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Tour Leaders:    Jose Antonio Padilla Reyes  Naturetrek  

    Marcos Felix    Naturetrek 

 

Participants:   Derek Brown 

Cathy Brown 

Margaret Brown 

Malcolm Brown 

Christopher Wood 

Mary Wood 

Pamela Seago 

Brian Reader 

Derek Churchman 

Karin Churchman 

Phil Wort 

Julia Wort 

Christopher Moss 

Day 1 Wednesday 7th August 

The group departed from London Heathrow on an overnight flight to Sao Paulo. 

Day 2 Thursday 8th August 

We arrived at the Paranaíba River Headwaters National Park many hours after dark, having flown from Rio via 

Brasilia to a small soya boomtown called Barreiras to transfer to a minibus for a six-hour road trip. The park is in 

the state of Piauí, which, the host – and naturalist – Charles Munn told us, means “beyond nowhere” in the local 

Amerindian tongue. “Tell anyone in Brazil that you went to Piauí during your holiday,” he said, “and they’ll say: 

whatever for? There’s nothing there.” But on arrival at South Wild Wolf Valley Camp we knew that this “nothing” 

was going to turn out to be quite something. We were staying at a camp 

owned by Lourival Lima, a former macaw tracker who, ‘came over to the 

good side of the forest’ in 1994. Now his considerable skills and savvy are 

employed searching for animals that visitors can admire.  

Day 3 Friday 9th August 

We were all excited for our first full day Brazil, and began with an early start 

to enjoy birding in the beautiful grounds. Sightings included: Buff-necked 

Ibis, Black Vulture, Lesser Yellow-headed vulture, King Vulture, Crested 

Caracara, Red-legged Seriema, Picazuro Pigeon, Scale Doves, among others.  

 

The camp is set in the landscape known in Brazil as Cerrado. A complex 

tropical savannah, it is the second largest biome in South America (after the 

Amazon) but is among the least studied and least protected. The scrubby land Crested Caracara 
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was bone-dry after months without rain but was not 

bland or dull-looking. Gnarled trees peppered the red 

earth and every significant depression seemed to be filled 

with dense bush. Stands of Mauritia Palms and Tabebuia 

Trees add splashes of youthful lime green, yellow and 

pale pink, and there are tall rust-red cliffs and buttes 

fringing open areas of gold-coloured grassland. We had 

travelled here to see the Maned Wolf, one of Brazil’s Big 

Five mammals, but before that, we were treated to a show 

by one of the world’s biggest and most beautiful birds: 

the Hyacinth Macaw. A metre from top to tail and with 

a wingspan to match, it’s a birdwatcher’s favourite and an 

emblem of South American conservation. When Lourival was still on the “bad side” of the forest he caught these 

purple-blue beauties and sold them on for export to rich private collectors in Europe, America and Asia.  

 

A purpose-built hide was constructed a few years ago allowing these magnificent birds to be observed from only 

a few metres away. We watched the macaws as they chattered, played, preened and used their razor-sharp, rock-

hard beaks to split open large palm nuts and get to the soft, sweet flesh inside. These macaws have fed on these 

coconut-flavoured fruits since the time of the megafauna: Giant Sloths would have eaten the nuts, burned off the 

outer layers with their digestive acids and then excreted the tasty kernel. Now the macaws had to do all the hard 

work themselves. Gregarious, curious and great fun to watch, the macaws presented a full-blown wildlife spectacle. 

In the rising sun their feathers were regally hued and their yellow-ringed, protruding eyes flickered against the 

backdrop of dark green foliage. Little wonder the collectors nearly drove this particular macaw almost to extinction.  

 

That same morning, a Brazilian Cavy, some cute Tufted Marmosets and perhaps twenty species of bird, including 

a Pearl Kite, Swallow-tailed Hummingbird and Blue-crowned Parakeet were seen. There were also Tropical 

Kingbirds, Great Kiskadees and Toco Toucans, all of which I’d seen before – though I’ll never take seeing toucans 

soar across the upper canopy for granted. The Parnaiba River Headwaters park is a long way from the mainstream 

Brazilian tourist beat (which the Amazon and Pantanal easily dominate), but 

it rivals some of South America’s best wildlife magnets when it comes to 

effortless, eclectic birdwatching.  

 

Towards dusk, we drove to a wide-open grassy plain in the shadow of red 

sandstone cliffs. Lourival, our host and a former tracker, had seen Maned 

Wolves pass through here on numerous occasions and was confident we’d 

spot one before sunset. We waited, quietly, in a far corner of the plain, 

enjoying the cool evening. Lourival drummed occasionally on a plastic 

bucket, a noise the wolf would associate with humans and food; many 

Maned Wolves are habituated and used to being fed scraps of meat and fruit. 

The sun dipped and the grass, golden when we arrived, turned a dun colour. 

