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Day 1 With covid restrictions lifting in February the tour had sufficient bookings to go ahead with the
original dates pushed back a little as the logistics were put in place. The group met up at Heathrow (all with a
negative PCR test) to take the 11.25 flight to Madrid, arriving at 14.55 local time. Our connecting flight to
Havana left at 16.50, arriving at 22.00 local time (after a 10-hour flight). Once through customs and baggage
claim we were met by Nathaly, our Havanatour guide and Pajan, our driver, who were to be with us for the
whole trip. We were driven the 20km from the airport to the Hotel Inglaterra in the city, where we had a
quick sandwich and a drink before turning in just after midnight with the temperature a sultry 25°C.
Day 2 Before drifting in for breakfast, most of the group had been up and out as the day had dawned.
Opposite the hotel, the Parque Central (a small square with palm trees, fountains, paths and benches) gave us
the first opportunity to find some birds. Introduced House Sparrow and Eurasian Collared-dove were
virtually our first sightings quickly followed by Greater Antillean Grackle, Tawny-shouldered Blackbird,
Northern Mockingbird, Red-legged Thrush, Mourning Dove and, overhead, Cave Swallow and Antillean
Palm-swift. After breakfast the coach was packed and we headed westwards. Initially our route out of
Havana followed the coast where Magnificent Frigatebirds and Brown Pelicans were seen offshore and, over
the city, the first of many Turkey Vultures were up in the air. Leaving Havana, we joined the main A4
‘motorway’. After a short while, a stop at the 6 Vias Parador found a good selection of waterbirds on the
adjacent Niña Bonita Reservoir: Lesser Scaup, Ruddy Duck (2 males), American Coot, Common Gallinule
and Pied-billed Grebe plus Snowy and Great White Egrets, Great Blue and Tricoloured Herons. Also Belted
Kingfisher, Palm Warbler and Northern Parula. Continuing westwards ‒ passing frequent Cattle Egrets and
an Eastern Meadowlark ‒ we stopped at another roadside location (a fish farm station at KM80 (w), just
north of San Cristobel), consisting of man-made pools and open grassland. More birds were added including
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Green Heron and Reddish Egret, American White Pelican, Snail Kite, Osprey, American Kestrel and a
distant (flying) Crested Caracara, plus a flock of (introduced) Tricoloured Munias. We reached our hotel in
San Diego de los Banos (Hotel Mirador de San Diego) by 12.30 where we had lunch in the shade (temp had
reached 32°C) and met up with Merlin, our local guide. Birds around the hotel included Loggerhead
Kingbird, Cuban Emerald and Yellow-faced Grassquit. At 14.30, as the temp dropped a little and a breeze
picked up, we headed to the nearby La Cortina Estate ‒ part of the Parque La Guira. The coach dropped us
off at the top of a hill and we walked down through woodland and by a small lake to meet it at the bottom.
With Merlin calling out some of the birds we soon picked up Cuban Trogon, Cuban Tody and West Indian
Woodpecker (all giving good views). On the lake ‒ a single Least Grebe, and then a ‘purple-patch’ towards
the end of the walk where we added Olive-capped Warbler (our main target of the afternoon), Blackwhiskered Vireo, Cuban Pewee, Western Spindalis, Grey Kingbird, Cuban Green Woodpecker and Redlegged Honeycreeper. We left the area at 17.30 and headed to the main A4 road and Vasquira (Fish Farm
Station) at KM110 (w) ‒ Black-necked Stilt, Killdeer, Least, Solitary and Spotted Sandpipers, plus 16 Snail
Kites and singles of Royal Tern and Peregrine. We made it back to the hotel later than planned at 19.30 and
sorted out our rooms ‒ once the coach was emptied, we realised that Dave/Jan’s bags were still in Havana
(they caught up with us the next day!) Dinner, bird log and bed ready for an early start.
