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It was in 1844 that English naturalist Philip Henry Gosse arrived in Jamaica for his first time. 

Gosse would ultimately spend 18 months on the island, where he became fascinated in studying the 

local birdlife he found there. After returning back to London, he went on to publish a book entitled, 

“The Birds of Jamaica,” in which can be found the first formal descriptions of many birds still 

cruising about the Caribbean landscape today. The encounters he had with one bird in particular 

inspired Gosse to write the following: 

 

This exceedingly lovely little Swallow, whose plumage reflects the radiance of the Hummingbirds, 

is found, as I am informed by Mr. Hill, in the higher mountains formed by the limestone range of 

the very centre of the island, as in Manchester, and St. Ann’s. It is not until we ascend this central 

chain, that we meet with this sweet bird, occasionally in the more open dells, but principally 

confined to the singular little glens called cockpits. 

In this passage Gosse speaks of the Golden Swallow, a small passerine that has only been 

historically known from two islands, Hispaniola and Jamaica.  And while populations of this 

species continue to persist in several mountain ranges of Haiti and the Dominican Republic, the 

beautiful bird that Gosse describes in his Jamaican travels has not been seen on that island for more 

than 25 years. 

https://lapazgroup.net/2014/09/07/golden-swallows-jamaica-expedition/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/raxacollective/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2013/05/01/tracking-the-golden-swallow/
http://www.mnh.si.edu/


Gary Graves, Curator of Birds at the Smithsonian Museum of Natural History in Washington, D.C., 

conducted island-wide searches for the swallow from 1994 to 2012.  Though his extensive census 

efforts across 1,281 sites did not produce a positive sighting, several large tracts of remote land 

remain to be thoroughly explored for any relic populations, including the Cockpit Country in 

Trelawny Parish and the Port Royal Mountains and the southern slope of the Blue Mountains in St. 

Andrew Parish.With recent financial support from the Smithsonian’s James Bond Fund, Graves 

approached current Cornell University graduate student, Justin Proctor, about the idea of putting 

together a team to survey these locations.  Proctor has been intimately studying the breeding 

biology and natural life history characteristics of the Golden Swallows for three years in the high 

altitude pine forests of the Dominican Republic’s Cordillera Central, where a relatively dense 

population returns annually to breed in Proctor’s artificial nest-boxes. 

 

Proctor will be joined by recent Cornell graduates Seth Inman and John Zeiger, and beginning in 

January of 2015, the team of three will set off from Ithaca, New York to begin a series of two, one-

month expeditions into the heart of the Jamaican wilderness. The team will be drawing on the 

support of the Smithsonian, the Rufford Foundation, the Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology, and 

Cornell Outdoor Education.  The primary goal of the expedition will be to conduct exhaustive 

surveys for Golden Swallows by accessing the remote backcountry by foot. Armed with sound 

recording gear, cameras, maps, backpacks, and tents, the team will attempt to survey terrain and 

habitats that see very little human presence. Beyond searching for the target species, the team will 

be conducting small mammal surveys to better understand the distribution of invasive rats and 

mongoose that may have been a fundamental driver in the potential extirpation of the Golden 

Swallows from the island.  The team also plans to keep an eye out for a handful of other bird 

species that fall on a ‘high priority list’, while additionally incorporating an outreach component 

that will develop awareness around the theme of conservation of endemic birds. 

For more information on the work done by Gary Graves and the history of the Golden Swallows on 

the island of Jamaica, read Graves’ “Historical decline and probable extinction of the Jamaican 

Golden Swallow Tachycineta euchrysea euchrysea,” published in Bird Conservation International, 

2013.  And for extensive information and multimedia on Golden Swallows in the Dominican 

Republic, visit:thegoldenswallow.org 

https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2013/05/08/first-egg-same-box-same-female-same-ordinal-date/
http://thegoldenswallow.files.wordpress.com/2012/08/graves-2013-bird-conservation-internat-historical-decline-and-probable-extinciton-of-the-jamaican-golden-swallow.pdf
http://thegoldenswallow.files.wordpress.com/2012/08/graves-2013-bird-conservation-internat-historical-decline-and-probable-extinciton-of-the-jamaican-golden-swallow.pdf
http://thegoldenswallow.org/


THE TEAM 

 

JUSTIN PROCTOR 

 

Justin standing in front of the highest artificial nest-box erected in the Dominican Republic (9,310ft asl) 

 

Justin is a third year Masters student in the Department of Natural Resources at Cornell University. 

Originally from Springville, NY, Justin relocated to Maine for his undergraduate degree, remaining 

on the Downeast coast for several years afterwards in order to work with lobster populations as a 

certified Science Scuba Diver. After landing an internship opportunity with Cornell’s Golondrinas 

de Las Americas Project working with Tachycineta swallows in Canada and Argentina, Justin 

stayed onboard to become a veteran field leader and eventually the project coordinator. His time 

spent traveling and studying different swallow species convinced Justin to become more involved 

with burgeoning conservation efforts in Latin America, and prompted Justin to enroll as a graduate 

student and develop a thesis focused on using avian systems as a tool for engaging local 

communities in conservation efforts. 

 

https://thegoldenswallow.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/justin-pic.jpg


SETH INMAN 

 

 

Seth with Bedouin students in Jordan 

 

Seth spent most of his childhood in Costa Rica and is interested in conservation and environmental 

history across cultures and over time. During his summer breaks throughout high school and 

college, he worked on private sector conservation initiatives in the Galápagos Islands, Nicaragua, 

India, Jordan and Chile, co-founding and collaborating on this multi-media project 

(https://raxacollective.wordpress.com) highlighting entrepreneurial approaches to conservation. 

Seth recently completed a senior honors thesis that explores British conceptions of travel and 

wilderness in Iceland during the nineteenth century, graduating from Cornell University in May of 

2014 with a high honors in History. He’s been employed by a citizen science program involving 

education and outreach at the Cornell Lab of Ornithology for the past three years, previously 

worked for Cornell Outdoor Education, and rowed for Cornell’s lightweight crew. 