Peach-fronted Parakeets flapped home. Gold and Blue Macaws squawked 

their way to their cliff nests. Falcons, doves and swifts signed off for the 

day. But no wolf. There were patches of shade, bushes that looked small 

and dog-shaped. Lourival said the Maned Wolf could come from just about Hyacinth Macaws 

SouthWild Wolf Valley Camp 
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Paranaíba Headwaters National Park 

any angle. I kept thinking I saw one; it was just my mind’s desire. I was wishing a Maned Wolf into being. But we 

didn’t see a wolf that evening and we went home, happy after a day of macaws and marmosets, and patient enough 

to wait another day for our first big mammal.  

New birds seen: 

New mammals seen:  

Common (Tufted) Marmoset Brazilian Cavy  

Day 4 Saturday 10th August 

Feeling more rested, we decided to go back to the Hyacinth 

Macaw hide for a second time, to enjoy more magnificent 

views of the birds coming to feed. We then went for a walk 

in an interesting gallery forest, which lies close to the lodge.   

 

Later in the day, we explored further into the Paranaíba River 

Headwaters National Park, before transferring to South Wild 

Wolf Cliff Camp, located on land owned by a conservation 

organisation, and managed by Lourival and his family. We 

stopped off en route at the same area of open grassland, but 

again the sun fell and there was no wolf to be seen. We 

jumped on to the back of a truck and went to the camp. We were all settling into our accommodation, when, from 

the darkness, Lourival cried out: Lobo! Lobo! It’s a wolf! It’s a wolf! It was too late to see anything though. I 

thought I heard a movement, leaves crunching or branches snapping. A torch came on. And there, walking swiftly 

but stealthily into the camp from out of a patch of low bushes was one of the most elegant mammals on the planet. 

By any name – the guará-guazú, the black-socked zorro, the fox on stilts, the Maned Wolf – it was a beauty. He 

was a beauty, for it was a male, familiar to the Lima family, and happy to pass by at the beginning of his nightly 

tour of the bush. “Zoi Zoi,” said Lourical. He even had a name, meaning “injured eye,” because when he appeared 

at the camp a few years ago he had a long, livid scar beneath his right eye. We gathered around handsome (now 

Buff-necked Ibis Black Vulture Lesser-yellow Headed Vulture 

King Vulture Crested Caracara Red-legged Seriema 

Picazuro Pigeon Scaled Dove Hyacinth Macaw 

Blue and Gold Macaw Pearl Kite Blue-crowned Parakeet 

Yellow-chevroned Parakeet Squirrel Cuckoo Ferruginous Pygmy Owl 

Burrowing Owl Swallow-tailed Hummingbird Toco Toucan 

Campo Flicker Crimson-crested Woodpecker Narrow-billed Woodcreeper 

Red-billed Scythebill Rufous Hornero Tropical Kingbird 

Great Kiskadee White-naped Jay Masked Gnatcatcher 

Paled-breasted Thrush Chalk-browed Mockingbird Hepatic Tanager 

Silver-beaked Tanager Sayaca Tanager Palm Tanager 

Buff-throated Saltator Red-Crested Cardinal Epaulet Oriole 

Campo Troupial Chopi Blackbird Rock Dove 

House Sparrow   
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Maned Wolf 

only very slightly scarred) Zoi to take pictures and video 

his movements. He was a good model. But I made sure 

to put the viewfinder down from time to time and take a 

good look at this shiny, clean orange-red fur, his black 

lower legs and the black stripe on his back which is his 

“mane”, at his gait – which, like a camel, has left legs 

moving in tandem and then right moving and so on – and 

at his eyes: small, keen, ultra-cautious, wild animal’s eyes. 

But he was so slender. Not thin or bony – he looked very 

healthy – but, from the front, and we were only two or 

three metres away, he looked like he could slip through 

the tall grasses of the savannah without moving a blade. We were lucky enough to enjoy views of this unsual 

member of the Canidae family for more than 45 minutes! He is here in the national park because, according to 

naturalist Charles Munn, “This is the biggest expanse of intact Cerrado in Brazil. The national park is around 1.8 

million acres but with the land beyond there’s perhaps 5 million acres. The truth is, there are actually a lot of Maned 

Wolves, perhaps tens of thousands of them, but they are shy and nervous and you have to know where to look in 

order to see them. This is one of the best places.” Over the years, most of the wildlife and habitat conservation 

news coming out of Brazil has been depressing. Deforestation and dams. Cattle ranching and soya crops. Fires 

flaring and rare species nearing extinction. The opening up of the Parnaiba River Headwaters National Park to 

visitors and the protection of the Maned Wolf, and the Hyacinth Macaw, is a bit of good news.  

