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Tour participants: John & Jenny Willsher (leaders) and Dwayne Swaby & Roger (local guides) 

Together with thirteen Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

We had a memorable week, staying at the wonderful Greencastle Estate, where we saw a wide range of birds 

during walks around the extensive grounds. We travelled out on two day trips into the mountains and visited the 

nearby north coast. The scenery was superb and we had good views of most of the 28 Jamaican endemic species, 

as well as discovering many more that are restricted to the Caribbean. We also appreciated the butterflies, lizards 

and exotic plants that thrive in this tropical environment. We were made to feel very welcome by Glendine and 

all the friendly staff who looked after us during our stay. 

Day 1 Monday 5th February 

UK – Kingston airport – Greencastle 

The flight from London Gatwick to Jamaica went smoothly and we arrived on time at Kingston airport. We 

were met by Raymond, our driver for the week, who skilfully negotiated the busy roads of Kingston and St 

Andrews, before tackling the rough road over Stony Hill and down through St Mary’s to the Greencastle Estate. 

Raymond proved to be a birdwatcher too, slowing down at one point to show us a Barn Owl he had seen on a 

fence. It was already dark when we left the airport so we weren’t able to see any other birds on the journey.  

 

When we arrived at the estate house, we quickly settled into our rooms. Some chose to go straight to bed while a 

few enjoyed the first of many tasty meals in the open dining area, and they were rewarded by a noisy display by a 

pair of Northern Potoo who seemed to be fighting over a perch on the lodge roof.  

Day 2 Tuesday 6th February 

Greencastle (Woodpecker, Coco, Potoo and Waterfall trails) 

Most of the group were up quite early, enjoying tea and coffee while taking in the amazing view down to the sea 

and across the bay to Port Antonio. Some took a stroll before breakfast around the grounds to get the first taste 

of Jamaican birding. The commonest species seen were Turkey Vultures and Greater Antillean Grackle, which is 

a very sociable and noisy bird! We soon found our first endemics including the national bird of Jamaica, the Red-

billed Streamertail. This handsome hummingbird is quite approachable and we enjoyed close views. White-

crowned Pigeon and Zenaida Dove were seen, and a pair of nesting American Kestrels patrolled the gardens. A 

Northern Mockingbird serenaded us with its lovely song; its local name is Nightingale. 

 

At breakfast the handsome Jamaican Mango fed at one of the nectar feeders above our heads. We listened to an 

introductory talk from Glendine, the manager of Greencastle, and our local guide, Dwayne, before setting off on 

a morning walk along the Woodpecker trail. Dwayne proved to be both knowledgeable and patient as we 

scoured the high canopy for some species. “It’s break-neck birding” he jested as we tipped ourselves backward 

to follow his directions. The diminutive Vervain Hummingbird was our first target near the gate, before 

encountering a series of new birds as we walked slowly through the lush forest. We found all three Myiarchus 

flycatchers; both Sad and Rufous-tailed Flycatchers are endemics. A feature of birding in Jamaica is the range of 

wintering wood warblers and we had great views of American Redstart, Northern Parula, and Black-and-white 
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and Prairie Warblers. We found several Jamaican Todies, surely one of the most colourful birds in the Caribbean! 

Jamaican Vireos called and Jamaican Elaenia, another endemic, was spotted. A Lizard Cuckoo was calling, and 

Jamaican Euphonias seen, one with nesting material. At the top of the trail in a more open area a Red-tailed 

Hawk flew over and a Yellow-faced Grassquit was busy in the trackside vegetation. Returning on the Coco and 

Potoo trails, there were Bananaquits, more Jamaican Vireos and a White-chinned Thrush feeding on the track. 

We finished our morning birding in time for some to have a quick swim before lunch. 