Day 3 Breakfast at 06.00 and off by 6.45am, picking up Merlin (our guide, not the bird!) on the way, for a
50-minute drive into La Guira National Park heading for the Cueva los Portales in the Sierra de la Guira (the
caves are the site of Che Guevara’s HQ during the 1962 Cuban Missile Crisis). The coach dropped us off
about a mile from the caves and we walked in on a track through a mixture of open areas and woodland. At
the drop-off point, we added Shiny Cowbird, White-winged Dove, White-capped Pigeon, Cuban Blackbird
plus the ‘white form’ of Little Blue Heron, the Cuban ‘dark form’ of American Kestrel and close views of
Cuban Tody. As we walked towards the caves more Cuban Trogons, and further trip additions of Broadtailed and Red-tailed Hawks, Scaly-necked Dove and Cuban Bullfinch. Once at the caves we could hear our
target bird ‒ Cuban Solitaire. In all we heard three birds giving their distinctive song but it took us a while to
finally get views of this delightful songster. Cave Swallows were flying in and out of the caves and as we
emerged from them, we caught sight of a Great Lizard-cuckoo. The walk back to the coach didn’t add
anything else but we had better views of Cuban Bullfinch. Just before noon, we headed to a reservoir near
Herradura. Along with Common Gallinule and Green Heron we saw our target bird, Northern Jacana, before
getting back to the hotel for lunch and to rest up in the heat of the day (over 30°C again). At 16.00 we paid a
return visit to La Cortina Estate ‒ first stopping by the pine trees where we saw yesterday’s Olive-capped
Warbler (missed by some of the group). Once found we continued on foot to the nearby buildings and lake
we passed yesterday. Black-throated Blue Warbler was new and everyone caught up with Cuban Oriole (Neil
had seen one earlier at the hotel). Other than these, Red-legged Honeycreeper (male), Great Lizard-cuckoo,
Cuban Green and West Indian Woodpeckers, White-crowned Pigeon and Least Grebe were all seen again. A
beer run to a local outlet (the hotel had run out of beer!) was followed by dinner at 19.00 during a heavy
downpour, which soon passed, and bed by 22.00 to pack ready for an early departure tomorrow.
Day 4 After breakfast we were off by 07.30 heading east ‒ the longest journey of the trip turned into an even
longer one. We headed back towards Havana and made a short stop at La Terrezza (a Flora & Fauna/
government owned farm). We drove into the yard, got off the coach and there was our target bird waiting for
us ‒ Cuban Grassquit (m&f) alongside Yellow-faced Grassquit (m&f). A liberal scattering of seed on a wall
had attracted the Grassquits in… before a chicken finished it off. Eastern Meadowlark was also seen here.
Our next stop was at Cujae, on the outskirts of Havana, at a Turista (coach) depot where they had supplies of
fuel. While the bus refuelled, we hung around by the roadside ‒ picking up a Yellow-throated Warbler ‒
before continuing east on the A1 until we stopped at 12.30 for lunch. We managed a few birds enroute
including Crested Caracara and two Northern Harriers. At Taguasco the 6-lane A1 (w) motorway stopped
and a detour took us to the 3-lane central circuto road ‒ the road from the south-east was never finished to
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join to the 6-lane road from the north-west. As we went through Jatibonico… BANG! a jeep went into the
front of the coach. None of the group were hurt but the coach was out of action and we had a long wait for a
replacement to reach us as Pajan had to deal with the local police. As we still had a fair way to go, we found
a local restaurant and had a meal before the replacement coach/driver (Abe) arrived at 20.30 and we
continued to Camagüey in darkness, arriving at the Hotel Camagüey at 23.15.
Day 5 Despite yesterday’s delays we had breakfast at 06.00 and were on the road at 06.45, heading for the
Sierra de Chorrillo, picking up our local guide, Camilo, on the way. A stop before the reserve added Limpkin
and Plain Pigeon before arriving at the reserve at 08.00 where we had a 4-hour walk around the trails, mainly
through open woodland. Camilo soon had many of the target birds in our sights ‒ Cuban Parrot, Cuban
Parakeet, Giant Kingbird, Cuban Crow, Palm Crow, Cuban Pygmy-owl, Yellow-bellied Sapsucker and Barelegged Owl, with a supporting cast of Cuban Trogon, Cuban Tody, Tawny-shouldered Blackbird, Giant
Lizard-cuckoo and West Indian and Cuban Green Woodpeckers plus a good selection of US warblers:
Northern Parula, Palm, Yellow-throated, Black-throated Blue, Black-throated Green and American Redstart.