 

We were very happy. We’d seen number one of the Big Five. He is shy, solitary, and somewhat dependent on man 

for his survival – and his evening scraps – but he is safe for now. And for anyone who wants to see him, his 

precious and beautiful homeland, a five-hour drive from Barreiras, is actually not that difficult to get to.  

New birds seen: 

Greater Rhea  Savanna Hawk Roadside Hawk  

Yellow-headed Caracara Chestnut-bellied Guan Swallow-tailed Kite  

Gray-fronted Dove Janday Parakeet Peach-fronted Parakeet  

Tropical screech-Owl Blue-crowned Trogon Blond-crested Woodpecker  

Caatinga Puffbird Large-billed Antwren Short-crested Flycatcher  

Golden-crowned Warbler Flavescent Warbler Guira Tanager  

Cliff Flycatcher Giant Cowbird Scarlet-throated Tanager  

New mammals seen: 

Maned Wolf 

Day 5 Sunday 11th August 

After another early start, we went for a walk around, to enjoy the spectacular scenery and surroundings of the 

lodge. The views of the ‘chapada’, or mountain plateau located in front of the camp were out of this world. Like 

Derek would say: “another boring day in paradise”. We then headed back to the South Wild Wolf Valley Camp 

for lunch, and after a short rest, some of the group decided to revisit the hide to photograph the beautiful Hyacinth 

Macaws in the afternoon light.  
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Bearded Capuchins 

New birds seen: 

Turkey Vulture Long-tailed Ground Dove Laughing Falcon 

Turquoise Fronted Amazon Smooth-billed Ani Ashy-tailed Swift 

Planalto Hermit Fork-tailed Palm Swift White Woodpecker 

Planalto Woodcreeper Blue-crowned Motmot Southern-beardless Tyrannulet 

Plain Tyrannulet Brown-crested Flycatcher Ashy-headed Greenlet 

Hooded Tanager   

New mammals seen: 

Pampas Deer Pumare Rat  

Day 6 Monday 12th August 

This was our last full day in the beautiful Cerrado habitat 

of Brazil before heading to the Pantanal, so we wanted to 

make the most of it from dawn until dusk. We started very 

early, and went to a valley called “Boa Vista” to watch a 

spectacular species of monkeys, also known as tool using 

or nut breaking monkeys. This particular species of 

Capuchin Monkey, are the most intelligent non-ape 

primates in the world and certainly the most intelligent in 

the Americas. These monkeys carry large stones which 

they use to break wild nuts, in order to reach the edible 

inner part. They can carry a stone weighing about 50% of 

their own body weight and fortunately for us they are already very used to being in close proximity to people. The 

monkeys allowed us get very close to observe every single detail of this amazing behaviour. This is a nature show 

that you don’t want to miss! 

 

In the afternoon, we went to another area known as “The Mango Oasis Land”, where mango trees attract lots of 

primates, especially the Black and Gold Howler Monkeys. We decided to call this day: ‘The Monkey´s day’.  

New birds seen: 

American Kestrel Red-green Macaws White-crested Tyrannulet 

Pearly-vented Tody-Tyrant Red-cowled Cardinal  

New mammals seen: 

Black and Gold Howler Monkeys Bearded Capuchin Monkeys or tool using monkeys 

Day 7 Tuesday 13th August 

After five amazing days in the Cerrado habitat of Brazil, it was time to leave to spend the remainder of our tour in 

the largest wetland in the world. We made our way to Cuiaba city, on the state of Mato Grosso, to the northern 

entrance of ‘The Pantanal’. This is a unique area in Brazil, equivalent to the size of Germany, shared only with 

Paraguay and Bolivia, with the most part (86%) in Brazil. After early morning birding for the last time around 
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South Wild Valley Camp, we flew back to Brasilia, in order to catch our flight to Cuiaba city. We arrived in Cuiaba 

late at night, before going to straight to the hotel to rest for the most wanted part of the trip, and the other big 

four mammals yet to be found.  

New birds seen: 

Rusty-margined Guan Rufous-tailed Jacamar Fork-tailed Flycatcher 

White-crested Elaenia Rufous-browed Peppershrike Purple-throated Euphonia 

Rufous-collared Sparrow Burnished-buff Tanager  

New mammals seen: 

No new mammals today. Travelling day. 

Day 8 Wednesday 14th August 

Today our Brazilian co-leader and excellent naturalist, 

Marcos Felix joined us for the rest of the trip. Searching for 

animals in the wild is incredibly difficult. For that reason, 

anyone joining this Big Five tour was advised beforehand: 

this is not a birding holiday, the focus will be on observing 

the five mammals and anyone wanting to tick off feathered 

species might be disappointed. But, as we drove south from 

Cuiabá – the capital of Mato Grosso state – into the 

Pantanal, even the most avid birders in our group were 

delighted. The show began just a few miles in to the 

Transpantaneira, a dirt road that drives deep in to the 

140,000 to 210,000 km2 of contiguous wetland – no one really knows the exact surface area of the Pantanal but 

it’s the biggest area of wetland in the world.  