 

 

 

https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2012/06/01/creating-a-species-list-for-cubs-galapagos/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2011/07/27/sergio-ramirez-intellectual-freedom-fighter/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2011/09/03/desert-blues/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/
https://thegoldenswallow.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/35071_408195180919_7749686_n.jpg


JOHN ZEIGER 

 

 

John working with a colony of terns at Oneida Lake, NY 

 

John Zeiger recently graduated from Cornell University through the Department of Natural 

Resources. He grew up in Ardsley, NY, a suburb near NYC, and has always been passionate about 

the natural world. As an undergraduate, John spent two summers assisting with Tree Swallow 

biological research under the direction of Dr. David Winkler. John’s enthusiasm for conservation 

and the outdoors are strongly measured in his leadership with the Wildlife Society at Cornell. John 

looks forward to making meaningful contributions to the field of conservation during the 

expedition to Jamaica, gaining the skills and experience needed to lead his own independent field 

research abroad in the future. 
 

https://thegoldenswallow.files.wordpress.com/2014/09/tern-pic.jpg


The Golden Swallow Expedition 
JANUARY 6, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

From left: Justin Proctor, Seth Inman, and John Zeiger. 

 

It’s now been several months since we last shared any news on the Smithsonian Institution’s 

expedition to search for the Golden Swallow (Tachycineta euchrysea) in Jamaica, where no 

sightings have been reported since 1989 — and even that report is a little questionable. 

While the Hispaniolan subspecies of the Golden Swallow is labeled as vulnerable, the Jamaican 

subspecies is labeled as critically endangered and possibly extinct, so this research trip is designed 

to lend some more finality to the issue. If our team of three positively identifies a Golden Swallow 

in Cockpit Country or the Blue Mountains between mid-January and late March, it will be the first 

confirmed sighting of the species in Jamaica in several decades, and new conservation efforts might 

be kick-started into action. If during our pair of one month trips to these two isolated areas of 

Jamaica we don’t see any signs of the Golden Swallow, the ornithological community can move a 

little closer to declaring the Jamaican subspecies of Tachycineta euchrysea extinct. 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/01/06/the-golden-swallow-expedition/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2013/05/01/tracking-the-golden-swallow/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2014/09/07/golden-swallows-jamaica-expedition/
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/IMG_5582_zpsd4e89cf7.jpg


 

Launch date: January 14th. Can we pack all this by then? 

 

We’ve got most of our gear out on tables in Justin’s office, where we’re sorting through everything 

to make sure our packs will be as light as possible and verify that we have both everything we’ll 

ever need and nothing we’ll never need. As we check all our gear, we’re also discussing logistical 

information like how we’ll get around Montego Bay for the first day and what chain of events we 

should follow during the initial 48 hours in Jamaica. Today we insured our trip for medical 

emergencies, scheduled a meeting with the gear wizards at Cornell Outdoor Education for 

tomorrow, and started accomplishing other tasks like stitching together map images for future 

lamination, compiling research methodologies for avian point counts and live mammal trapping, 

and finding out where to do certain shopping on the ground in MoBay, as locals call it. 

http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010504_zps9ebe1a46.jpg


 

I’ll leave a description of our gear for a future post, but you can get a rough idea of our equipment 

from the photos above. In a month and a half, the three of us hope to have positive reviews of every 

piece of gear we took down to Jamaica, and no reviews for items like the emergency bivouac or 

first aid kit! 

 

You’ll commonly find all these items in the “imperative” section of any Caribbean ornithologist’s 

resource list. 
 

http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010503_zpsa0b55d50.jpg
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010505_zps44201d0a.jpg


Tents and Traps 
JANUARY 7, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

 

Yesterday I mentioned live mammal trapping, and our original post describing the Golden Swallow 

Jamaica Expedition referred to animal surveys as well. Today we tried setting up our tents and our 

traps, to make sure everything is in working order and also to see how fast we can build up and 

break down the gear. We’re each using our own personal tent — two Marmots and an Eureka — 

and we’ll have three Tomahawk Live Trap cages for the surveying. 

 

We were able to get our tents up in a satisfying six minutes, a number which will likely shrink by a 

good amount after one month in the field. The traps, apart from baiting time, can be activated from 

their storage position in less than ten seconds. The solid metal rectangle you see inside the cage is a 

pressure plate that triggers the folding door to close and lock in position. Every evening we’ll set up 

the traps with some bait outside of our base camp and in the morning we’ll check what critters have 

been attracted overnight, identify them, and let them go. 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/01/07/tents-and-traps/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/01/06/the-golden-swallow-expedition/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2014/09/07/golden-swallows-jamaica-expedition/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2014/09/07/golden-swallows-jamaica-expedition/
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010515_zps5e135401.jpg


 
 

http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010516_zps75b80eaf.jpg


A Word About Our Partners 
JANUARY 8, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

 

Research trips, especially international ones, take a lot of money to organize and execute properly. 

There’s flights, gear, accommodations, food, and other logistical or supply costs that add up to a 

hefty sum, and field scientists can rarely afford to foot the bill themselves. That’s where large, 

well-funded organizations like the Smithsonian Institution come in. The coordination and 

leadership of a museum and research body like the Smithsonian, paired with additional support in 

the form of grants or gear from other groups, is what makes a successful research trip possible. 

For our Jamaica expedition, we’re benefitting from major funding and employment by the 

Smithsonian Institution, and supplemental funding from the Rufford Foundation, the Cornell Lab of 

Ornithology, and Cornell’s Betty Miller Francis ’47 Fund. We also have loaned camping gear from 

Cornell Outdoor Education and are borrowing audiovisual equipment from the Lab of Ornithology. 

Finally, we have binoculars and chest-straps from an IDEA WILD grant and nākd bars to help us 

keep a healthy diet in the field. 

 

John, Justin and I want to thank all our partners for their support — the Golden Swallow Jamaica 

expedition would not be possible without them! 
 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/01/08/a-word-about-our-partners/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/
http://www.ideawild.org/history.html
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2013/12/25/why-you-should-eat-naked-i-mean-nakd/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2014/03/22/nakd-bars-revisited/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/01/06/the-golden-swallow-expedition/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/01/06/the-golden-swallow-expedition/
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/image_zps659924dd.png


A Brief Gear Preview 
JANUARY 9, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

 

Since we’re doing most of our packing today, we figured it would be a good time to share some 

photos of our gear before everything is stuffed into a suitcase. Below is a random selection of items 

we’ll be taking down to Jamaica with us, from food to insect repellent. 