 

After a relaxed lunch and some down time, we set off at 3pm for the Woodpecker and Waterfall trails. A Greater 

Antillean Bullfinch in the high canopy was difficult to locate, but we had better views of Orangequit - another 

endemic - and later another White-chinned Thrush, two Jamaican Woodpeckers, and Mangrove and Lizard 

Cuckoos. Two or three Ruddy Quail-Doves flew up from the track ahead and, down near the river, our first 

Yellow-shouldered Grassquit brought our total of endemic species to 13 for the first day! 

 

After a delicious dinner we enjoyed doing the log, before watching the Pottoo at its roost very near the lodge. 

Day 3 Wednesday 7th February 

Blue Mountains (Hardwar Gap) 

Raymond picked us up before dawn, packed the picnic breakfast and lunch into the bus and we set off on the 

long drive into the Blue Mountains, where several highly localised endemics can be found. We left the coast road 

and climbed ever higher into the precipitous mountains, passing several small communities, with houses 

scattered across the steep slopes, connected by narrow paths and occasional footbridges. As the sun rose, the 

views over the forested peaks were breathtaking.  

 

Our guide today was Roger and we met him en route. He took us for a walk along a path formed by the old road 

which had been destroyed during a hurricane in 2007. It proved a good vantage point as we were on eye level 

with many treetops and so had good views of the birds. One of our first birds was the endemic Ring-tailed 

Pigeon, then Arrowhead Warbler, Black-and-white Warbler, Orangequit, and more Red-billed Streamertails and 

Jamaican Todys. Then it was a Jamaican Pewee and a Sad Flycatcher, plus Jamaican Woodpecker, Jamaican Vireo 

and Jamaican Euphonia that got our attention. We reached the road and walked up a side road finding a Green 

Anole Lizard, Black-faced Grassquit and a female Red-billed Streamertail on its minute nest. Also Yellow-

shouldered Grassquit, a Black-throated Green Warbler and our first look at one of the commonest birds in this 

part of the Blue Mountains - Jamaican Spindalis; we enjoyed several close encounters with this extravagant 

species. 

 

Walking back to the bus, at a small settlement we stopped to eat our breakfast. A local cafe bought out a table 

for us and we enjoyed spicy porridge with raisins and sandwiches. Breakfast over, we walked slowly along the 

road, taking our time to scan the dense understorey for the elusive Crested Quail-Dove. Alas, despite Roger's 

best efforts, this species eluded us throughout the day. We did however see a Jamaican Blackbird, a White-eyed 

Thrush and another Arrowhead Warbler as we walked on towards the famous Hardwar Gap. At the top at 1,220 

metres we had a view over the south side of the island looking down on Kingston. Walking on, we saw more 

Jamaican Blackbirds, Spindalis, a White-chinned Thrush and our first Loggerhead Kingbird.  
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We searched down a private drive, dark under the dense vegetation, a particularly good spot for Crested Quail-

Dove but not today sadly. After a long but productive morning, we enjoyed our packed lunch sitting on the wall 

at the top of the drive. Later we slowly retraced our journey, stopping once or twice in the best areas. Going 

down the Buff River valley a Belted Kingfisher was spotted on a wire across the river. 

 

We drove back to Greencastle in the late afternoon. It had been a very good day in the Blue Mountains, with a 

superb variety of birds amidst beautiful scenery. 

Day 4 Thursday 8th February 

Greencastle (Woodpecker and Cuckoo trails - Reservoir and later Tower/Coastal Road) 

Some took an early morning walk. It had been another wet night with heavy rain and there were still dark shower 

clouds around. The variety of Great Antillean Grackle calls combined with those of White-crowned Pigeons 

provided the early morning soundscape. Two Zenaida Doves were on the tennis court and American Redstarts 

were busy feeding in the canopy again. The usual Red-billed Streamertails and Bananaquits were busy in the 

Bottlebrush Tree. A Black-faced Grassquit and a singing Jamaican Oriole located in the boundary hedge of the 

lodge gave us brilliant views. 