 

First we saw the big signature species – the Jabiru Stork, as tall as a small man and strangely elegant as it strolled 

through the lily pads. These shared the roadside lagoons with Cattle Egrets and Snowy Egrets, huge bottle-green 

Amazon Kingfishers, Green and Striated Herons, Roseate Spoonbills, Wood Storks, Ibises, Vultures, Snail Kites 

and Black-collared Hawks. Rust-coloured, lemon-winged Wattled Jacana seemed to walk on water with their long 

toes. Greater Rhea – the emu of South America – grazed 

the grasslands. José Antonio Padilla, our Peruvian guide, 

pointed out that these two beauties break the macho rules 

of birdland: the males take care of the eggs in both 

instances. We saw, for some of the group for the first time 

in their life, a Sunbittern, a stunning wetland species that 

opens its wings as it hops from riverbank to riverbank and 

startles observers with its sun-ray pattern. A Tiger Heron, 

with its orange and black stripes, was as fiery-looking as 

any Jaguar.  

 
Capybara 

Sunbittern 
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Pink Tabebuia Trees 

And it wasn’t only birds. Grey termite mounds dotted the 

open areas of savannah like rough-hewn dolmens. 

Humped Zebu Cattle and horses grazed on the more 

fertile stretches, and Capybara browsed close to the 

waterholes. Hundreds and hundreds of Caiman basked on 

the muddy banks. Pink Tabebuia Trees and the wispy 

heads of palm trees broke the view to the horizon, with a 

blue sky overhead that had been cleared of any cloud by a 

cool southern front.  

 

The Pantanal became Brazil’s premier wildlife watching 

region in the 1990’s when travellers realised that the wetlands system was rich in biodiversity, less deforested than 

many parts of the Amazon and that seeing birds and animals was much easier in this environment than in high-

canopy, low-light biomes. José Antonio explained that the “Pantanal” – which means swampland – was like a huge 

sponge. Between October and April, up to 1,500mm of rainfall in an average year, but the sandy soils soon fill up 

and the excess drains into myriad rivers and lagoons.  

 

On the Transpantaneira we crossed dozens of bridges (there are said to be 122 in total) on the drive in and there 

seemed to be water everywhere. But it was an illusion. In the relentless heat of the “winter” sun, the water holes 

were evaporating and the Caiman, storks, otters and fish were all locked in a brutal battle of wits. That’s why people 

visit in the dry season: to see nature red in tooth and claw, scale and feather. After an hour or so on the highway 

we made a right and arrived, eventually, at Pouso Alegre, a former cattle ranch turned ecotourism resort – a rough 

and ready collection of cabins that looked and felt like a research centre (which it doubles as) more than a hotel. 

Around our cabins were little Red Brockets Deer, monkeys, Greater Rhea and Armadillo, which we saw on walks 

and drives, as well as countless Capybara and Caiman. But out main target here 

was the Giant Anteater. “It’s the most difficult of all the Big Five mammals,” 

said José Antonio. “It’s endangered, it’s very shy and it’s generally nocturnal.”  

 

We drove out to a watering hole where mammals were routinely observed. We 

parked in the shade and waited, and waited. Some peccaries rolled through the 

bush, like a gang out for a scrap. A band of Azara’s Agoutis came to drink, as 

did some cattle. I saw a Crab-eating Fox, hovering on the edges. I found a Whip 

Snake slinking off in to the shade. There were South American Coati’s, too, and 

more deer.  But the Giant Anteater failed to show up. The temperature climbed. 

Then fell. It became too dark to see anything, so we gave up.  

 

The day was hardly a waste. We had added just under 50 new bird species to our 

expanding list – and we celebrated our arrival in the Pantanal with chicken, beans 

and rice and cold beers.  

New birds seen: 

Neotropic Cormorant Little Blue Heron Snowy Egret 

White-necked (Cocoi) Heron Great Egret Cattle Egret 

Striated Heron Rufescent Tiger Heron Bare-faced Ibis 

Azara’s Agouti 
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Plumbeous Ibis Roseate Spoonbill Wood Stork 

Jabiru Stork Southern Screamer Black-bellied Whistling Duck 

Muscovy duck Snail Kite Great-black Hawk 

Black-collared Hawk Undulated Tinamou Grey-necked Wood Rail 

Chaco Chachalaca Limpkin Sunbittern 

Southern Lapwing Common Stilt Wattled Jacana 

Large-billed Tern Picui-ground Dove White-tipped Ddove 

Monk Parakeet Pauraque Ringed Kingfisher 

Amazon Kingfisher Green Kingfisher Vermilion Flycatcher 

Cattle Tyrant White-winged Swallow Black-capped Donacobius 

Trush-like Wren Grayish Saltator Yellow-billed Cardinal 

Saffron Finch Bay-winged Cowbird  

New mammals seen:   

Crab-eating Fox Azara´s Agouti Capybara 

Brown Brocket Deer   Collared Pecary South American Coati 

Day 9 Thursday 15th August 

After a very early start, we emerged from our cabins to see a horse sharing a 

meal of scraps with a dozen Kiskadee Flycatchers, three Curassows, a 

Monitor Lizard and a squadron of Yellow-billed Cardinals.  

