakfast 

at our charming little lodge, then started our morning off 

with a Northern Maned Sloth found by our local guide 

and host Cosme. We enjoyed scope views of this endemic 

ï an Endangered species ï as it had a morning scratch, 

perhaps contemplating its plans for the day. 

Nearby we had a Flame-crested Tanager, Blue-chinned 

and White-chinned Sapphires, and a male Sooretama 

Slaty Antshrike, another endemic for our burgeoning list.  

We drove a short distance to a trail near Aru§. The area 

here is all still wooded with mostly secondary Atlantic 

coastal plain forest. There are many small weekend 

retreats, one or two gated condominiums, and small plots 

with agroforestry arrangements and alternative lifestyle 

setups, all very laid back amidst the leafy tracks in the 

coastal forest. Cosme took us down a trail that was fairly 

quiet to begin with, but before long we hit a bit of activity 

with a pair of Long-billed Gnatwrens, two or three 

Grayish Mourners, and best of all, the diminutive Bahia 

Antwren (another endemic!) that flitted nervously in the 

canopy, stopping now and again to sing its dry trill, 

vibrating its little rail as it did. 

Moving on to another spot, we found another Bahia 

Antwren, and we had very good views of a cracking male 

Blue-backed Manakin. The black-and-white spotted 

Scaled Antbird skulked in through the lower growth to 

check us out shyly. While we were watching the antbird, another target vocalized briefly nearby but fell silent almost 

immediately. However, Janette and David soon spied the Pernambuco Foliage-gleaner down low where the antbird 

had been, and after it took a couple of spins around us, it soon settled down a bit to forage within palm fronds, showing 

quite well, a pleasant surprise as it can be a tricky bird at times. Our first Reddish Hermit of the trip popped up here, 

too. A short distance farther down the trail, we finally connected on our primary target for Aru§, scoring with first a 

lone male Fringe-backed Fire-eye which we were watching at eye level when suddenly there seemed to be Fringe-

backed Fire-eyes everywhere, and in the frenzy we saw at least 3 males and 2 females of this endangered endemic.  

Northern Maned Sloth 



  
                           Fringe-backed Fire-eye        é showing its back! 

We had a schedule to keep, so we worked our way back in the direction of the lodge, stopping to scope some Golden-

capped Parakeets that played hide and seek in the fronds of a coconut palm for a bit before everyone had a decent 

view. A little flock nearby had Red-legged Honeycreeper, Blue Dacnis, House Wren, Sooretama Slaty-Antshrike, 

and a few others. A short spin down a side trail didnôt produced the desired Kinglet Manakin, just a female Green-

backed Trogon in the canopy above our heads. We returned to the lodge to pack the van, thank our hosts for their 

gracious hospitality, and depart. 

We had a long drive once again, leaving the coast behind and returning to the vast arid interior of Bahia. We made 

good time as traffic was light and we resisted the temptation to take any further óshortcutsô. We stopped after lunch to 

check out a roadside pond, seeing Comb Duck, White-cheeked Pintail, Muscovy Duck and Purple Gallinule at the 

waterôs edge. Reginaldo spotted the first White Monjita of the trip. A bit of a pygmy-owl inspired mob came in for a 

look, with Swallow-tailed Hummingbird and Glittering-throated Emerald, Burnished-buff Tanager, White-

throated Seedeater, Suiriri Flycatcher and others. We spend some time working on a Pale-breasted Spinetail, 

eventually getting views that could only charitably be described as ónot great.ô 

We drove on to Len­ois, a small touristic town in the scenic Chapada Diamantina mountain range. There was just 

enough time to visit a forest site above the town, and Reginaldo bravely drove his brand new van up the bumpy road 

with abandon. Our short visit here paid quick dividends with Sepia-capped Flycatcher, Helmeted Manakin, 

Greenish Elaenia, Blue-backed Manakin, and then a Gilt-edged Tanager at the end. Pleased with these, we headed 

back to town to check into our charming hotel before heading for dinner at one of my favourite restaurants in town, 

Cozinha Aberta. 



