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ABA Donor Trip

The Canopy Tower, Panama.
With Dick Payne and Paul Green

23-30 March 2003.

S

ou probably chose to come
Yon the American Birding

Association’s trip for donors
to Panama because you had heard
of the 929 species of bird that you
could see in the country, and
because the Canopy Tower gives a
magical focal point for birding in
Panama. The extensive tracts of
tropical rain forest result in large
numbers of species, and the
network of roads in these forest
areas offer great opportunities for
seeing birds.

The ABA has long admired the

work of Radl Arias de Para in

developing ecotourism in his

country, so the opportunity of

putting this trip together for you to

Raul’s tower was a “no-brainer”.
>
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The trip was hosted by Dick
Payne, Chair of the ABA Board of
Directors, and Paul Green, Execu-
tive Director of the ABA. We thank
Nanci Hawley for the groundwork
that made this trip come together.

Day One. Sunday 23 March
2003. On entering the tower
for the first time.

The members of our group, ten in
all, came from many parts of the
USA, and we were joined on site
by Raul Arias de Para and guides
Carlos Bethancourt and José Soto.
Whereas Dick Payne, Mary Lou
Zimmer, Bob and Mary Kay
Eiermann and Paul Green arrived
on Saturday, the rest of us arrived
during Sunday, and were collected
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and shuttled from airport to the
tower. Helen Patton gave some
cause for concern but, as ex-
pected, a tight connection had
caused her to catch a later flight to
Panama City’s Tocumen Interna-
tional Airport.

The distinctive shape of the
Canopy Tower is well known to all
of us who had the opportunity to
do some background reading. It is
almost like a giant golf tee with a
soccer ball on top. The bright
aquamarine painted metal sides of
the building appear only as we
approach the top of Semaphore
Hill, a site to drink in as we wait
for the gate to be opened.

This remarkable ecolodge began
as an unremarkable construction.
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Our first breakfast in the upstairs room

The US Air Force built it in 1965
on the summit of Semaphore Hill,
near the Continental Divide, to
house radar used in the defense of
the Panama Canal. Then from
1988 it was used to detect air-
planes suspected of carrying drugs
from South America, and in 1995,
the tower was closed. The follow-
ing year, the tower was passed to
Panama in compliance with the
Torrijos-Carter Treaties, together
with 35 acres of forest within the
Soberania National Park. The
Government of Panama con-
tracted with Divertimento
Ecologico to transform the site into
a center for observation of the
neotropical rain forest, and photos
in the upstairs lounge show the
stages of development of the
tower. Here you can see the
cutting of windows in the walls
and the construction of guest
facilities. We have to admire the
vision that Radl had back in the
1990s, which we see realized
today.

As we enter the building, we come
to an atrium full of displays pre-
pared by the Smithsonian Tropical
Research Institute, and a reception
desk, where we are greeted by
Grace Acedo, who impressed us
all by the efficient way that she
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The Canopy Tower
sits atop Semaphore Hill
like a giant golf tee.

keeps many of the functions
running, including teaching other
staff how to drive.

Looking up, we see a construction
of steel tubes and silver-painted
girders, with a red steel staircase
that hugs the outer shell. Guide
rooms with generous windows
lining the wall of the mezzanine
floor and, one floor above that, six
two-person rooms house most of
our group. As we continue to
ascend we come to the top floor, a
large open space, topped with a
30-foot high geotangent dome,
which we used as our comfortable
main meeting and dining area,
with tables, cozy chairs, ham-
mocks, a library, and periodical
bird literature of all kinds, with
huge panoramic windows looking
onto the trees around.

Above the communal area, a
narrow metal stairway leads to a
viewing platform that surrounds
the dome, and offers opportunities
for viewing the forest, a place for
us to gather each morning as the
sun rises to see the many birds that
use the nearby trees.