 

Starting to our left, we have a small bottle of biodegradable all-purpose soap that can be used as 

bodywash, shampoo, and detergent for both clothes and dishes. I’ve already sampled it on some 

clothing and it seems to do a great job. Seeing as you can’t take a real shower in the field for five or 

six days at a time, it might be good to have some of this stuff handy. 

Next are two types of water container that should grant us more mobility away from our base at the 

Windsor Research Centre. We’ve been told that there aren’t many natural sources of water in 

Cockpit Country, so we need to bring our own water with us. Our solution to this problem is hiring 

a mule to carry water and certain heavy equipment like tents for us, so we have two 26.5L bladders 

and two 8L carriers for water.  

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/01/09/a-brief-gear-preview/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/01/06/the-golden-swallow-expedition/
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010526_zps280e666d.jpg


 

 

These Bushnell binoculars are part of the IDEA WILD grant gear that John and I will be using, and 

these bug jackets are something we’re hoping won’t be imperative in the evenings, but we’ll bring 

them with us just in case. We also have some lemon-eucalyptus spray repellent (pictured below) 

and another product to spray onto our clothing, so we should be pretty well protected from any 

biting insects. 

 

 

http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010518_zps5c47f58b.jpg
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010524_zps3e91132c.jpg
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010523_zpsafb35d45.jpg
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010525_zpsf5d13e66.jpg


 

We found a strong plastic version of the Bodum French press for coffee, so that’s what we’ll be 

using in the morning to start our day off. For breakfast, we’ll likely have a combination of oatmeal, 

granola, and nākd bars. The latter took us by storm a few days ago, when fifty pounds of bars 

arrived on Justin’s doorstep from California. We’re super excited to have this great source of fruit 

and nuts to snack on every day while in the field — it beats having to individually ration dried fruit 

and nuts into ziplocks all the time! 

 

 

Finally, we have an emergency bivouac sack, or bivvy, in case anyone gets hypothermia, a Luci 

solar-powered lantern, and a trowel for all our digging needs in the woods. 

 

http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010522_zpsb0ae22c9.jpg
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010527_zps3169c016.jpg


Maps and Recordings 
JANUARY 10, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

 

Using Cornell’s Mann Library plotter printers and the Digital Printing Center’s laminating 

capabilities, John, Justin and I were able to make some versions of northwestern Jamaica maps this 

week. Cropped to show just Cockpit Country and its environs, the maps are big and waterproof and 

will be perfect for field use if our Garmin Oregon 650 handheld GPS unit fails for whatever reason. 

This area of Jamaica is full of interesting historical and vernacular place-names like Me No Sen 

You No Come, Look Behind, Cutthroat, and other regions we’re interested in getting a look at, at 

least from afar. 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/01/10/maps-and-recordings/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010530_zps20802b94.jpg
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010529_zps381c9448.jpg


 

 

This week we also tested out the Roland R-26 recorder and Sennheiser ME 67 microphone that 

we’ve borrowed from the Lab of Ornithology. This equipment is perfectly suited for making audio 

recordings of bird calls in the field. In the photo above, you can see John pointing the “shotgun 

mike” at Justin in Barton Hall to test that everything was working properly. We’ll be using the 

equipment in the mornings and evenings to record dawn and dusk choruses of the general avifauna 

around us, and will also, of course, be pulling it out if we see a Golden Swallow. 
 

http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010520_zpsa85727d8.jpg


A Trio of Jamaican Endemics 
JANUARY 13, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

 

Jamaica has thirty endemic bird species, which is more than any other West Indies island. Justin, 

John and I have a good chance of seeing a good handful of those, especially since Cockpit 

Country and the Blue Mountains are such well-forested and protected areas. Although none of us 

are the type of birder that pursue “life lists” — a checklist of the thousands of bird species in the 

world that one has seen — we all use eBird and are definitely interested in seeing and identifying 

wildlife of any sort. 

 

And if that type of animal happens to be found only in the area that we’re passing through, then that 

just makes us appreciate the relative rarity a little more. Endemism in a bird species does seem to 

assign that bird a bit of a higher status for life-listers, for the obvious reason that you have to be 

able to go to the certain region to find it — you can’t necessarily spot it merely by visiting a 

different continent, but rather you have to go to the country, or island, or mountain range. 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/01/13/a-trio-of-jamaican-endemics/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/01/12/cockpit-country/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/01/12/cockpit-country/
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010531_zpsed188568.jpg


 

In Jamaica, one of the species that we’re pretty excited to get a look at is the Jamaican Tody, 

pictured above. The Todidae family is limited to the Caribbean islands, and there are only a handful 

of these little green species. While Justin has seen both the Broad- and Narrow-billed Todies in 

Hispaniola, neither John nor I have seen any members of the family, and I’m pretty partial to small 

cute birds, like manakins, another charismatic tropical family. 

 

 

https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/01/24/bird-of-the-day-jamaican-tody-cockpit-country-jamaica/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2012/06/12/mindo-manakins-video/
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010536_zps1fc8784e.jpg
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010532_zps2f5151a0.jpg


Owls can be pretty tough to spot, but we have high hopes for spotting the Jamaican Owl while 

setting up camp at dusk and walking around in the early morning. The only other owl in Jamaica is 

the Barn Owl, which none of us have seen much of either. The calls from both these species are 

pretty weird, or downright freaky, so we should be having fun listening in at night. 

 

 

 

Everybody loves hummingbirds, and Jamaica only has four species, two of which are streamertails 

with red or black bills. The Red-billed Streamertail is the one we’ll hopefully be dealing with on 

this trip, and perhaps the Black-billed will make an appearance during our second expedition. The 

males of these two species have two wonderfully long tail feathers that should be quite a sight. 
 

https://macaulaylibrary.org/audio/56149
http://www.xeno-canto.org/sounds/uploaded/RJNSQXBIJE/XC152588-2.%20Tyto%20alba.MP3
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/P1010535_zps41890090.jpg


Packed and Ready to Go 
JANUARY 14, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

Six checked bags, three carry-ons, and two personal items. Three tickets for travel through three 

airports over a course of eight hours (including layover). One rental car for forty-eight hours, and 

thirty nights in Jamaica, around twenty-five of which should be in the bush. We’re hoping there’ll 

be enough internet access at the Windsor Research Centre to have some posts published 

throughout the next month, but it’s possible we’ll only have time for some very detail-packed posts. 