 

Dwayne joined us after breakfast and, after the rain had stopped, we set off on the Woodpecker trail for the walk 

down to the reservoir. Underfoot was very wet and muddy due to unusually heavy rain, so we took it slowly and 

did not take the more direct but steeper route. We saw another miniscule Vervain Hummingbird, the second 

smallest bird in the world, the usual American Redstarts and a massive Jamaican Becard's nest, and then Dwayne 

found us the first of two Mangrove Cuckoos. We also had more singing Jamaican Orioles, Black-and-white 

Warbler, Yellow-faced Grassquit and Jamaican Woodpecker.  

 

When we arrived at the reservoir we could not cross the outlet stream to the main viewing area, as the bridge had 

been washed away in the recent heavy rain. From our vantage point, however, we could see several water birds: 

Ring-necked Duck, Blue-winged Teal, Green Heron and two Pied-billed Grebes, plus several American Coots 

and a Northern Jacana. Two Spotted Sandpipers patrolled the shoreline, one coming close to us on the edge of 

the exit stream. Heading back up the slippery slopes we managed to see a flying Chestnut-bellied Cuckoo, a nice 

male Black-throated Blue Warbler and more Jamaican Todys. 

 

After a relaxing break during the heat of early afternoon, we set off down the main Tower Road towards the 

coast. We saw a good range of birds as we strolled along including some Ruddy Quail-Doves, White-chinned 

Thrush, Zenaida Dove and American Kestrel. We all finally got a view of a Chesnut-bellied Cuckoo. We reached 

the sea and waked for a while along the road to a marshy spot with bushes where Yellow Warblers and more 

Black-throated Blue Warblers were active. The lodge pickup was then requested to collect us, which needed two 

journeys but saved us the walk back uphill to the lodge. 
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Day 5 Friday 9th February 

John Crow Mountains (Ecclesdown Road) - Swift River - Annotto Bay 

Today we again left at 5am for another day in the mountains. This time we were travelling further east, to the 

foothills of the John Crow Mountains at Ecclesdown Road. We had a short comfort stop at a fuel station and 

checked out the sea and the forest round the edge of the bay. There was a roost of a couple of Brown Pelicans 

and many Egrets, both Snowy and Great. After a long drive along the coast, we arrived at our first viewpoint, 

where we met Roger. The forest here was beautiful, lush and green, and the canopy punctuated by tall palms and 

African Tulip trees with their scarlet blooms. As we climbed out of the bus for breakfast, we soon were seeing 

birds: Vervain Hummingbird, Loggerhead Kingbird, Smooth-billed Ani, Turkey Vultures and endemic Jamaican 

Crows. 

 

After our breakfast of cornmeal porridge, we set off along Ecclesdown Road to seek out the last of the 

endemics. We soon had our first Black-billed Streamertail, saw two large flocks of Yellow-billed Parrots and 

Rodger found us a female and male Jamaican Becard. There was also Prairie Warbler, Yellowthroat and another 

Rufous-tailed Flycatcher. A Chestnut-bellied Cuckoo was calling and some had views of a Lizard Cuckoo. 

Rodger was trying very hard to find us a Crested Quail-Dove, but it was proving difficult. There was a bit of a 

problem as the borders of the road had been cleared in preparation for the road to be used as an alternative 

route as the main road along the north-east coast needs major repair. Not the best news for the Crested Quail-

Dove which likes the dark areas underneath dense canopy. We searched all morning and then Rodger received a 

call from Raymond who had stayed with the coach: he had just seen two! We hurried back down the road and 

eventually Rodger found one sitting on a branch and visible with accurate alignment, looking through small gaps 

in the vegetation. 

 

On the way home we stopped at the mouth of the Swift River, where we saw five heron species, Pied-billed 

Grebe and Spotted Sandpipers. In Port Antonio a couple of Magnificent Frigatebirds cruised overhead. 