We found our rooms to be rela-
tively Spartan in a positive sense.
Clean, neat, and comfortable, and
more than adequate for our re-
quirements. We found the sug-
gested rules for saving water the
same as observed by those of us

Watching the treetops from the open deck.
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who live in areas of drought.

Sunday was the gathering day for
most of us. Sunday morning
began, for those of us already in
the Canopy Tower, with coffee on
the viewing deck at sunrise. This
was a time for getting to know
each other, for getting a true feel
for this amazing structure, and to
see our first birds.

As we scanned the misty treetops
from our vantage point, some
forest jewels were there for our
viewing pleasure. A Blue Cotinga
shone among the foliage, followed
by a Green Shrike Vireo, while
Scaled Pigeons gathered in distant
treetops, as did groups of feeding
Keel-billed Toucans. Up-close we
came to know some of the more
common birds, including Tropical
Kingbirds, Plain-colored and
Green Tanagers and a Green
Honeyeater. We were able to see
the brilliant blue lesser wing
coverts revealed on the otherwise
drab Plain-colored Tanager.
Orange-chinned Parakeets, Mealy
Amazons, and Red-lored Amazons
flew by on this morning, as they
did most mornings.

Breakfast of familiar fare was
served at 7:00 am: freshly
squeezed juice, cereals, forest
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fruits, eggs, local cheese, and
corn, and was the first of our many
enjoyable meals together. On the
first morning, we met with Bob
Cullen who was researching an
article on Panama for the Smithso-
nian Magazine, which will include
a section on birding and ecotour-
ism. When the article appears we
shall let you know.

This rather leisurely morning
continued with a study of the
hummingbirds on the feeders by
the front door. Eight remarkable
species were here: White-necked

Male White-necked Jacobin, a

frequent visitor toeeders.

Jacobin, Long-tailed Hermit,
Black-throated Mango, White-
vented Plumeleteer, Purple-
crowned Fairy, Blue-chested,
Rufous-tailed and Violet-bellied
Hummingbirds. Terry Moore

arrived in time for a lunch consist-
ing of meat loaf, a local starch,
and vegetables.

The civilized life continued with a
familiar part of our week, the
almost-daily siesta. Then, pulling
ourselves out of our dream world,
we took a short drive on the open
back of the “Rainfomobile” to the
Summit Ponds. This gave us a taste
of what was to come. In our brief
time at the Summit Ponds, we
were able to see Boat-billed
Herons, Green and Ring-billed
Kingfishers, and Greater Ani
among others. Beyond the Summit
Ponds, we could see the Old
Gamboa Road that would be the
scene of another adventure on
Tuesday. Following two hours in
the exhausting heat of the after-
noon, we returned to the tower, in
time for a shower and aperitifs.
Raul joined us for dinner.

In between sunset and sunrise
each day, we were serenaded
within our building by the re-
peated chichak calls of the pale
yellow House Geckos (Hemidac-
tylus frenatus) which provided
great entertainment as they ran
around the ceilings chasing and
catching insects. These compan-
ion animals came into the conti-
nent from Southeast Asia. They
were first reported in Costa Rica
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and have since spread into
Panama.

Day Two. Monday 24 March
2003. Our second day,
Semaphore Hill.

We met on the platform at 6:00
AM, for an hour or so of birding
before breakfast, later gathering at
the hummingbird feeders at 8:30
AM. Following this barrage on our
senses from the frenetic activity of
so many species, we walked along
the road from the summit of
Semaphore Hill, down to the main
road, a leisurely walk that began
in the cool of the morning but
soon became roasting. This was an
introduction to some of the birds
that we would see on a regular
basis. We saw a group of migrat-
ing Broad-winged Hawks, a
Fasciated Ant-Shrike, Dot-winged
Antshrike, White-shouldered
Tanager, Blue-crowned and Broad-
billed Motmots and many others.
As we got onto the vehicle to haul
us back up the hill, we had our

first look at the only corvid (crow)
of our trip, the Black-chested Jay,
which was constructing its nest
near the bottom of Semaphore Hill
Road.