 

We went directly to the watering hole to look for anteater. We waited more 

than two hours. Again, nothing, although we did have excellent birding 

opportunities. Specialties included: Chestnut-eared Aracaris and Gray-

crested Cachalotes. After lunch José Antonio and Marcos declared that we 

would go to another watering hole called “La Espera” and “stay there all day 

and into the night” if necessary, to see at least one anteater. If not, we’d soon 

be fighting the days for our remaining four mammals.  

 

We jumped on to the truck and bumped along the track. The afternoon was 

quite dead: even the 

noisiest birds, the 

ibises and Chaco 

Chachalacas, shut up when the mercury rose past 30 

degrees. But we didn’t go very far, as Marcos spotted a black 

curtain wandering through the field. Or a brush. Or a “flag” 

if you’re Brazilian. It walked in what seemed like semi-

circles. You couldn’t tell if it was going backwards or 

forwards. Its head occasionally disappeared altogether. It 

made a racket whenever its own bushiness collided with 

foliage. It was, of course, the Giant Anteater. Known in 

Brazil as the “oso bandeira” or “flag bear” it is a bizarre, 

Chestnut-eared Aracari 

Giant Anteater 
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possibly beautiful – but possibly really ugly, I’m undecided – gentle-looking creature. We gave it lots of space to 

continue rummaging for tasty Termites, but it seemed to want to get to know us. Soon I was moving out of its 

way. It was sticking its long, gooey tongue into holes around the grazing land it was crossing, probably revisiting 

sites it had previously dined at; eventually the Termites bite its tongue and it has to leave. But it will try again the 

next day. We had an hour with the Giant Anteater, which José Antonio said was a very long time. People often 

see Anteaters in the Pantanal for a few minutes or even seconds, and in the dark. But they do see them, and that 

itself is a rare treat.  

 

Here, after an hour or so in pleasant late afternoon sunshine, who should show up but a Brazilian Tapir. Looking 

like a cross between a rhino, a horse, a pig and something 

prehistoric, it moved slowly through the tall grasses and 

stunted trees towards the watering hole. Again, it was so 

gentle, harmless, and big – it would have no chance if the 

Pantanal was not largely hunt-free. As the sun finally fell, 

the Brazilian Tapir wandered off in to the dark of the 

dense Cerrado forest. José Antonio and Marcos gave each 

other a “high three” – we still had two predators to tick 

off before it was “high five” - and we made our way back 

to Pouso Alegre, which means “happy waterhole”, funnily 

enough.  

New birds seen: 

Bare-faced Curassow Black-crowned Night Heron Capped Heron 

Red-throated Piping Guan Black Skimmer Eared Dove 

Guira Cuckoo Chestnut-eared Aracaris Grey-crested Cachalotes 

Purplish Jay Rufous-bellied Thrush Shiny Cowbird 

Crested Oropendola Yellow-rumped Cacique  

New mammals seen: 

Giant Anteater Brazilian Tapir  

Day 10 Friday 16th August 

Today we spent the full day at Pouso Alegre. After 

another early breakfast, we enjoyed exploring the 

grounds of the lodge, before taking the Safari track to 

reach the Transpantaneira road to get to another forest 

island with some specialties. A Lesser Anteater was 

encountered on the way to the road, which is a smaller, 

climbing species of anteater; another fantastic spot by 

our Brazilian team. After lunch, we walked along a 

gallery forest to observe more of our target bird species 

such as the Great Potoo. We ended the day looking at 

the sunset, and getting ready for our next destination: Lesser Anteater 

Brazilian Tapir 



Brazil – Just Jaguars! Tour Report 

 

 

10  © Naturetrek     May 14 
 

the floating hotel where we hope to view our last target mammals of the trip; Giant River Otter and the majestic 

Jaguar.  