Regardless, we should be back in time for Valentine’s Day, February 14th! 

Below is a headshot of us before we leave so we can have a nice comparison photo in a month as 

we’re coming back from the undergrowth. 

 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/01/14/packed-and-ready-to-go/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/IMG_0687_zps669e0dba.jpg
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/IMG_0691_zps7a1a2fc0.jpg


First Days in Jamaica with Smithsonian Expedition 
JANUARY 17, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

John, Justin and I have been at the Windsor Research Center for a day and getting ready for our 

first five or six day trip through Cockpit Country. Every single Jamaican we’ve met so far has been 

super friendly and helpful. We won’t be able to update as much as we’d like but hopefully every 

week we can send out one quick post. If you don’t hear from us though, it’s likely just because 

there’s some wind hitting the leaves that are reflecting the signal that the antenna here picks up and 

plugs into the desktop they use at Windsor. 

Today, after doing some hiking and birding (we saw some Jamaican Todies!), John did our food 

rationing, Justin started our packing, and I used a makeshift funnel to put eggs into bottles for our 

traps. Tomorrow we’re starting a trip down to the town of Troy and back, with a hired donkey and 

his owner Bobo! It should take five to six days and we’re excited to get out in the bush. 
 

 
 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/01/17/first-days-in-jamaica-with-smithsonian-expedition/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/01/12/cockpit-country/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/01/13/a-trio-of-jamaican-endemics/


 
 

 
 

 



Expedition Update 
JANUARY 23, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

Expedition Group – From L to R: Seth, Justin, Bobo, no name donkey, John. Photo credit: Dango, a 

friendly local 

 

We’re back from a three day and two night excursion into Cockpit Country along the Troy-

Windsor trail. We went out with Bobo and his donkey with no name, and made it what we think 

added up to about twelve miles down the old, overgrown trail. Several times we had to chop 

through fallen trees that the donkey couldn’t go around or over, and this took up quite a bit of our 

time. 

 

 

Photo of rotten tree we cleared by John 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/01/23/expedition-update/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/01/12/cockpit-country/
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/IMG_0787_zpse80db465.jpg
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/IMG_0751_zpsf275b82c.jpg


 

 

Eventually we hit a patch that would have taken a full day to clear so we left the donkey behind 

with the idea of setting out for a few hours and then coming back. This update has to be very brief, 

but here’s a photo of the only rat we’ve caught so far… 

 

 

 

The only rat we’ve caught so far. Photo by Seth 
 

https://raxacollective.files.wordpress.com/2015/01/rat.jpg


Northern Cockpit Country Complete 
JANUARY 27, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

One of our camps 

 

Justin, John and I have been in Jamaica almost two weeks, and the “Sharpied” names on our Rite in 

the Rain notebook covers have already faded off, our shirts smell soberingly of rotting onion, and 

our feet are eager to be released from their boots at any opportunity. At one point John had over a 

hundred tick nymphs on his body––the actual count was 163––but we won’t talk any more about 

that. 

 

 

Barn Owl startled out of an abandoned house 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/01/27/northern-cockpit-country-complete/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/01/17/first-days-in-jamaica-with-smithsonian-expedition/
http://i1136.photobucket.com/albums/n498/raxacollective/IMG_1239_zps21d8371d.jpg


We’ve seen over sixty species of bird in our twelve days here, and only one of them has been a 

swallow: the Cave Swallow. In general, aerial insectivores like swifts and swallows have been quite 

scarce, which is really surprising since we’re going through huge swaths of great habitat. 

 

 

Barbecue Bottom Road with John and Justin 

 

 

John and valley below Barbecue Bottom Road 

 

 

http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Cave_Swallow/id
https://raxacollective.files.wordpress.com/2015/01/img_1612.jpg
https://raxacollective.files.wordpress.com/2015/01/img_1589.jpg


These last several days we spent covering the northern portion of Cockpit Country and its 

borderlands, getting both full rainforest and heavily fragmented edge ecosystems, the latter of 

which actually seem more likely to host a pocket of Golden Swallows given their foraging and 

nesting behavior. 

A road known as Barbecue Bottom in the northeast of Cockpit Country was among the last areas 

where the species was confidently seen, so we’ve been moving along cliffs, in valleys, and through 

head-high ferns to get the best views possible of ideal swallow habitat. 

 

Seth and John on a ferny hill – photo by Justin 

 

From here we’re heading down to check out the southern portion of Cockpit Country and reconnect 

with several of the interior trails that we hiked halfway on from the north so we could later tackle 

the remaining portions from the south. Over these last two weeks we’ve been getting great use out 

of our gear and we look forward to reviewing the panoply of items when we have time! 

 

Foggy valley in Cockpit Country 
 

https://raxacollective.files.wordpress.com/2015/01/screen-shot-2015-02-14-at-4-48-51-pm.jpg


Jamaican Hummingbirds 
JANUARY 30, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

Red-billed Streamertail (male) by Seth 

 

During the first week of our time in Jamaica, all of us were able to see the three species of 

Jamaican hummingbirds, although none of us had gotten a really good look at the prize: a male 

Red-billed Streamertail. Male Red-billed Streamertails are iridescent green with a black cap and 

two extremely long tail feathers that flutter behind the birds when they flit around. The birds move 

quite quickly and are often in and out of your field of view in a flash, but their call is relatively 

loud–as is the hum from their wings–so with practice you can locate them eventually. 

 

Jamaican Mango by Seth 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/01/30/jamaican-hummingbirds/
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Jamaican Mangos are the largest hummingbird in the country and very recognizable given their 

flashy purple plumage and strongly decurved bills. From what I’ve noticed they perch for fairly 

long periods scanning their territory for intruders (most hummingbirds do something like this all 

the time), and this offers good photo opportunities. 
 