Day 6 Saturday 10th February 

Greencastle (Waterfall trail & evening owl hunt) 

This morning was free as Dwayne would be coming later and be with us for the afternoon and for an evening 

owl hunt. Four of the group chose to visit Firefly, the residence and final resting place of Noel Coward. Noted 

mainly for his provocative wit, he was also an artist. The walls of his home were hung with many of his local 

scenes and photographs of the many celebrities he entertained, including the Queen Mother. The others did their 

own thing, either walking a trail or photographing birds in the garden. Some went to the reservoir, seeing the 

usual species. 

 

After lunch we met up with Dwayne and walked on the Waterfall trail to try and get a better look at species some 

of us had not had good views of yet. We found an Orangequit feeding on a Jamaican 'apple', good views of a 

Red-billed Streamertail perched on a fence, and later a close Jamaican Tody. We managed to get views on the 

track ahead of three Caribbean Doves. A Yellow-shouldered Grassquit performed well for those wanting a better 

sighting. At the waterfall we retraced our steps. 
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After dinner we headed off with Dwayne along a trail opposite the main gate. It was a good night for stars and as 

our eyes accustomed to the darkness, they appeared very bright. Dwayne played owl calls then we listened; 

maybe there was a very distant reply but for most it was too quiet. We moved to a trail at the back of the lodge, 

another area with some larger trees, and Dwayne tried his calls again. Eventually he got a faint response then, just 

as we decided we had tried hard enough, we heard the low call of a closer Jamaican Owl. The sound seemed to 

come from a tree not very far away. Despite our patience, the owl remained unseen. 

Day 7 Sunday 11th February 

Greencastle (Coastal viewpoint west of Strawberry Fields and Reservoir) 

An early morning meeting at the lodge with three taxis soon had us heading down to Strawberry Fields to meet 

Dwayne, then west along the coast. We were heading for a piece of coast where White-tailed Tropicbirds breed. 

They can be seen flying around near the coast for an hour or so at sunrise, before they disappear far out to sea. 

We had to negotiate a narrow path through scrubby woodland across an abandoned pasture field to a viewpoint 

on the limestone rocky beach. Possibly due to nearby house building, the birds were circling further along the 

coast. We did see, however, up to five birds flying out to sea then back from a hidden cliff beyond a headland 

further west. It was more distant than we had hoped, but we did have views of these striking seabirds through 

the telescopes. Northern Mockingbirds sang around us and we noticed that the rocks were full of what looked 

like fossilised coral: coral that lived in the period when Jamaica sunk below the waves, thought to be about 50 

million years ago. We returned to the road to wait for our taxi pickup to arrive. While we waited we had good 

views of Loggerhead Shrike, Jamaican Woodpecker, Prairie Warbler and another Jamaican Spindalis. 

 

Later, after lunch, we went with Dwayne for a last look at the reservoir as we had heard there had been a speedy 

repair of the footbridge. On the way we saw another Red-tailed Flycatcher, more Caribbean Doves, and an 

excellent Lizard Cuckoo behaving as its name suggests, creeping along horizontal branches from tree to tree. The 

new bridge at the reservoir proved sturdy and allowed us to get views from the top of the dam. A new bird seen 

was Least Grebe, and we had a good view in the trees below the dam of a Mangrove Cuckoo. 

 

That evening, Glendine and her lovely staff pulled out all the stops and provided a poolside feast of jerk chicken 

cooked on a specially constructed BBQ! And Bob celebrated his 70th birthday with a cake, candles and a rousing 

rendition of “Happy Birthday” from the group and all the staff! 

Day 8 Monday 12th February 

Greencastle - Kingston airport – flight to UK 

We spent the morning relaxing around the garden, swimming, getting packed and generally enjoying our last few 

hours at the lodge. We had an early lunch in preparation for Raymond’s arrival to pick us up for the journey to 

the airport. It was to be a more interesting drive than our arrival as we would now be travelling over the island in 

daylight. It was an interesting road over the central highlands with many bends and narrow passing places, but 

Raymond drove us confidently and safely. We followed a lush valley uphill but, as we got higher, the weather was 

wet with low cloud. On the south side, as we dropped down towards Kingston, the sky brightened and it was 

dry. Near the perimeter of the airport we stopped to check the shoreline for birds. On the road verge beside us 

we saw Mourning Dove and the diminutive Common Ground-Dove. Across the road at the beach and along the 
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old breakwater was a line of Royal Terns interspersed with a few Sandwich Terns, a couple of Laughing Gulls 

and a Brown Pelican.  