New birds seen:  

Whistling Heron Brazilian Teal Solitary Sandpiper  

Blue-throated Piping Guan Ruddy-ground Dove Crane Hawk 

Great Potoo Glittering-bellied Emerald Black-fronted Nunbird 

Little Woodpecker Pale-crested Woodpecker Yellow-chinned Spinetail 

Black-backed Water Tyrant Rufous Casiornis Brown-chested Martin 

Chestnut-vented Conebill   

New mammals seen: 

Lesser Anteater Brown Capuchin Monkeys Yellow Armadillo 

Day 11 Saturday 17th August 

It was getting just a little bit too easy. We were transferring from Pouso Alegre 

to the Rio Jofre by a sort of open-sided bus-truck contraption, bumping along 

the Transpantaneira to views of Jabiru and Maguari Storks, Paraguayan Caiman, 

Wattled Jacana, lots of raptors, all the herons - and the beautiful Black-headed 

Blackbird.  The Transpantaneira never fulfilled the “trans” in its name. Opened 

in the 1970s, it stops suddenly at the Rio Jofre. The states of Mato Grosso 

(where we were) and Mato Grosso do Sul (created in 1977) have never been 

able to agree on completion, or asphalting, or improvements. This is a good 

news story for the wildlife and tourism will probably keep it rough and bumpy. 

If it was a hardtop there would be road kill all the way. 

 

 We had stopped for breaks and were less than an hour from our destination 

when José Antonio spotted, on the right-hand side of the road, three big, 

brown, beautiful Giant River Otters. That was that - number four of the Big 

Five was out of the way, and with no effort at all. For predators at the top of 

the food chain, armed with a physical prowess – and huge canines – that keep large Caiman and Jaguar at a safe 

distance, the otters looked very cute. They were enjoying a laid-back moment, lolling around in the sun on a large 

rock beside a lagoon. We could, through our binoculars, 

make out their white throat patches, which scientists use 

to identify otters, and their strange bug-like, shining eyes. 

The water they were beside looked idyllic, full of plants, 

benefiting from lots of shade, and very clean. Like almost 

all the roadside wetland stretches in the region, this one 

was in fact man-made. The Transpantaneira was built on 

an elevation by moving earth from just beyond the soft 

shoulders and is fringed by what amounts to a 100-mile 

long chain of lagoons, pools, streams and marshes. Insect 

life fizzes and forms the basis of a food chain as complex Giant River Otters 

Jabiru Stork 
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Jaguar 

Jaguar Flotel 

as the watercourses themselves. The otters watched us watching them and then, completely unfazed by the truck 

and a dozen camera lenses, slipped in to the water and were soon lost among the Water Hyacinths. This was, like 

the other sightings, brief and wonderful in its way, but José Antonio assured me we’d see plenty more otter activity 

later on.  

Once we arrived in Porto Jofre, on the north bank of the 

river, we jumped into a powerful motorboat and in fifteen 

minutes arrived at the floating hotel, better known as the 

‘Flotel’– a converted fishing vessel that now has a dozen 

air-conditioned cabins and lovely views of the woodland 

and the river. Here we will spend our next four nights 

searching for the biggest of America’s cats; the Jaguar. Our 

offshore accommodation was fun. With raucous Chaco 

Chachalaca birds in the back “garden”, Caiman in our 

muddy “pond” and Giant River Otters swimming past in 

the mornings, it was a little Eden. We were bedding down 

offshore, though, because of the proximity of the fifth of the Big Five – the most powerful, most revered, most 

feared species of the Pantanal: the Panthera onca, or Jaguar. The Jaguar is a genuine big cat, because it growls and 

because it is big. Globally, it is third in size after the lion and tiger, but has the strongest bite of any cat. It employs 

its powerful jaws to crush the skulls of Capybara, Caiman and cows. This last detail is one of the reasons Pantanal 

farmers kill Jaguars. Habitat loss, fires and some hunting are other issues, but Paul Donahue, a researcher who was 

staying with us gave us a half-hour, fact-packed lecture that suggested that the Jaguar is doing rather well, at least 

here. “There are as many as seven thousand Jaguars here in the Pantanal, out of a total population of perhaps 

100,000. They’re the biggest Jaguars (weighing 72-150 kg compared to just 30-50 kg in Central America) too. They 

have abundant food, which is one of the reasons why we see them on the riverbank. They can kill large adult 

Caimans and drag them up the bank to eat them, and can 

easily kill the biggest Capybara.”  

 

On our first boat trip out we saw Patricia. A two-year 

old, she had become the most visible this year and liked 

to walk leisurely along low bluffs beside the river or on 

the beaches. There are lots of pretty sandy beaches along 

the Cuiabá and its tributaries. You could almost imagine 

a classic Brazilian beach scene, but you’d have to watch 

your back while sipping on your chilled coconut milk. 

New birds seen: 

Great Horned Owl Band-tailed Nighthawk American Pygmy Kingfisher 

Rusty-margined Flycatcher Grey-breasted Martin Southern-rough winged Swallow 

Creamy-bellied Thrush Rusty-collared Seedeater Unicolored Blackbird 

Scarlet-headed Blackbird   

New mammals seen: 

Greater Fishing Bats Giant River Otter Long Nosed Bats 

Jaguar   
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Day 12 Sunday 18th August 

Today was our first full day in the Jaguar territory, where 

we will focus on finding this beautiful cat. After years of 

research and investigation, the people that work here, 

particularly on the river boats, have worked out the exact 

locations of each individual Jaguar’s territories. The areas 

where we normally find the jaguars are; the upper Cuyaba 

River, the Three Brothers River and the Black Channel. 