 

Vervain Hummingbird by Seth 

 

Finally, the tiny Vervain Hummingbird is the island’s smallest avian representative and has a 

minuscule bill that makes it look even cuter than hummingbirds normally do. The only thing more 

adorable than a Vervain that I’ve seen is a hummingbird chick, like the two below that were 

pointed out to Justin by a friendly local outside of Albert Town. (We were careful not to disturb the 

nest in any way when taking the photo.) 

 

Unidentified hummingbird nest by Seth 



Aerial Insectivores 
JANUARY 31, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

Cockpit Country / Seth Inman 
 

As we head west along the southern portion of Cockpit Country from Barbecue Bottom Road and 

Albert Town, we’re noticing a big difference in the amount of aerial insectivores we’re able to see 

while out hiking every day. 

 

Justin and John on the trail from Windsor to Troy / Seth Inman 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/01/31/aerial-insectivores/
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During our initial excursions into the bush, we were taking densely wooded trails that required 

constant vigilance of the path in front of us due to shifting stones, twisting roots, and strong ground 

vines. In some of the worse areas we needed machetes to clear vegetation and big fallen trees, and 

even when we had time to look up at the skies they were often covered by thick canopy. 

By contrast, some of the bigger “roads” we’ve been traveling lately on foot offer much broader 

views of open valleys and skies, have more sure footing, and are near less forested areas. 

 

Antillean Palm-Swifts / Justin Proctor 

 

From these types of vantage point we’ve seen many more aerial insectivores, and we think it’s a 

combination of better visibility and better hunting grounds for the three species we’ve observed: 

Cave Swallows, Antillean Palm Swifts, and White-collared Swifts. 

 
 



Cockpit Country Circumnavigated 
FEBRUARY 3, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

a view from the fringe of Cockpit Country out over the plains by Seth 
 

After a week and a half of trekking and camping out of our crappy little rental car with about four 

inches of clearance, John, Justin and I have completed our preliminary clockwise perimeter of 

Cockpit Country. 

 

the locals in Accompong show us the start of a trail 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/02/03/cockpit-country-circumnavigated/
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a strangler fig lifts a karst boulder off the ground 

 

Parking at the head of every trail into the interior that we found on our 1959 map of the area–some 

of which are incredibly listed as secondary highways on our 2012 road map of the country–we’ve 

set up a routine of hiking down trails and back all day, camping for the night, and driving out the 

next morning. 

 

Justin looking over the hills 



 

a rare patch of conifers that Golden Swallows, were they in the area, would pounce on immediately 

 

We’ve encountered some strange people heading to their farms up in the hills, but everyone has 

been really polite and friendly; many have worked in the States or Canada, or have family doing so. 

Mostly people are farming yellow yams, bananas, taro, and goats. 

The plan now is to return to the eastern side of Cockpit Country to more closely examine certain 

areas, especially near human settlements where swallows might nest in the eaves of houses or 

nearby caves. 

 



Roads and Trails Through Cockpit Country 
FEBRUARY 5, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

A Turkey Vulture is king of the power tower 

 

As I mentioned in my previous post, we’ve been traveling around Cockpit Country over the last 

week and a half by driving around from town to town and finding trails to lead us into the bush. 

Sometimes these trails are old roads that are clearly still sometimes used by SUVs and donkeys; 

often they are even older tracks that are for single-file passage and no longer pack-animal-friendly. 

 

 

Justin on one of the “karstier,” more rugged valley trails 

 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/02/05/roads-and-trails-through-cockpit-country/
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We started out our trip to Jamaica hiking some of these latter types of paths, accurately predicting 

that they would take us to places few people have birded and naively hoping that they would offer 

us views of hidden valleys or even the sky. They ended up being difficult to traverse and, as far as 

we can tell, not the right type of habitat for swallows. 

 

 

John and Justin walk down one of the old roads 

 

Then we advanced to the paths that are listed on our country map as the smallest state-paved roads. 

These have been more useful to us since they are wider and generally more open to the sky, and 

although we still can’t follow the road in the car this is actually better for us since we can focus 

more on getting all the views. Barbecue Bottom Road is one of these types of roads. Funnily 

enough, it’s listed as a second-tier highway despite the fact that it has rain-gullies crisscrossing 

through it, grass growing a meter high in the middle, and a massive rockslide that’s been blocking 

even motorcycles from following the whole road for several years now. 

 

Exploring the “Alps” with two local guys 



The old roads like Barbecue Bottom tend to lead to farms that are still very much in use, and 

they’re often up on ridges looking over valleys, making for better birding. The inner forest trails are 

more for cutting through valleys and across hills to get from one side of Cockpit Country to 

another. Many of the people we’ve met at their farms have told us that the younger generation has 

no interest in being in the bush, or even the farm, which might explain why so many of the roads 

and trails have no maintenance. Even on the okay old farm roads, we’ve passed dozens of 

abandoned homes like the one John checked for Barn Owls (without testing the staircase) below. 

 

John at an abandoned house off the road 
 



Jamaican Columbids 
FEBRUARY 7, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

Cockpit Country from “the Alps” 

 

In rural Jamaica there appears to be a traditional pastime of hunting pigeons and doves 

(scientifically known as the family Columbidae). There are a total of twelve species on the island, 

of which seven or eight can be expected in Cockpit Country. 

So far we’ve seen six of those species, and although we’d like a closer look at some like the 

Crested Quail-dove, we’re pretty satisfied with our luck so far. 

 

 

White-crowned Pigeon 
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Pigeons and doves are known to be quite timid, and they flush easily from their perches into deeper 

forest where you can’t readily find them again. 

We’ve heard from several people that there is a particular hunting season for these birds, so it’s 

good to know that some regulation is in place to protect the bird populations. We often find shotgun 

shells on the old country roads I mentioned in my previous post, and when we tell people “we’re 

looking for birds” most of them immediately assume we’re out hunting, so we need to explain that 

all our shots will be photographs. 

 

 

Ring-tailed Pigeon 

 

The other night, John dreamt that he saw a Caribbean Dove, and the next morning he saw one fly 

away. Maybe if I dream about the Ruddy Quail-dove, which we have yet to see, I’ll have the same 

luck. (On second thought, maybe we should save our bird dreams for the Golden Swallow.) 