January 26th: We spent the morning birding a trail into rocky campo rupestre cerrado near the imposing Morro do 

Pai Inacio, seeing our first Chopi Blackbirds of the trip as we pulled off the main highway at our destination. The 

sky was heavily overcast as we walked down the start of the trail, but the weather would hold firm throughout the 

morning for us. The birding was very slow to begin with, as we struggled to find much more than Yellow-bellied 

Seedeater, Variable Oriole and White-lined Tanager at first. We walked slowly, finally picking up Plain-crested 

and Small-headed Elaenia in quick succession, following those up with a couple of Green-winged Saltators. A pair 

of Southern Yellowthroats came in for a look, and we called a dapper Rufous-winged Antshrike into the same area, 

while a massive scream of swifts roiled around above us, with most of the flocks appearing to be White-collared 

Swifts. Not too long thereafter one of our main targets from Chapada Diamantina fell into place when a lovely pair of 

Sincor§ Antwrens popped up alongside the trail, proceeding to hop around through the undergrowth near us, showing 

quite well albeit presenting a challenge for the photographers. Only formally described to science in 2007, the Sincora 

Antwren is found only in the Chapada Diamantina area between 800 and 1100 metres elevation. Quite a good find 

indeed, though perhaps the affirmation that the antwren had been named after the local micro-brew we had tried at 

dinner last night should be fact-checked. There was still no sign of our main quarry, a certain endemic hummingbird, 

so we pressed on. A Small-billed Tinamou was in the path ahead of us, and though it scuttled out of view, a bit of 

work with the tape and some re-positioning of the group according to height did the trick to bring the bird into view 

for all. We stopped at a rocky ledge overlooking the gentle slope below to try for a Collared Crescentchest we could  

hear singing, to no avail as the bird refused to approach. A distant pair of Pale-vented Pigeons seen through the scope 

was not a fulfilling compensation. Still no sign of the visorbearer, so we moved on, stopping at a more open rocky 

area for a while. After hanging around here, I was starting to think it might be time to turn around and work our way 

back, but for some reason I had the nagging feeling we should stay a bit longer. And then there it was, the bird was 

calling, and within an instant Janette had spotted the 

Hooded Visorbearer, a stunning male perched in a bush 

not too far away! Scope views, a few distant photos, and 

lifer dances ensued as this was surely one of the most 

anticipated birds of the tour. It did not disappoint, either, 

when it came back again a couple of times a bit later on, 

perching right in front of us and showing all its sidesé 

simply stunning!  

John spotted a Pale-throated Pampa Finch nearby while 

we watched the visorbearer; everyone had adequate views 

before the finch dropped down out of view, but it soon 

popped up again, this time much closer. Yet another 

endemic in the bag! Having connected on our principal 

targets for the area, we walked back along the trail to 

return to the van, seeing an immature Rufous-winged 

Antshrike that was very tolerant of our presence. We also 

added our only Hepatic Tanager of the trip, and saw our 

first Cinnamon Tanager as well.  

Since there was still some time to spare in the morning, 

we drove over to the nearby track to an orchid farm and 

walked down the hill. We had a couple more Cinnamon 

Tanagers here, along with Red-cowled Cardinal and 

Campo Troupial, and in the exotic pines down the slope we found a family group of stunning Gilt-edged Tanagers 

and a handful of Hooded Siskins, our first and only encounter with the species. Then we return to Len­·is for another 

per-kilo buffet lunch, followed by a mid-afternoon break at our pleasant little pousada.  



  

   
clockwise from top left: Sincor§ Antwren; Hooded Visorbearer; Gilt-edged Tanager; Rufous-winged Antshrike 

In the afternoon we had originally been planning to bird near the Morro do Pai Inacio again, first along the entrance 

road to the hill itself, and then at the overlook at the Morro do Camelo. However, the Sunday crowds seemed to be 

lingering late into the afternoon (presumably as most families were still on their summer vacations, rather than just 

visiting the area for the weekend) and we changed our plan on the fly, electing instead to drive a bit farther to the 

village of Palmeiras to look for the elusive S«o Francisco Sparrow. It was a fine plan, except for the fact that the 

sparrow was nowhere to be found in its usual haunts. We did hit a little patch of activity at the very end of the afternoon, 

finding Ruby-topaz Hummingbird males for the first time, along with a few other bits and pieces. A pair of Scarlet-

throated Tanagers that stopped briefly nearby may or may not have had red throats (there was some debate). Since 

we would be returning here the next day, we were more philosophical than disappointed at the lack of sparrows; at 

least we werenôt jostling for space with selfie-obsessed tourists! We returned to town and had a nice dinner at an Italian 

restaurant. 