The Jaguars have a series of unique spots on their 

forehead which work like fingerprints in human beings. 

This spot identification system has allowed researchers to 

identify most of the Jaguars in the area, and since 2006, 

more than 70 different individuals have been identified. 

 

After only twenty minutes of searching for Jaguars, we found our first one for the day; Emily. She was stalking the 

Capybara along one of the narrow inlets. We had a good view of her route: she was following, with murderous 

intent, a direct line through the bush that would take her to the Capybaras. There were lots of little capybara pups 

around – perfect snacks for a Jaguar that needs lots of protein and fat every day. Her back low, her legs bent, her 

mouth open ever so slightly – breathing as quietly as possible – and her eyes fully focused, she seemed unaware of 

the six or seven boatloads of tourists watching her. As with Africa’s lion and India’s tiger, Brazil’s big cat brings in 

lots of visitors, and all want to see, and photograph, a Jaguar. This crowd element takes away some of the magic 

of the encounter, but if the shared spectacle helps protect the habitat, and the cat, then it will have to be accepted 

as a lesser of many ills. Emily, though, failed to get a Capybara. A whole family dived in to the river, the alpha male 

barking his panic call. They paddled across to the other side, where they climbed up on to the bank and stood as 

high above the waterline as possible, on guard and tense. Capybaras are docile, rather dumb-looking rodents, but 

a Jaguar has the capacity to make their hair stand on end.  

 

That day, Lightning, a four-year old male, was also glimpsed, walking alongside a narrow channel almost blocked 

to our large motorboat by reefs of water hyacinths. We saw him again later on, but he was fast asleep, lying on his 

side and even on his back, his heart beating and his lungs pumping as he dreamed, so our guide José Antonio said, 

of ten-ton Capybaras and Caimans with infinitely long and meaty tails.  

 

After lunch the temperature in the Pantanal “winter” rises to the mid-to late-thirties. I’d have loved a swim but 

José Antonio put me off even while encouraging me: “It’s absolutely fine, but never forget the big hand – that’s 

what the locals call the Jaguar. Nor the Anacondas.” Nor the Caiman, the Piranhas, the currents, and the branches 

that can trap your feet… so I retired to my air-conditioned cabin and read a novel.  

 

We saw other Jaguars. Stella jumped in the river, climbed up a steep bank and walked along a slender beach for us 

during the photographer’s “golden hour”, when the sunlight is low and the colour temperature warmest. She was 

another big and beautiful female. Through a zoom lens she looked pretty – her face naïve and so closely related to 

Jaguar 
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all the domestic cats I have loved that I could have 

adopted her. But she was also aloof as only cats can be and 

soon left us for the safety of the jungle.  

 

Mauro (also known as Mick Jaguar) was a male that must 

have been six foot from nose to tail, and another sleeper. 

He snored loudly at one point and we left him to his 

slumber. Jaguars in the Pantanal often hunt at night and 

use the day to rest and digest. It’s heartwarming to see 

them so abundant, and relaxed enough to be 

photographed, and photographed again, even while they 

snooze.  

 

Not only did we see four different Jaguars but we also spotted a Yellow Anaconda. Our first day in the Pantanal 

will be hard to forget, not just because of the jaguars but also because of the beautiful birds and surroundings. 

Later in the afternoon we stayed on the river to enjoy the sunset, which was by far the best I have ever seen. 

New birds seen: 

Pale-vented Pigeon Nacunda Nighthawk Pale-legged Hornero 

New mammals seen: 

No new mammals today, but 4 different Jaguar individuals. 

Day 13 Monday 19th August 

Today we decided to go and explore another river; The Piquiri River, which means in local language: “the river of 

the small fish”. There is a slightly reduced chance of finding Jaguars here due to the dense forest located along the 

river banks, however the surroundings are just beautiful, and there is plenty of other wildlife to enjoy.  

 

We went all the way up to another fishing lodge called: 

Piquiri Lodge. Here we stopped briefly to enjoy the views. 