 

 

Zenaida Dove 

(All photo credits: Seth Inman) 
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A Successful Part One 
FEBRUARY 18, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

View of a foggy Barbecue Bottom valley in Cockpit Country 

 

This past weekend, the first stage of the Smithsonian’s Jamaican Golden Swallow Expedition came 

to a close. After a full month of exploring Cockpit Country for whatever aerial insectivores we 

could find, we flew back to Ithaca on the 14th. Now we will process our data and imagery for two 

weeks while restocking for the second trip. 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/02/18/a-successful-part-one/
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The bulk of our gear laid out for washing, drying, and sorting on the Windsor Research Centre’s 

lawn during our last day in Cockpit Country. 

 

 



From our work during the last month, we can pretty confidently say that the Golden Swallow is not 

hanging out in or around Cockpit Country. The question that remains is whether or not the bird is in 

the Blue Mountains area to the east. We’re going to be prepping for our time in that part of Jamaica 

over the next several days, finding appropriate maps and trails and learning more about the area 

with the help of park rangers. 

 

A typical scene in Cockpit Country 

 

We’re looking forward to the second trip in the Blue and John Crow Mountains National Park, 

which should be quite different from Cockpit Country in matters like ecology, weather, trail 

maintenance, and travel logistics. Below is a before/after comparison photo of the three of us, with 

our best crazed bushmen grins in the lower shot. Our beards are coming in handy with the current 

sub-zero temperatures of Ithaca, but we’ll probably shave clean for the second trip to start fresh! 



 

Being in the wild will change a man. 
 



Melton West 
FEBRUARY 20, 2015 / JOHN ZEIGER 

 

 

Melton 

 

Note:  Hey I’m John, a new author with Raxa Collective. I am working as a field technician on an 

expedition studying theJamaican Golden Swallow with Justin Proctor and Seth Inman. 

While traveling in the Jamaican bush, local people would often pleasantly surprise us. While 

passing us deep in the bush on a donkey with a pack saddle brimming with yellow yams, a local 

farmer with a ragged hat and torn work shirt told us about how he just spend the last week in 

Toronto with his Canadian girlfriend. A group of illegal mahogany loggers, upon seeing our camera 

equipment, enthusiastically asked us to help them film a music video. But by far, our favorite 

encounter was with Melton Manuel West. 

 

We met Melton as we set up our camp in the late afternoon near BBQ Bottom Rd. He was walking 

from his home in the bush to go to the market in nearby Campbells. Like most people we met, he 

asked us about what we were doing. Intrigued by our project, he declared he would take us to the 

best places in the bush to see swallows. Then he sat down nearby and just hung out near our camp. 

At first we were suspicious, and it was a little disconcerting. Yet before he left, we agreed that he 

could guide us into the hills the next day. 

 

In the morning, Melton, wearing camouflage pants and jacket, met us for breakfast and ate an 

unbelievable amount of Blueberry granola. He then successfully guided us to thefern covered top of 

a nearby mountain. This was not an easy feat, for the terrain was harsh and Melton had never 

climbed these summits before. There, as we scanned for swallows foraging over Cockpit Country, 

he told us he had always wanted to climb this peak, but never had the opportunity. Later, he guided 

us through BBQ Bottom, a deep valley in the rainforest with some decent potential swallow habitat. 

After we got back to camp and ate dinner, we offered him compensation for his services, and he 

looked genuinely surprised and grateful. 
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Group photo by our campground 

 

A couple of weeks later, we returned to BBQ Bottom Rd., and we had to figure out how to get in 

touch with Melton again. There was no cell service in the area, and Melton did not regularly pass 

by the crossroads where we camped. Luckily, a farmer working in a yam field by our camp turned 

out to be Melton’s uncle. He told us that Melton lived deep in the bush, and drew us a squiggly line 

on a piece of paper that was supposed to signify the path to his mountain abode. After following the 

“map” through small farm plots, up a mountain side, down a gully, between two coconut trees, and 

along a neatly machete-ed path through a fern-covered clearing, I heard Melton demand “Who is 

there!” After recognizing me, he apologized: “sorry for the harsh tone. I don’t get many visitors.” 

 

Map of the route to Melton’s house 

 

After he finished planting his cabbage, Melton joined us at our camp for dinner, and the next day 

guided us to the trail head to Ramgoat cave, one of the last places Golden Swallows were seen in 

Jamaica. Over a lunch of bulla (a dense gingery Jamaican roll) and peanut butter, he told us of his 

dream to finish building a house deep in the bush, away from all the hubbub of civilization. There, 



he planned to farm and build wicker furniture to sell. He is off to a good start–he already has 

completed the house frame and a chicken coop, and has a guard dog, a herd of goats and a small 

planting of banana, yam, potatoes, and squash. Soon he will bring in some concrete to build a water 

catchment and finish his house. As we parted later that day, we left a copy of our Jamaican bird 

guide and a small solar powered lamp as gifts, and wished him the best. 

 

 

Melton’s Farm 
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Preparing for the Blue Mountains 
FEBRUARY 24, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

A friendly caterpillar I found crawling around my tent’s rainfly on one of the last days in Jamaica. 

 

We just finished our first week back in Ithaca, where temperatures have stayed below 0ºF most of 

the time and therefore we have stayed indoors most of the time. Mostly we’ve been writing up all 

our observations from the first expedition, digitizing our paper field notes and organizing our 

photos and videos; playing around with bird data in Excel, eBird, and ArcGIS (a mapping-data 

program); and looking at maps of the Blue and John Crow mountain ranges. 

 
 

Our total count of checklists submitted to eBird ended up being 386, which we hope is a helpful 

contribution to the dataset for Cockpit Country. Unfortunately, some of the checklists included in 

this densely forested and remote area from past years include mistaken entries from popular coastal 

regions like Montego Bay or Runaway Bay. These types of errors in location can lead to 

useless and even troublesome data, so we made sure to include very specific latitude and longitude 

information as the names of our checklists to prevent any confusion. One fun effect of submitting 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/02/24/preparing-for-the-blue-mountains/
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all these checklists at once is that Jamaica is now in the top ten list for most submitted checklists 

this month, even topping the UK! As you can see in the screenshot, the US has the most checklists 

by an overwhelming margin, likely as a result of the GBBC; it’s great to see that Costa Rica and 

India are high on the list as well. 