January 27th: After another sumptuous and truly inspired breakfast buffet served personally by the owner of our 

charming little guesthouse, we said goodbye to our host and departed Len­·is. We drove for the better part of an hour 

around the northern end of the Chapada Diamantina, gradually dropping down to lower elevations around the town of 

Palmeiras, where we started our birding in arid caatinga scrub and woodland on the northwestern flank of the national 

park. We began with another search for the S«o Francisco Sparrow, and for a while the result looked similar to the 

prior afternoon. We saw Planalto and Broad-tipped Hermits, a couple of Ruby-topaz Hummingbirds, a pair of 

Caatinga Antwrens, and Yellow-headed Caracaras, but no sparrows. Eventually we detected the soft, sibilant call 

of a sparrow, and after some work we managed to unearth the bird, seeing a skulking S«o Francisco Sparrow as it 

worked timidly low down, always buried deep in the brush. We spent a long time working the bird for further views, 

but at one point it looked as though one or two of the group might miss the bird. We walked back toward the van to 

find Reginaldo beckoning to a bush where he was parked. What did he have? Why, another S«o Francisco Sparrow, 

of course! This bird was much more forthcoming, and seen well by all. Phew.  

 
S«o Francisco Sparrow 

Our next stop, near the tiny village of Lavrinha, produced the East Brazilian Chachalacas we were looking for, two 

or three pairs of them. We also had the added bonus of finally getting great views of some red-throated male Scarlet-

throated Tanagers that hung around long enough for us to admire them. We kept moving, stopping at some taller 

arboreal caatinga to try for Narrow-billed Antwren, which we heard but didnôt see. A pair of Golden-green 

Woodpeckers was the consolation prize. A stop in open cerrado near an ambitious-looking portal and billboard 

proclaiming a coming housing development yielded a few key species, including two big targets in the form of a male 

Horned Sungem, and a cracking Collared Crescentchest that John spotted for us. The supporting cast here included 



Aplomado Falcon, White-eared Puffbird, Black-throated Saltator, a pair of Rufous-sided Scrub-Tyrants, 

White-banded Tanager, Plumbeous Seedeater and Burrowing Owl. A late morning stop to look for Blue Finch 

was quiet under a punishing sun against a cloudless sky. We stopped for lunch at a lovely little restaurant in the tiny 

town of Guin®, a terrific spread they prepared just for us, served on a traditional wood-burning stove.  

  
                                Scarlet-throated Tanager            East Brazilian Chachalaca 

A short visit to some rocky cerrado to check for flowers that might be attracting sungems or visorbearers had none, 

but we did see a pair of Spotted Nothuras that crossed the track a couple of times. Outside of Guin® we stopped at a 

little marsh, quickly connecting with several seedeaters: White-bellied, Yellow-bellied, White-throated and best of 

all, Copper Seedeaters were all present. We drove on to the town of Mucug°, enjoying the impressive ridges of the 

western flank of the Chapada Diamantina as we went. Driving up 

above Mucug°, we headed for a little ribbon of humid forest along 

a watercourse at the pass over the Chapada. We eased into a mossy 

gully in the forest and set up the speaker amidst the large boulders, 

soon eliciting a response from the endemic Diamantina Tapaculo. 

We had great views of this tiny bird with a tiny range as it clambering 

about in the rocks, ducking into crevices and disappearing from time 

to time before re-appearing in completely different spots. Just 

amazing. The tapaculo was the last of the true Chapada Diamantina 

specialties, so we started to make our way back down to Mucug°, 

with celebratory caipirinhas on our minds. There was still time left 

in the afternoon, though, so we stopped in some campo rupestre high 

altitude rocky cerrado, and after a bit of searching we found the 

desired Gray-backed Tachuri, a delicate little sprite and yet 

another endemic.  

We arrived to our accommodations in the charming colonial town of Mucug° with enough daylight for some of the 

group to go for a walk in the little town. I even had time to do some shopping for a birthday gift for my son! Later on 

we re-convened and walked to a nice open-air restaurant where the caipirinhas and the salmon risottos were enjoyed 

with great gusto.  

Diamantina Tapaculo 



 
ñGroup Exceptionaleò outside of Mucug°, Gray-backed Tachuri and Diamantina Tapaculos in the bag 

January 28th: This morning we headed west out of Mucug°, admiring the so-called ñByzantineò Santa Isabel 

Cemetery as we went, its ivory tombs contrasting starkly with the dark green slopes, an imposing image made more 

dramatic by the low clouds hanging over the mountains. We drove a short distance to the flat plains west of the 

Chapada Diamantina, stopping in an area of sparse cerrado that is unfortunately being cleared for agricultural 

expansion, an all too familiar scene these days in Brazil. A large flock of migrant Cliff Swallows, numbering in the 

hundreds, flew low over the cerrado, the birds hawking insects as they came off a roost somewhere nearby. An 

American Kestrel on a utility wire was our first of the trip. There were quite a few Grassland Yellow-Finches flying 

about and displaying here too, and without much delay we found one to enjoy through the scope. Even though it 

wasnôt much to look out, the scrappy habitat here also produced our best views of Pale-breasted Spinetail and White-

banded Tanager, our first Wedge-tailed Grass-Finches, a couple of Rufous-sided Scrub-Tyrants, and after a bit 

of searching, the desired Sharp-tailed Tyrants, a spritely pair that posed for scope views and some photos. 