Leaving the reserve, we took a short ride to the edge of the Cuncuni Reservoir to have our picnic lunch whilst
trying to shelter from the heat. Over 300 Neotropical Cormorants made up the bulk of the birds on the lake
but we also added Anhinga, Osprey, Caspian Tern and Ring-necked Duck. We then moved on to the nearby
Carronera Reservoir and walked in through an area of scrub. We had a good selection of herons and egrets
here: Little Blue, Great Blue, Green and Cattle, Great, Snowy plus a single Least Bittern. Belted Kingfisher,
Northern Jacana, a juvenile White Ibis, Black-necked Stilt and a single Purple Gallinule were found on the
edge of the reservoir. A Common Yellowthroat added to the day’s warbler tally and a Cuban Vireo was also
pinned down. The heat was making birding difficult as birds quietened off so we headed back to the hotel at
15.30 for a break before dinner.
Day 6 Another long day on the road as we headed north-west at 7.45am to Cayo Coco taking the northern
circuto road. On the way a birding stop found Oriente Warbler along with Broad-tailed Hawk, Western
Spindalis and a few warblers: Black-and-white, Prairie, Palm, Black-throated Green and Black-throated Blue.
Neil and Frank independently caught sight of, and identified, a Gundlach’s Hawk flying through at tree top
level over the road and into the scrub (one of the more difficult endemics to get). Crested Caracara also enroute. We arrived at the start of the Cayo Coco causeway at 11.45 and began the crossing making a couple of
stops along the way, the most productive stop produced plenty of birds: American Flamingo, American
White and Brown Pelicans, Roseate Spoonbill, White Ibis, Reddish Egret (both forms), Tricoloured Heron,
Caspian and Royal Terns, Laughing Gull, Black-bellied Plover plus Common Yellowthroat and Northern
Waterthrush. We arrived at our base for two nights (Tryp Hotel) at 13.15 for lunch and met up with ‘J’, our
local guide before spending the afternoon visiting a few sites close to the hotel. First stop, the local water
treatment work where we picked up a few waders: Lesser Yellowlegs, Black-necked Stilt, Pectoral
Sandpiper, American Avocet, Ruddy Turnstone and Spotted, Solitary, Least and Stilt Sandpipers plus Least
Grebe, Blue-winged Teal and Ruddy Duck. Next, we moved on to the Jabali Cave… not a cave but an old
disco venue! We spent a while watching a bird feeding station before taking a short circular walk back to the
coach. The walk was fairly quiet but the feeding station gave us close views of Zenaida and Common
Ground-doves, Red-legged Thrush, Yellow-faced Grassquit, Ovenbird, La Sagra’s Flycatcher, Loggerhead
Kingbird, Cuban Bullfinch, Indigo Bunting, Greater Antillean Grackle, Grey Catbird, Red-legged
Honeyguide plus a few warblers: Black-throated Blue, Northern Parula, Worm-eating, Yellow-throated, Cape
May and American Redstart. We made a detour to the Hotel Melia to find West Indian Whistling-duck
before a final stop at Las Coloradas beach where we picked up American Oystercatcher plus American Royal
and Caspian Terns, Brown Pelican, Black-bellied Plover, Ruddy Turnstone, Sanderling and Laughing Gull.
Returned to the hotel at 18.45 to check in and freshen up before dinner.