A Six-banded Armadillo appeared in the lodge garden, and 

Hyacinth Macaws were feeding on nuts from local palms 

and surrounding trees. We returned to the “Flotel” for 

lunch, and in the afternoon, we returned to the Three 

Brothers River, where we were able to see more Jaguars 

and Giant River Otters. Returning down one of the 

tributaries, José Antonio spied a commotion under a 

canopy of tree-roots. Aldair, our pilot, skilfully steered the 

boat in so that we were close to the holt (the otter’s 

home). We watched shadows at first, but soon made out the drama that was unfolding. Some young otters were 

quarrelling – playfully, but very noisily – over the rights to finish off a nice big Spotted Catfish. As the light under 

the trees along the water’s edge was not the best, I put the camera down and watched: one otter would bite away 

on the fish until another came close, and then one would scream “ha-yaa” (the sound reminded me of kids playing 

Yellow Anaconda 

Six-banded Armadillo 
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at kung-fu) and then either the fish would be stolen or the 

eater would go underwater and reappear elsewhere, fish 

still firmly in mouth.  

 

At the same time, other otters came out on exploratory 

trips to see us. They were “periscoping” – popping up their 

heads and observing – but not in a way that seemed to 

indicate stress. A large adult, meanwhile, came along the 

shore and then hurled himself up the riverbank to go, so 

the other guide Marcos said, to the loo. Was he marking 

his territory in the face of these pinkish mammals on the 

boat, or did he just need to go? 

  

In the Pantanal Giant River Otters are seen with relative ease, but their numbers are not so high overall. In fact, 

of the Brazilian Big Five, only otters are officially endangered (the others are vulnerable). That’s a very sad fact. 

They are engaging, intelligent mammals and easily the most 

fun to watch of the first four of the Big Five: the Giant 

Anteater was comical and surreal, the Brazilian Tapir serene 

and strange, the Maned Wolf skittish and yet gentle, but the 

otters were social, fast-moving, wily and confident.  

 

When it comes to beauty and strength and the ability to 

make all the birds send out their alarm calls and all the 

smaller mammals make a dash for pastures new, the otter 

has perhaps only one equal – the Jaguar, which was the 

other purpose of our visit to the Rio Jofre.  

New birds seen: 

Sungrebe Buff-throated Woodcreeper Great Antshrike 

New mammals seen: 

Marsh Deer 

Day 14 Tuesday 20th August 

Today was our last full day in the Pantanal, so we took the boats again and went back to the areas where we had 

enjoyed many Jaguar sightings in previous days; The Black Channel and The Three Brothers River. After another 

successful day of Jaguar sightings, with a beautiful sunset in front of us, we sadly said goodbye to the Jaguars and 

to the rivers, as it was time to start heading back home. Final night at the “Flotel”.   

New birds seen: 

Collared Plover  White-eyed Parakeet White-lored Spinetail 

Golden-green Woodpecker Greater Thornbird Solitary Cacique 

White-bellied Seedeater   

Jaguar 

Giant River Otter 
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New mammals seen: 

No new mammals seen today. 

Day 15 Wednesday 21st August 

After a final two hour boat ride along the river early in the morning, we got ready 

to head back to the Transpantaneira road, to get to our last lodge of the trip: 

SouthWild Pantanal Lodge. This is a peaceful place, with a canopy tower to 

photograph a Jabiru Stork nest. Here we spent our final night in the Brazilian 

Pantanal, with lovely food and a nice atmosphere.  

New birds seen: 

Boat-billed Heron 

Cream-colored Woodpecker 

New mammals seen:  

No new mammals for the trip today. 

 

Day 16 Thursday 22nd August 

After breakfast we made our way back to Cuiaba city, where we said our goodbyes before heading home. Our Big 

Five trip was over. “Mission accomplished,” said Marcos and José Antonio in unison during our sundowner on 

one of those beaches, surrounded by serene caimans, egrets, herons and the other familiar, unflashy wonders of 

this place. The trip also showed us just under 200 bird species, around two dozen 

mammals, a half dozen reptiles and uncountable flora and insect life.  

 

The abundance of species and the thriving, thronging, busy character of the 

Pantanal will, I expect, be what lingers after the Big Five recede from the 

foreground of our memories: an Anhinga drying its wings on a dead tree; a 

Heron gulping down a Catfish; a Potoo bird merging with its tree-perch; a 

Caracara tearing apart some chick; Kingfishers flickering across the eddies; 

Woodpeckers squabbling with Macaws over who owned a dead tree trunk - I 

could go on.  

 

It’s not actually about five, or 200, or numbers at all, but about teeming wildlife, 

on all sides, at all hours, within reach of the naked eye, in this remarkable window 

in the seasons.  

Total number of birds seen on the trip: 195 spp.  

Total number of mammals seen on the trip: 23 spp.   

Jabiru Stork Nest 

Anhinga 
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Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new dates, 

tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

Naturetrek Facebook 

We are delighted to launch the Naturetrek Facebook page so that participants of Naturetrek tours can remain in 

touch after the holiday and share photos, comments and future travel plans.  

Setting up a personal profile at  www.facebook.com is quick, free and easy. The Naturetrek Facebook page is now 

live; do please pay us a visit! 

 
 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Naturetrek-Wildlife-Holidays/9765181485