 

 

I found this spider on the tent rainfly within an hour of finding the caterpillar above. 

 

Today John, Justin and I did all our food shopping for the second trip and also purchased other 

supplies like insect repellent that had run out by the end of the last trip. A week from today we’ll be 

on the road in Jamaica again! 
 

https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/02/13/if-you-happen-to-be-anywhere-in-the-world/


A Sneak Peek at Jamaican Bird Videos 
FEBRUARY 26, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

We have several full hours of raw bird behavior footage from our first trip, so it’ll be a while before 

we have much processed to the point of sharing here, but I thought it’d be nice to have a quick 

preview of some things to come once we’re back from our second trip to the Blue Mountains. 

In the video above, you can see four relatively common bird species in Jamaica: the American 

Kestrel, Northern Mockingbird, Merlin, and Orangequit. The first three species can be found in the 

United States but have resident populations in Jamaica, while the last is endemic to the island. The 

behavior exhibited in the video is typical of all the species. American Kestrels and Merlins perch 

on a high spot like most raptors and observe everything for signs of prey; Northern Mockingbirds 

find a good place to sing from a tree and run through their repertoire of mimicked songs; and 

Orangequits eat fruit (in this case, soursop) together in small foraging flocks but get a little 

competitive when it comes to the best area to stand on the food source. 

 
 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=-_jsHsm850Y 

 

Come back in the next couple days for another video of Jamaican bird behavior! 
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Potoo Dreams 
FEBRUARY 27, 2015 / JOHN ZEIGER 

 

 

As the sun drifts below the horizon and the Jamaican bush is lit up with stars, the Northern Potoos 

begin to duet. QUAAAA-QUA-QUA-QUA-QUA QUA screams one into the night. Its neighbor 

responds in kind. As darkness settles over our tents, we fall asleep listening to their song. 

 

 

Northern Potoo 

 

Potoos are very odd birds. (This group of near passerine birds are related to frogmouths and 

nightjars.) During the day, they are practically impossible to spot, due to their legendary 

camouflage. They generally freeze at the end of a branch, and their streaky brownish and grayish 

plumage resembles an extension of their perch. Although we checked many snags while in Jamaica, 

we could never find a potoo in the daytime. 

 

At night it was another story. Potoos are nocturnal, or active at night, and they like to hunt in open 

fields at the edge of the forest. They have huge eyes, which glow bright orange when light is shined 

in their direction. With headlamps, we were able to spot potoos perched on posts hundreds of feet 

away. 
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Potoo perched on a post in a yellow yam field 

 

Once we spotted a potoo, we often could get quite close before it would spook. Seth managed to 

slowly approach to within 4-5 feet of a potoo perched on a fencepost in Windsor. At the cattle 

ranches in Windsor, we observed 3 potoos foraging. One incredibly cooperative individual, 

affectionately named Boris by biologists at Windsor, allowed us to take video and photographs as it 

sat on a fencepost just 10 feet away. 
 



You No Sen, We Still Come 
MARCH 2, 2015 / JUSTIN PROCTOR / EDIT 

 

– A succinct (yet unabridged and uncensored) commentary on the Cockpit Expedition for 

Golden Swallows, by Justin Proctor 

 

“Why the hell didn’t I bring a change of pants on this trip?!”  That was a reoccurring thought I had 

almost six or seven times each day while hiking through or around Jamaica’s Cockpit 

Country. After 6 months of off-and-on planning, I managed to dream up most of the Plan A, B, C, 

and D scenarios that would befall us and what gear we would need to combat/survive each of those 

adventures – yet, that second pair of pants just didn’t seem to hit my radar or the inside of my 

suitcase back in Ithaca. [We leave for the second expedition tomorrow and you can bet that I’m 

currently wearing TWO pairs of pants just to make sure an oversight like that doesn’t repeat itself] 

So it turns out that Gary Graves was right when he said it gets hot in those limestone hills. It also 

turns out that Susan Koenig was just as right when she told me that you can’t just draw lines over 

satellite imagery of the Cockpit in a fun loop-de-loop pattern that would be ideal for hiking. And 

well, the rest of the people who told us to bring gloves to counteract stinging plants and razor-sharp 

karst; that even though it rained all the time that there was no potable water to be easily found; and 

that you won’t understand a damn word that anybody is saying to you – yep, they were all right too. 

But life finds a way, and I think that looking back on what I see as a fairly quick, jam-packed 

assault on the Cockpit, we made some damn good orange juice out of the lemons we were 

given. Or maybe that was yam juice with a hint of rusty Nutella flaking off from the inner joints of 

my pocket knife. Either way, we gave it our best and left with a good taste in our mouths. 

What an absolutely amazing opportunity this has been to connect my graduate thesis work on 

Hispaniolan Golden Swallows with the Jamaican subspecies that once pocketed the hills and glades 

of Cockpit Country. What a twist of good fortune that Gary Graves from the Smithsonian and I 

would share a common interest and be able to find a way to continue unraveling the mystery that 

surrounds this bird. And what total luck that I have had such great friends to accompany me in a 

search for something that may not even be out there. 
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THE TROOPS:  (Left)  Seth Inman. Historian, philosopher, rememberer of all things. Some say 

he’s a God amongst men.  Others say he’s just a damn good guy. (Right)  John 

Zeiger. Philanthropist, nurturer, rememberer of all things that somehow form a solid counter-

argument to facts invented by Justin.  Some say his socks could make Gods weep. Others say that 

he just has dirty feet. 