 

We then had to say farewell to Raymond and to Jamaica. We had a smooth check in for our flight and a little 

time to reflect on some happy and colourful memories of this unique island. 

Day 9 Tuesday 13th February 

Arrival in UK 

Our overnight flight landed at London Gatwick Airport at 9.30am, where another Naturetrek adventure came to 

an end. It had been a very successful Jamaican tour. We had enjoyed excellent views of so many exciting and 

unusual birds, seeing nearly all the endemic species and many endemic subspecies. The superb landscapes and 

the colourful, tropical flora had made the experience extra special. The excellent accommodation and the friendly 

people had completed a fantastic holiday. 

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!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

  
Naturetrek Group in the John Crow Mountains 
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Species Lists 

Birds (=recorded but not counted; H = heard only; E = endemic species; ES = endemic subspecies; CE = Caribbean 

endemic species or subspecies; I = Introduced) 

      February 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

1 Blue-winged Teal Spatulata discors              

2 Ring-necked Duck Aythya collaris       1   1 1   

3 Ruddy Duck Oxyura jamaicensis          2 3   

4 Least Grebe Tachybaptus dominicus             1   

5 Pied-billed Grebe (CE) Podylimbus podiceps        2 1 2 3   

6 White-tailed Tropicbird (CE) Phaethon lepturus catesbyi             5   

7 Magnificent Frigatebird Fregata magnificens         3   1   

8 Brown Pelican (CE) Pelecanus occidentalis         3     1 

9 Great Blue Heron Ardea herodias         1   1   

10 Great Egret Ardea alba egretta                

11 Snowy Egret Egretta thula     1          

12 Little Blue Heron Egretta caerulea         3       

13 Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis     


 1     

14 Green Heron Butorides virescens       


1 2 1 1 

15 Black-crowned Night Heron Nycticorax nycticorax hoactli           1     

16 Yellow-crowned Night Heron Nyctanassa violacea bancrofti           1     

17 Turkey Vulture Cathartes aura        

18 Red-tailed Hawk (CE) Buteo jamaicensis jamaicensis    4 3    1 1   

19 
American Kestrel (intermediate) 
(CE) 

Falco sparverius 
sparveroides/dominicensis 

  2 4    2 2   

20 Common (Gallinule) Moorhen (CE) Gallinula chloropus cerceris            

21 American Coot Fulica americana              

22 Northern Jacana (CE) Jacana spinosa violacea       1     1   

23 Spotted Sandpiper Actitis macularius       2 2   2   

24 Laughing Gull Leucophaeus atricilla               

25 Royal Tern Thalasseus maximus       1       

26 Cabot’s Tern Thalasseus acuflavidus               

27 White-crowned Pigeon Patagioenas leucocephala             

28 Ring-tailed Pigeon (E)  Patagioenas caribaea                

29 White-winged Dove Zenaida asiatica           6   

30 Zenaida Dove (CE) Zenaida aurita zenaida   1       

31 Mourning Dove Zenaida macroura         1       

32 Common Ground-Dove (ES) Columbina passerina jamaicensis             2 1 

33 Caribbean Dove (ES) Leptotila jamaicensis jamaicensis        1       

34 Crested Quail-Dove (E) Geotrygon versicolor          1       

35 Ruddy Quail-Dove Geotrygon montana montana   4   2       

36 Olive-throated Parakeet (ES) Eupsittula nana nana       H      

37 Yellow-billed Parrot (E) Amazona collaria                

38 Mangrove Cuckoo Coccyzus minor   1   2     1   

39 Chestnut-bellied Cuckoo (E) Coccyzus pluvialis       2 2       

40 Jamaican Lizard-Cuckoo (E) Coccyzus vetula   1   1 H       

41 Smooth-billed Ani Crotophaga ani   1 14 1 3 3    
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      February 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