 
White-banded Tanager      Sharp-tailed Tyrant 



We moved across the road to an area with more intact cerrado, having a brief view of Fork-tailed Flycatcher on the 

way. Things were quieter here, but we had a terrific encounter with a pair of really smart Rusty-backed Antwrens. A 

short walk down a trail into mata de cip· forest, a type of deciduous dry forest with an avifauna similar to that of 

caatinga woodland, produced our principal target bird, a cracking male Narrow-billed Antwren that we were able to 

watch as it foraged along branches and trunks, behaving in a vaguely nuthatch-like manner. Other goodies here 

included a pair of Spotted Piculets, Gray-headed Spinetails, a singing Great Xenops, and a White-browed 

Antpitta that flew in and perched under our noses for a split second before it saw the group and decided it had made 

a mistake, departing before more than just a couple of us could get any sort of view. 

We returned to our pousada for a delightful breakfast before we packed the van and departed. Facing the prospect of 

having most of the rest of the day on the road, we settled to enjoy the scenery as we descended the eastern flank of 

the Chapada Diamantina into the valleys and rolling foothills below. A roadside stop to tick a soaring pair of White-

tailed Hawks also added Gray-headed Elaenia to the list when a pair joined a pygmy-owl mob. After driving for a 

couple of hours, we deviated from our route somewhat to visit an area of tall semi-deciduous forest to look for a 

special bird that wouldnôt be found elsewhere on our itinerary. Though we arrived at the site just after mid-day under 

a blazing hot sun, there were quite a few birds around with plenty of Chivi Vireos and White-crested Tyrannulets, 

along with Glittering-bellied and Glittering-throated Emeralds, Black-bellied Antwren, Silvery-cheeked 

Antshrike, Planalto Slaty-Antshrike, Gray-headed and Sooty-fronted Spinetails, Rufous-browed Peppershrike, 

and quite a few others. We walked into the forest a distance, seeing a pair of Gray-headed Elaenias and our first 

Swainsonôs Flycatcher. Returning to the road after 40 minutes without success, we finally connected with a pair of 

Minas Gerais Tyrannulets, an Endangered endemic found only in northern Minas Gerais and south-central Bahia 

and a bird that wasnôt to be expected on this tourôs route. Very pleased with the result of our deviation, we returned to 

our route and zipped cross-country along quiet roads (Comb Duck, White Monjita, etc.) before reaching the main 

BR-116 highway, driving the last hour south to Boa Nova, where we would stay three nights.  



 
Minas Gerais Tyrannulet 

January 29th: Today was our full day to bird the diverse Boa Nova area, home to perhaps the richest avifauna in 

North-east Brazil. Our time in Boa Nova is always a highlight of our route, and this time around was no exception. 

We met up with Matues, a young local guide from the region who often accompanies us around Boa Nova and Po­»es, 

and headed for the famed Mata do Charme, a humid forest site within the Boa Nova National Park. As usual, the forest 

here was heaving with birds, and it was hard to keep up from the get-go. They came fast and furious: Gray-headed 

Tody-Flycatcher, Yellow Tyrannulet, Pallid Spinetail, Striated Softtail, White-shouldered Fire-eye, Rio de 

Janeiro Antbird, Variable Antshrike, Moustached Wren, Spot-breasted Antvireo, Lesser Woodcreeper, Drab-

breasted Pygmy-Tyrant, Sooty Grassquit, both Surucua and Atlantic Black-throated Trogons, Crescent-chested 

Puffbird, Little Woodpecker, Bahia Spinetail, a surprise Kinglet Manakin, Rufous Gnateater, White-collared 

Foliage-gleaner, Black-eared Fairy, Rufous-margined Antwren, a pair of Black-billed Scythebills, Red-crowned 

Ant-tanager, Fork-tailed Pygmy-Tyrant, Whiskered Flycatcher, Scaled Woodcreeper, Rufous-headed Tanager, 

Chestnut-bellied Seed-Finch, Ochre-faced Tody-Flycatcher, Grayish Mourner, and more.  