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Day 7 Breakfast at 07.15 then out, returning to the Jabali Cave. We didn’t have long to wait before we picked
up Zapata Sparrow near the feeding area then a short while after a Key West Quail-dove… a single bird that
strolled out under one of the feeders, turned around and disappeared back into the scrub. After another short
stop at Las Coloradas beach (the two American Oystercatchers were still there plus a Willet, Caspian Tern
and two perched Magnificent Frigatebirds), we headed off to Cayo Paredon. On the way a stop by a wet flush
next to a water treatment plant added Greater Yellowlegs and then further along we picked up a Cuban Black
Hawk perched up by the side of the road. The Cayo Paredon area had been devastated by a hurricane in 2017
and a new hotel is being built in the area so despite searching we couldn’t find either of the specialities we
were hoping for (Thick-billed Vireo and Bahama Mockingbird) although we did add Merlin, Sharp-shinned
Hawk and two Clapper Rails (which were hard to see as they skulked in the vegetation but very vocal in
response to a tape). We returned to the hotel for lunch in the heat of the day, with a stop on the way back
which found Oriente, Cape May and Prairie Warblers and Cuban Bullfinch but we couldn’t find a Cuban
Gnatcatcher. At 15.30 we were off again, this time in the opposite direction to Cayo Guillermo. A number of
stops on the way for the gnatcatcher drew a blank but we did pick up Mangrove Cuckoo. By the time we
reached Cayo Guillermo rain had begun to set in as we walked along the road scanning the scrub for Bahama
Mockingbird. By the end of our walk the rain was pouring down so we headed back to the hotel. A brief stop
overlooking a patch of water found 150+ Least Sandpipers, 54 Semipalmated Plovers and a single Willet.
Back to the hotel by 18.45 to freshen up before dinner at 19.30. Missing the vireo and mockingbird were our
first real ‘dips’ as we wouldn’t have the chance to see them again and the gnatcatcher (one of our 25 endemic
targets) was looking unlikely as we were moving on the next day.
Day 8 We woke up to heavy rain and after an early breakfast were away by 07.00 for a travelling day to the
Zapata Swamp. We stopped again at the Jabali Cave looking for the gnatcatcher as the rain hampered our
search. No luck but a few familiar species including Grey Catbird, Cuban Bullfinch, Western Spindalis and
Ovenbird. We left Cayo Coco across the causeway ‒ Neil saw a brief fly-by Red-breasted Merganser
disappearing behind the coach. The journey took us south and after a brief toilet break, we stopped in the
middle of nowhere and a short walk up a track soon found Cuban Gnatcatcher… to the delight of everyone
(plus Cuban Vireo and Barn Swallow). A little further on we stopped for lunch where Cuban Emerald and
West Indian Woodpecker gave us good views and just before we left a showy Gundlach’s Hawk soared
overhead with everyone getting on to it. We were back on track with everyone now having seen all of the
endemics to date. As we neared Playa Girón (our base for four nights) we flushed eight Glossy Ibis from
roadside rice paddies before we stopped at Las Bermejas, an area of woodland, and were met by Orlando (a
local guide). Viewing from a screen just inside the woodland we saw both Ruddy Quail-dove and Greyfronted Quail-dove along the ride. Orlando then took us on a walk through the woodland. At one point he
gathered us around a tree and when we were all in place, he tapped lightly on the trunk… and out popped a
female Fernandina’s Flicker obligingly sitting on a branch just above our heads. Three great birds, including
two more endemics, to finish the day on as we continued on to the Hotel Playa Girón for check-in and dinner.
Day 9 An early 06.00 departure this morning to pick up Angel (our guide for the day) in Playa Largo before
we headed out into the swamp well before daybreak. After driving down a long narrow dirt road, we reached
Santo Tomas. Our first aim was to look for the endemic Zapata Wren, which initially involved the group
being taken out along a ditch in three boats/punts by local boatmen. We probably didn’t go much more than
100 metres before we landed on the opposite bank of the ditch and then walked may be another 50 metres.
We stood around a relatively open area with some scattered scrub and taller grass. Angel played a tape to
entice the wren out and after a short wait the bird appeared. Although quite a large bird it was difficult to pin
down good views …and even more difficult to photograph!... but eventually we did. We asked Angel about
the mythical Zapata Rail... in 20 years working in the swamp he had seen the bird only four times and not for
a few years. Punting back along the drain we picked up another endemic ‒ Yellow-headed Warbler. We spent
until 11.30 walking around the woodland/scrub near the settlement with Swainson’s Warbler new for the trip
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plus Cuban Pygmy-owl, Zapata Sparrow (a different subspecies than the one on Cayo Coco), Shiny Cowbird,
Cuban and White-eyed Vireos, Cuban Oriole and a Killdeer with a nest of four eggs. We drove back to Playa
Largo for lunch in a resort connected with the hotel before heading back to the hotel. At 15.00 we went to
Angel’s house and all piled into his garden. After a short wait we were watching the world’s smallest bird
and another Cuban endemic, the Bee Hummingbird, with a pair putting on a show for us for about an hour.