Upon our return to the tower, we
rested, lunched, and took a siesta
before heading out to the Ammo
Dump ponds with Carlos as our
guide. This somewhat unconven-
tional birding location is made up
of two ponds on either side of the
road by the entrance to the “ex-
plosive magazine”. Highlights
here included Fasciated Tiger-
Heron, Gray Hawk, and Crimson-
backed Tanager.

We returned for a dinner of beef,
beans, rice, and vegetables, and
then loaded up the Rainfomobile

to go owling with Carlos. One
sight this evening was a highlight
of the trip, for although we found
no owls, Carlos spotted a Great
Potoo resting on a tree (this one of
many great spots by Carlos, and
by José, during our trip). After a
minute or so of viewing this well-
camouflaged bird on the branch,
another bird came and hovered in
the air, and in the beam of our
lantern, and put on a display for
us. Broad buffy wings, and a broad
tail folded into the relatively small
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and compact form of a second
perched Great Potoo. We were
treated to one more hovering
display before both birds flew on.
We returned with the feeling of
having seen something very
special and unusual.

Day Three.Tuesday 25 March
2003. The Pipeline Road.

This was the first of our early
morning departures. Rising at 4:30
AM for a 5:00 Am express breakfast,
then on the road by 5:30 AM in a
small air-conditioned bus with our
two guides, Carlos and José. The
famous Pipeline Road was built
alongside a World War Il double
oil pipeline that crossed the
country but was never used.
Incidentally, at the beginning of
this road, which passes through
the Soberania National Park, Radl
is hoping to build a tropical rain
forest education center. This could
be used by those passing along the
Panama Canal and who care to
disembark.

Here we have the opportunity of
both mid-forest and forest-edge
birding, as well as riparian birding
in this secondary forest habitat.
Notable on this trip was a Barred
Forest-Falcon, which a few of us

... and Fasciated Tiger-Heron
at the Ammo;Dump ponds.
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glimpsed as it walked the ob-
scured limbs of nearby trees.
However, we all got to see the
high-speed flybys as the bird flew
around us, giving Jim Nelson
tantalizing glimpses. We gained
our only glimpse of flying King
Vulture, and a brief view of Blue
Ground Dove. We saw four
trogons—White-tailed, Viola-
ceous, Black-tailed and Slaty-
tailed—all three Motmots (Blue-
crowned, Rufous, and Broad-
billed), Black-striped Wood-
creeper, and White-breasted
Wood-Wren. Full details of all
birds are, of course, included in
the checklist that we have in-
cluded with this newsletter. We
thank Terry Moore for his work in
putting together this checklist.

We returned for lunch of chicken,
a siesta, and then a 3:30 pm depar-
ture to Old Gamboa Road, walk-
ing along the road to end up at
Summit Ponds. The beginning of
this walk along the Gamboa Road
was about the most productive of
our stops during our entire stay. A
small area of water and vegetation
of various heights held our atten-
tion for 45 minutes. The birds at
this one spot included Crimson-
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backed, Golden-hooded, Blue-
gray, and Palm Tanagers, and
Yellow-backed and Baltimore
Orioles.

Walking the road we saw among
others Golden-collared and Red-
capped Manakins, Little Hermit,
and our first view of Squirrel
Cuckoo. The highlight was un-
doubtedly the roosting Spectacled
Owl, a remarkable finding. We
had another chance to view the
Boat-billed Heron and Greater Ani
at the Summit Ponds.

o
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We returned for dinner of fish,
sweet potato, coconut rice, and
broccoli, to collapse into a deep
and long sleep.

Day Four.

Wednesday 26 March 2003.
Metropolitan Park,
Panama City.