42 American Barn Owl (CE) Tyto furcata                

43 Jamaican Owl (E) Pseudoscops grammicus       H         

44 Northern Potoo (ES) Nyctibius jamaicensis jamaicensis 2 1 2 1   2 2   

45 Jamaican Mango (E) Anthracothorax mango   4     

46 Vervain Hummingbird (ES) Mellisuga minima   3     

47 Red-billed Streamertail (E) Trochilus polytmus        

48 Black-billed Streamertail (E) Trochilus scitulus                

49 Jamaican Tody (E) Todus todus   6       

50 Belted Kingfisher Megaceryle alcyon     1           

51 Jamaican Woodpecker (E) Melanerpes radiolatus   2 4      

52 Jamaican Elaenia (E) Myiopagis cotta   2           

53 Jamaican Pewee (E) Contopus pallidus     6   1       

54 Sad Flycatcher (E) Myiarchus barbirostris       1 2     

55 Rufous-tailed Flycatcher (E) Myiarchus validus     1 2 1 1   

56 Stolid Flycatcher (ES) Myiarchus stolidus                

57 Loggerhead Kingbird (ES) Tyrannus caudifasciatus jamaicensis   1   2    

58 Jamaican Becard (E) Pachyramphus niger         6       

59 Jamaican Vireo (E) Vireo modestus    6     

60 Jamaican Crow (E) Corvus jamaicensis       2    2   

61 White-eyed Thrush (E) Turdus jamaicensis     3           

62 White-chinned Thrush (E) Turdus aurantius   5       

63 Northern Mockingbird Mimus polyglottos   1   4    

64 Ovenbird Seiurus aurocapilla     1           

65 Louisiana Waterthrush Parkesia motacilla     1           

66 Black-and-white Warbler Mniotilta varia   2     2 1   

67 Common Yellowthroat Geothlypis trichas         1   1   

68 Arrowhead Warbler (E) Setophaga pharetra     4   2       

69 American Redstart Setophaga ruticilla        

70 Northern Parula Parula americana   6       

71 Yellow Warbler (Golden) (CE) Setophaga petechia eoa       3         

72 Black-throated Blue Warbler Setophaga caerulescens      3   1   

73 Prairie Warbler Setophaga discolor   1     1 1 1   

74 Black-throated Green Warbler Setophaga virens     1           

75 Bananaquit (ES) Coereba flaveola flaveola    


   

76 Jamaican Spindalis (E) Spindalis nigricephala      2 1   1   

77 Yellow-faced Grassquit Tiaris olivaceus              

78 Black-faced Grassquit Tiaris bicolor   1        1   

79 Yellow-shouldered Grassquit (E) Loxipasser anoxanthus   1      2     

80 Greater Antillean Bullfinch  Loxigilla violacea ruficollis   2      1     

81 Orangequit (E) Euneornis campestris   4         

82 Jamaican Blackbird (E) Nesopsar nigerrimus                

83 Greater Antillean Grackle (ES) Quiscalus niger crassirostris   6        

84 Jamaican Oriole (ES) Icterus leucopteryx   1   3 1     

85 Jamaican Euphonia (E) Euphonia jamaica   1    1      

           



Jamaica – An Island of Endemics Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     March 18 9 
 

      February 

  Common name Scientific name 5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12 

Other Fauna                    

1 Fruit Bat sp.         1         

2 Giant Anoli Lizard Anolis garmani     1 1         

3 Cane Toad - I Rhinella marina          

4 Small Indian (Javan) Mongoose - I Herpestes javanicus       3         
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Jamaican Woodpecker Red-billed Streamertail 