The male spent his time hovering in the air before shooting upwards and then dropping like a stone to land on
one of his favourite perches while the female fed or rested up in the flowering tree in the garden. Although
transfixed on the BH were managed to see a few other birds including Northern Waterthrush, Cuban
Emerald, Grey Catbird, and Black-and-white, Cape May and Yellow-rumped Warblers. After our fill of the
BH we headed out of Playa Larga to walk along a road that passed through suitable habitat for another
endemic ‒ Red-shouldered Blackbird. Although quiet, we did get good views of a single bird in flight and
(briefly) perched. We now had 23 of the 25 endemics in the bag.
Day 10 Another pre-daylight departure, picking up Angel on the way to La Salina. Once in the park and
through the open forest, mangroves gave way to an open savanna-type habitat before entering a wetland area
with plenty of waterbirds. We drove to the end of the dirt track to a fishing building, making frequent stops
along the way. We spent four hours here adding a few new birds ‒ Yellow Warbler, Cuban Martin, Wood
Stork, Short-billed Dowitcher, Dunlin, and Gull-billed and Sandwich Terns together with a good selection of
other species including Yellow-headed Warbler, West Indian Whistling-duck, American White Pelican,
Roseate Spoonbill, White Ibis, Osprey, Cuban Black Hawk and Belted Kingfisher. A single American
Crocodile was the non-bird highlight. We left at 11.30 and drove back to the Playa Largo resort for lunch.
After lunch, by popular demand, we were back in Angel’s garden for another fill of the Bee Hummingbird
before driving a short distance to Sopillar for a walk though an area of woodland. It was fairly quiet but we
saw some of the scarcer birds that we had already seen including Worm-eating Warbler, Bare-legged Owl
and Grey-fronted Quail-dove. After dropping Angel at home our final stop was at the Cueva De Los Peces
Restaurant, close to the resort where we had lunch. We waited around the buildings for a short time before
our 24th endemic put in an appearance ‒ a stunning Blue-headed Quail-dove at point blank range.
Day 11 Our last full day started with an early breakfast at 05.00 and we were on our way at 05.30 to meet
Orlando at Las Bermejas. Arriving in darkness we were hoping for our 25th endemic but daylight dawned
with no sight or sound of it. We spent the morning walking around the woodland ‒ a quiet affair with Ruddy
Quail-dove the best sighting. Out of the woodland we spent some time birding by the road. A flock of Cuban
Parakeets put on a good show, in flight and perched, as we tried to call out a Northern Flicker (an endemic
subspecies and a potential spilt). We were having no luck when a flicker landed in the top of a bare tree…
not Northern but a female Fernandina’s. Then shortly afterwards a (female) Northern Flicker showed herself,
landing on the top of a concrete electricity pole calling constantly. Back to the hotel for lunch and a break. At
16.00 we headed back to Playa Larga and picked up Orlando and drove to La Orquita, an area of rice
paddies. The paddies provided a selection of egrets and herons as well as Glossy Ibis, Limpkin, Purple
Gallinule, Clapper Rail (heard) and, new for the trip, Fulvous Whistling-duck. About an hour before dusk, we
returned to Las Bermejas and sat by the entrance and waited. As the daylight faded Orlando stated playing
the call of the Cuban Nightjar. We walked a short way in to the woodland to a clearing but heard nothing but
back by the road we could hear a bird calling so returned to the clearing where the call was louder. Orlando
then marshalled us through the clearing and eventually there it was ‒ a Cuban Nightjar perched up in a tree in
the light of a torch: our 25th, and final endemic. The bird left the tree and flew by us before landing in a
closer tree where it was again picked up in the torchlight. A fitting bird to end our last full day in Cuba.