This more leisurely day found us
in Panama City’s Metropolitan
Park. We spotted some remarkable
birds for the City, the highlight for
many being the Lance-tailed
Manakin, a bird with a remarkable
sharp tail. Other notables included
a Boat-billed Flycatcher, Golden-
fronted Greenlet, a Rufous-and-
white Wren, and Blue-headed
Parrot. As we climbed our first hill,
we had great looks at a perched
Collared Forest-Falcon, sitting with
one leg raised. Our walk in the
park also gave us a panoramic
view of Panama City.

Male Violaceous Trogon

Just as the heat was becoming less
bearable, we returned for lunch
and a siesta. Before leaving for our
afternoon birding trip, Dick
presented two binoculars and two
copies of Ridgely’s Birds of
Panama to Radl for distribution to
local projects. As the result of this
gesture, Bob and Mary Kay de-
cided to leave their binoculars
behind, donating them to Birders’
Exchange. Thank you, Bob and
Mary Kay.

We then went down for a brief trip
to the Panama Canal to watch
boats pass through the Miraflores
Locks. While there, we spied
Magnificent Frigatebirds, Brown
Pelicans, and a Peregrine soaring
with the Black Vultures, as three
gulls went by unidentified.

We returned for aperitifs and a
dinner of lasagne, plantain, melon
and beets, followed by a remark-
able coconut milk Creme Cara-
mel. With no television, radio,
telephones, or newspapers, by this
time of the week we were feeling
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Southern Lapwing

blissfully distant from the real
world, to the extent that most of us
knew not what day it was. Fortu-
nately, several of us had dated pill
boxes, and we confirmed that yes
indeed this was Wednesday
because that is what our pill boxes
told us—and, yes, tomorrow was
going to be a strenuous day.

Day Five.Thursday 27 March
2003. Achiote Road.

Today was our big march day. We
arose at 4:00 am for a 4:30 Am
breakfast and a 5:00 am departure
by air-conditioned bus with Carlos
and José to Achiote Road with
Ricardo, our driver. From the bus,
we caught site of such notable
birds as Southern Lapwing, Ama-
zon Kingfisher, and Red-breasted
Blackbird. At 7:30 am we had
arrived at the third bridge for
another of those amazing birding
stops. Very quickly, we had some
good looks at some great raptors,
Double-toothed and Hook-billed
Kite. In addition, we saw Black-
and-white Puffbird, Cinnamon
Woodpecker, White-headed Wren,
and Chestnut-headed Oropendola,
adding up to 60 species by 0900h.
We went on to add the magnifi-

cent Long-tailed Tyrant, another
Blue-headed Parrot, and a pair of
Yellow-headed Caracaras before
taking shelter from the sun.

After a snack break beneath a tree,
during which we spotted Gray-
breasted Martins, Red-crowned
Woodpecker, and the Osprey
soaring with Black Vultures, we
walked along a dirt road, where
we educated ourselves about
some of the plants that were
growing, including the Calabash

Double-toothed Kite
on the Achiote Road

tree (Crescentia cujete) which
yields large fruits used for contain-
ers, and the Achiote tree (Bixa
orellana), the seeds of which yield
a red pigment used by native
peoples for skin decoration, and
more recently for lipstick.

By 11:00 am it was becoming very
hot. The birds became scarce, and
one by one we retired to the
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comfort of our bus. Shortly after
10:30 am each day birds rapidly
became scarce and the environ-
ment less conducive to searching!
We drove on to Fort San Lorenzo,
built where the Chagres River
enters the Caribbean Sea. We had
lunch, which included some
excellent pesto chicken sand-
wiches, eaten beneath a nesting
colony of Chestnut-headed Oro-
pendolas. We explored the Span-
ish fort, which was built in 1761,
the third construction here since
1595. Thirty minutes in the melt-
ing midday sun was enough, so
we drove a short distance to walk
one of the roads that offered some
shade. This was not very produc-
tive due to the heat, and we
headed back toward Cristobal. En
route we stopped at some short
grass around the locks to see some
shorebirds, and also saw a stun-
ning Saffron Finch, an introduction
from South America, followed
shortly thereafter by another
introduced species, House Spar-
row.