  

   
Clockwise from top left: Ochre-faced Tody-Flycatcher; White-collared Foliage-gleaner; Bahia Spinetail É James Graham; Crescent-

chested Puffbird É James Graham 

Later in the morning we headed for the Lajedo dos Beija-Flores, a private reserve on the northern edge of Boa Nova. 

The owners purchased the property, formerly a classic Boa Nova birding site, and have transformed it into an 

impressive hummingbird garden. Our late morning session here was quiet by its usual standards, according to the 

caretaker, but we were very happy to see loads of Ruby-topaz Hummingbirds, Swallow-tailed Hummingbirds, 

Sapphire-spangled Emeralds, Versicoloured Emeralds, Black-throated Mango, and lesser numbers of Violet-

capped Woodnymphs, Black Jacobins and just one Stripe-breasted Starthroat, all visiting the feeders and the 

flower plantings. Sadly there were no bromeliads in flower and we didnôt see the Hook-billed Hermit we were hoping 

to find. Fruit feeders brought in Green-winged Saltator, Campo Troupial, and Burnished-buff Tanagers, while 

grain feeders were being attended by loads of Saffron Finches, Pale Baywings, a single Screaming Cowbird, and a 

flock of Cactus Parakeets. We returned to the Lajedo again after lunch, settling in to watch the feeders and just enjoy 

the show. Things got even more interesting when the caretaker announced it was time to feed the Slender Antbird, 



one of Boa Novaôs star birds and a skulker that can give birders fits at times. Not today ï a pair of Slender Antbirds 

put on a ridiculous show coming to feed on mealworms, and they were joined at times by a few Silvery-cheeked 

Antshrikes, Black-throated Saltators, and later on even a fat-looking lava lizard got in on the buffet! In the late 

afternoon we went for a walk on the lajedo itself, an open rocky area covered with terrestrial orchids, bromeliads, and 

fantastic turkôs cap cacti. The Melocactus flowers open in the late afternoon, and after a while we started to notice the 

Ruby-topaz Hummingbirds, Sapphire-spangled Emeralds, and Swallow-tailed Hummingbirds visiting the cacti. 

Before dinner we joined forces with another tour group to try for Tawny-browed Owl at a nearby site, but we had no 

luck. 

  
              Ruby-topaz Hummingbird     Swallow-tailed Hummingbird 



 
Slender Antbird 

January 30th: Another early start had us headed south of Boa Nova to the town of Po­»es, where we picked up Mateus 

and headed for the Serra do Arrepio, a hill ranging from 900 metres to 1050 metres elevation, with thorny caatinga 

forest on its lower slopes and valleys, grading into the localized mata de cip·, a type of semideciduous forest found 

only in south-central Bahia, and finally becoming a more humid Atlantic forest on the hilltops. In the overgrown 

pastures at the base of the hill, we kicked things off with some of the usual species of open habitats, including Large 

Elaenia, Red-cowled Cardinal, White-crested Tyrannulet, with the addition of our first Yellow-browed Tyrant, a 

handsome flycatcher and a personal favourite of mine. Moving along we spotted a Brown-chested Martin, a couple 

of Cobalt-rumped Parrotlets, and Mateus got us onto a female Frilled Coquette feeding down low in a patch of 

flowers beside the path. Starting to climb a bit now, we had the first real highlight of the morning when we first spied 

a calling Buff-throated Purpletuft atop an emergent tree on the hillside opposite us; a minute later it was in front of 

us in a nearby treetop, and we drank in the details through the scope while the photographers took a few shots of this 

diminutive endemic. We began to climb in earnest, taking a narrow side path through heavily disturbed thorn forest 

before we entered a better area where we took an even narrower trail to try one of the morningôs key targets. It ended 

up taking us quite some time, but in the end we all enjoyed good views of the scarce Wiedôs Tyrant-Manakin, an 

endemic known only from a handful sites in Bahia, Minas Gerais, and Espirito Santo states. Also in the area we saw 

a male Narrow-billed Antwren, and a small mixed flock contained Gray-eyed Greenlets, Rufous-headed Tanagers, 

Black-capped Antwren, Streaked Xenops and Lesser Woodcreeper. A bit further up the trail, we hit another little 

flock with a confiding family of Planalto Slaty-Antshrikes and our first Plain Antvireos of the trip. A bit higher up 

we found White-bibbed Antbird and heard Greenish Schiffornis, and beyond that we connected with the endemic 

Bahia Tyrannulet, two or three birds foraging in the canopy that eventually showed well, to our great pleasure. A 