Day 12 It was back to the airport today. After breakfast we were off by 08.00 and stopped for a short time at
the Cheva De Los Peces Restaurant for another visit. A stroll around picked up a number of birds that had
become familiar over the past 10 days and a single Blue-headed Quail-dove put in an appearance. Now it was
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time to leave and we headed north towards Havana with one more stop before we left the swamp (at Criadero
De Crocodrilos ‒ a visitor facility/breeding station for the endangered Cuban Crocodile). We didn’t go in to
the public area, just walked around a couple of small ponds by the roadside where a Louisiana Waterthrush
was our 164th and final species of the trip (also saw a Northern Waterthrush for comparison). We continued
on into Havana and spent a few hours visiting the old town (Cuban Martins overhead) and had a late lunch
before heading off to the airport for our evening flight to Madrid.
Day 13: The overnight flight arrived in Madrid followed by a connecting flight to Heathrow, where we
arrived back in the early afternoon where the tour ended.
Neil Gartshore
April 2022
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CUBAN ENDEMICS seen during the trip (excluding those in red)
Taxonomy of species in the West Indies is constantly being reviewed which causes some confusion as to
which species are currently accepted as ‘Cuban Endemics’.
1). The 2019 Lynx/BirdLife International Field Guides: Kirwan et al ‘Birds of the West Indies’ (using the
‘Handbook of the Birds of the World’ taxonomy) lists 34 endemics.
2). The 2022 5th edition of Navarro, Nils ‘Annotated Checklist of the Birds of Cuba’ lists 27 endemics.
3). The Birdfinder’s Tour Checklist also lists 27 endemics but the species differ slightly from 2).
Birds of the West Indies
Ann. Checklist Birds of Cuba
34 species / 31 seen
27 species / 25 seen
Blue-headed Quail-dove
Blue-headed Quail-dove
Grey-fronted Quail-dove
Grey-headed Quail-dove
Cuban Nightjar
Cuban Nightjar
Bee Hummingbird
Bee Hummingbird
Cuban Lizard-cuckoo
Zapata Rail
Zapata Rail
Cuban Pygmy-owl
Cuban Pygmy-owl
Bare-legged Screech-owl
Bare-legged Screech-owl
**Cuban Kite
**Cuban Kite
Gundlach's Hawk
Gundlach's Hawk
Cuban Black Hawk
Cuban Black Hawk
Cuban Trogon
Cuban Trogon
Cuban Tody
Cuban Tody
*Cuban Ivory-billed Woodpecker Fernandina's Flicker
Fernandina's Flicker
Cuban Green Woodpecker
Cuban Green Woodpecker
Cuban Parakeet
Cuban Parakeet
Giant Kingbird
Cuban Vireo
Cuban Vireo
Cuban Palm Crow
Cuban Martin
Cuban Gnatcatcher
Cuban Gnatcatcher
Zapata Wren
Zapata Wren
Cuban Solitaire
Cuban Solitaire
Zapata Sparrow
Zapata Sparrow
Yellow-headed Warbler
Yellow-headed Warbler
Oriente Warbler
Oriente Warbler
Cuban Meadowlark
Cuban Oriole
Cuban Oriole
Red-shouldered Blackbird
Red-shouldered Blackbird
Cuban Blackbird
Cuban Blackbird
Cuban Spindalis
Cuban Bullfinch
Cuban Bullfinch
Cuban Grassquit
Cuban Grassquit
* = probably extinct; ** = possibly extinct
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Birdfinder's Checklist
27 species / 25 seen
Blue-headed Quail-dove
Grey-fronted Quail-dove
Bee Hummingbird
Zapata Rail
Cuban Pygmy-owl
Bare-legged Owl
**Cuban Kite
Gundlach's Hawk
Cuban Black Hawk
Cuban Trogon
Cuban Tody
Fernandina's Flicker
Cuban Green Woodpecker
Cuban Parakeet
Giant Kingbird
Cuban Vireo
Cuban Palm Crow
Cuban Gnatcatcher
Zapata Wren
Cuban Solitaire
Zapata Sparrow
Yellow-headed Warbler
Oriente Warbler
Cuban Oriole
Red-shouldered Blackbird
Cuban Blackbird
Cuban Grassquit
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