This long, hot, and at times stress-
ful day had a very pleasant coda: a
trip back home on the Panama
Tourist Express train, a 48-mile
journey alongside the Panama

Long-tailed Tyrant
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Our guides, Carlos and José,

take.a-deserved-break-orthe train back to Corozal

Canal from Cristobal to Corozal,
just outside Panama City. We
entered the air-conditioned and
carpeted tourist car at 4:45 pm and
were served drinks by the hostess.
As we relaxed, the train began to
move and, for much of our jour-
ney passed through the waters of
Gatun Lake and the Panama
Canal. The birds were plentiful,
and included 17 Snail Kites. We
had crossed the continent by train!
Julio met us at the railroad station
in Balboa in his two-day-old bus,
and we were taken back to the
Canopy Tower for dinner at 7:30
PM.

AmericanBirding

Day Six. Friday 28 March
2003. Plantation Road, and a
search for an ant swarm.

Today we get up at for a relaxing
day, with an 6:00 Am meeting on
the deck, although one small
group made off down the hill at
first light to search for the Pheas-
ant Cuckoo. From the deck, we
saw Gray-headed Kite, Blue
Cotinga, Red-lored Amazons, and
a howler monkey at close range.

This was a day off for José, so
Carlos led us on a leisurely walk
along the shaded trail of Planta-
tion Road. We had good close
looks at all of the trogons, Long-
billed Antwren, Gray-headed Kite,
White-whiskered Puffbird, Fasci-
ated Antshrike, and Olivaceous
Flatbill.

We returned to the beginning of
the trail by 11:30 am and headed
back to the tower. Terry had
walked ahead and found for us a
White-necked Puffbird in clear
view. Exhilarated by this view, we
returned for lunch and siestas.
Meantime, we had hatched a plan
to drive the Pipeline Trail, to see if
we could detect an ant swarm and
the various birds associated with
it. Therefore, at 3:00 pm we set out
on the back of the Rainfomobile
for trip along the Pipeline Road.
While we did not locate an ant

swarm, we did find a Long-billed
Antbird, and some of us caught a
glimpse of the Collared Aracari,
amazing! We encountered a group
of scientists from the Smithsonian
Tropical Research Institute putting
up nets for catching bats. We tried
again to attract a Pheasant Cuckoo
and did not, although Bob had
Carlos convinced when he made
the call from the back of the truck!
We were back at the tower by
6:15 pMm, and dinner at 7:30 pm,
and to bed, ready for a new day at
4:00 am and off to El Valle.

Day Seven. Saturday 29
March 2003. El Valle de
Anton, Cocle.

Today was spent climbing a little
in altitude, to around 3000 feet
asl, into the foothills to the town of
El Valle, a two-hour journey in the
air-conditioned bus, which we
began at 5:00 am. We headed
north toward the Caribbean coast,
then east, and then south into the
foothills. This was also our last day
of birding with Carlos, for Sunday
was his day off, just as today was
José’s day off. We stopped at the
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I ' get a ride from Radil.

Canopy Adventure, one of Radl’s
enterprises that aims to educate
people about the rain forest
ecosystem. Raul’s family has
owned this area for some time,
and Radl grew up exploring the
area around the waterfall. This
was his first small step into ecot-
ourism about 15 years ago, which
provides people with an educa-
tional experience and creates local
employment. The facility also
boasts a four-star bush loo with
tiled floor and walls and running
water. Raul appeared down the
road in his Vietnam-era jeep. We
birded at the loo stop for a while
and then went on to more roads
and birding. The birds were good
as usual, including Yellow-faced
Grassquit, Red-crowned Ant
Tanager, Rufous-headed Tanager,
Violet-capped Woodnymph,
Rufous-crested Coquette, Bronze-
tailed Plumeleteer, Wedge-billed
Woodcreeper, and Blue-crowned
Manakin, the stunning Rufous-
and-white Wren and Rufous-
capped Warbler. For some, the
sight of two Swallow-tailed Kites
was the best of the day.

Lunch today was our most memo-
rable, under the canopy at Radl’s
summerhouse guesthouse. We had
an assemble-yourself Panamanian
soup, with chicken and various
local vegetables, with banana
bread for desert. All the time we
were watching the birds. Birds
from a colony of Chestnut-headed
Oropendolas in the Eucalyptus

trees paid frequent trips to the
feeder, with a variety of already
familiar birds including Red-
crowned Woodpecker. We also
watched a female Giant Cowbird
trying to deposit eggs in the nests
of the Oropendolas. Instead of
siesta, we returned to the Canopy
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Greater Jacamar

on the Semaphore Hill Road.
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Adventure reserve and there did a
small loop and found a life-bird
for Carlos, the Dull-mantled
Antbird. The hummer feeders at
the entrance were good, and we
had a Garden Emerald and Green-
crowned Brilliant. We visited the
gift stores in La Valle, then drove

A

the two hours home in the bus,
collecting Carlos” wife Evelyn on
the way back home.

During aperitif time, we bade
farewell to Carlos and his wife
Evelyn (the happy couple are
expecting a daughter in July), and
we had dinner at 7:30 pm of green
rice and pork, with stuffed squash
and broccoli. After dinner, we had
a conversation about the American
Birding Association. Dick and Paul
welcome your comments on what
the ABA does and what new things
you think we as an organization
might do.

Day Eight. Sunday 30 March.
Birding around the Tower

Following on from our long day
on Saturday at La Valle, we
planned to spend our last day
doing some more leisurely birding
around the Canopy Tower. We had
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White-vented Plumeleteer.

our regular 6:00 am gathering on
the deck with a good sighting of a
group of migrating Swainson’s
Hawks. We counted at least 17
that flew in and landed in a series
of trees, waiting for the thermals to
begin.

Today was Carlos’ day off, and we
had our last day of birding with
José (and as a gesture of kindness
we lent him a binocular for the
day). After breakfast, we chose to
walk slowly down the hill as we
had done on Monday. Another
day, different birds. We had great
views of Broad-billed Motmot,
Greater Jacamar, and White-
vented Plumeleteer, and our
attempts to bring in a Pheasant
Cuckoo and the Orange-billed
Sparrow failed.
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Our vehicle took us back up the
hill for lunch and our last siesta for
a while. For a leisurely afternoon,
we drove down to Gamboa where
the Chagres River crossed the
main road and enters the canal.
Our somewhat tired crew took in
the sites with a few birds.

Day Nine. Monday 31 March.
Departure

Grace had coordinated shuttles to
accommodate our various depar-
ture schedules, the first group
departing before 6:00 AMm. Jim was
heard to advise the dusting of our
clothes with sulfur, since the
Panama City Airport is a renowned
site for chiggers. Helen had the
opportunity of having breakfast
many times that day; Dick and
Paul joined her for her second.

The future, and a postscript

Radl, José, and Carlos will all be at
the ABA Convention in Eugene,
Oregon this June, so several of us
will be having a reunion there.

Special thanks go to everyone for
having made this trip so pleasant.
We have enclosed a checklist that

serves as a record of the complete
list of the species seen by the

group.

We have posted this account on
the ABA website. To look, please
go to <www.americanbirding.org/
cc/cctrpan1.htm>. We have also
enclosed a compilation of the
photographs on CD, together with
some freeware software for you to
install if you would like. The
software includes Photoexplorer,
which will allow you to view and
organize the pictures; and
GPhotoShow is a screensaver that
will display photos at random
when in screensave mode.

Dick and Paul thank you all for
joining us. We greatly enjoyed
spending time birding with you.
We look forward to seeing you
again at an American Birding
Association event, and thank you
for your past and future support of
our organization.

Once again, feel free to constact
any of us with your thoughts and
suggestions on helping us to serve
you better in the future.
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