 

Seth and John have done a great job of keeping Raxa Golden Swallow fans up to date and 

entertained with our travels, and with some outstanding video and photography to boot. The 

following photos are a few of my favorite memories that I hope will serve as an informative 

supplement to the groundwork that has already been laid. 
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WALKING DOWN MEMORY LANE:  John explores Barbecue Bottom, which is the heart of 

the ‘Golden Zone’ – a geographic corner of Cockpit Country where Golden Swallows are thought 

to have persisted the longest. We could almost feel the bird around every corner. 
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SHADOWS IN THE SUN:  We spent a lot of our time looking straight up, as we came to find out 

that a lot of aerial insectivore activity was happening high overhead. Learning quickly that the sun 

is even brighter through binoculars, it didn’t take our team long to become extremely fast and 

efficient at identifying our friends above. Pictured here is a foraging Cave Swallow (Petrochelidon 

fulva) silhouette that can be identified (with some practice) by shape, flight pattern, and call.   
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SUNSETS, SUNRISES, and EVERYTHING IN BETWEEN:  We couldn’t help but fall in love 

with the beauty and serenity of what we were surrounded by. Camping and remote hiking for 

extended periods of time have their pros and cons – there’s no doubt about it – but any complaints 

quickly faded away when the skies lit up every morning and evening. I didn’t even mind when 

Seth’s head became a normal part of the landscape.   

https://raxacollective.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/img_6199.jpg


 
 
HOPE:  Hispaniolan Golden Swallows commonly forage low to the ground over agricultural 

fields. When we spotted swallows from a long way out behaving identically over this recently 

planted field, there was a feeling of hope that kept us going long after we identified the culprits as 

Cave Swallows. It’s a good thing that they are so likeable.   

https://raxacollective.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/img_6461.jpg


 
 
IMMERSION:  That’s a good word for how we felt when after we pitched our tents high up on a 

mountain top, we looked up to see hundreds of White-collared Swifts soaring by us. Other than the 

times we were physically stuck and hanging from an unforgiving web of vines while hiking in the 

interior, there was no other time during which I think we all felt so connected with where we were 

and what we were doing.   

 

When I started a rather straightforward life history and conservation study of Hispaniolan Golden 

Swallows three years ago, I never considered how deep the story-line surrounding the species could 

be pursued. As time passed, I’ve been forced to keep thinking bigger. After trekking through one of 

the last great, natural landscapes of Jamaica, and looking out over the expanse where maybe the last 

Jamaican Golden Swallow was seen just over 25 years ago, I am moved to now begin 

contemplating the ever-more-evident, large-scale processes that are shaping avian communities 

across the Greater Antilles islands. 

It’s an exciting time to be involved with ornithological research in the Caribbean. Momentum is 

increasing across the board, and the growing community fueling it is a devoted one. Thank you 

again to all of those that have supported us so far and will continue to do so for the next trip that 

officially kicks-off tomorrow.  With a little luck, my wife won’t notice my replacement until I get 

back in about a month. 
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Jamaican Golden Swallow Expedition Part Two: 
Into the Blue Mountains 

MARCH 6, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

 

 

 

We’re back in Jamaica and now in the second portion of our trip, where we explore the Blue 

Mountains and John Crow Mountains National Park looking for any signs of theJamaican Golden 

Swallow. We arrived at the main visitor center for the park in Holywell yesterday, where we met 

with park rangers as well as representatives of the Jamaican Conservation and Development Trust, 

the organization that runs the park. We introduced everyone to our project using an adaptation of 

the standard slideshow that Justin uses to explain his masters research in Hispaniola to people, and 

then opened the table for a discussion of the best possible areas to hike and survey. 
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Map exploration with representatives of the Jamaican Conservation and Development Trust 

 

The park rangers had many helpful suggestions for certain regions that they thought best matched 

the type of habitat and un-birded nature that we’re looking for, and thanks to their help while 

poring over our maps we have a much better idea of where to go from here. The national park is 

simply so massive that any head start we can get on the right places to survey is a great help. 

Today, we enjoyed some beautiful weather – blue skies and quite refreshing temperatures 

comfortably between the wind-chilled -10°F of Ithaca and the muggy 90°F of Cockpit Country. 

From our short hikes around the park so far we all agree that it’s an amazing area with stunning 

views and lots of potential for the Golden Swallow. 

In less than one full day, we saw all the aerial insectivores we’d seen in the first trip (Antillean 

Palm-Swifts, Cave Swallows, and White-collared Swifts), and we may have even seen some 

slightly less common Black Swifts, but we’re not positive. 



 

White-eyed Thrush 

 

We also saw a new species for Jamaica: the White-eyed Thrush. These birds have a comically 

alarmed appearance given their unusual ocular coloration, and we look forward to seeing more of 

them. From our campground near the visitor center, we have an outstanding view of Kingston, St. 

Andrew (or New Kingston), and the open ocean – photos to come soon! The clouds do blow 

through fairly quickly so in the mornings and afternoons when we’re back at camp everything will 

be very shrouded in mist. 



 

Tomorrow we’ll head out to the southwest portion of the park and start working on our transects 

across the mountains. 
 



Cinchona Botanical Gardens 
MARCH 21, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

a view of the valleys and Westphalia in the shadows of Portland Gap and some Blue Mountain 

peaks above 

 

Since my last post, we’ve been several places and seen lots of things, but none of the areas we’ve 

visited have been so naturally “post-worthy” as the Cinchona Botanical Gardens above Westphalia, 

in the mountains of St. Andrew Parish. Somehow we had gathered from several people’s hearsay 

that we should practically expect ancient ruins, with perhaps some scattered floral gems growing 

feral among old dilapidated structures and a few exotic trees towering over the grounds. As you can 

see from the photo below, these vague rumors were partially true. 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/03/21/cinchona-botanical-gardens/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/


 

the old Garden Commissioner’s house/office, in need of some minor remodeling 

  

Although the structure above is clearly in quite poor condition, the gardens themselves appear to be 

pretty well-maintained and a team of five or six gardeners work on pruning, raking, weeding and so 

on. From a few of these employees we learned that Cinchona had been founded back in the British 

days of the island, when malaria was so bad in the coastal areas that a highland hideout and 

quinine-producing base was established (Cinchona is at between 4,500 and 5,500ft). 



 

two out of our three tents nestled amongst ferns and flowers at Cinchona 

 

We camped out on the Garden grounds for three nights, using it as a base to hike the environs and 

look for the Golden Swallow, three specimens of which were actually collected at Cinchona by a D. 

Morris one hundred and thirty-five years ago this week. Unfortunately we had nowhere near as 

much contact with the species as Morris, and we failed to see any swallows of any sort in the area – 

though we did see a large group of White-collared Swifts and a couple Antillean Palm-Swifts. 

 

 

https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/01/31/aerial-insectivores/


The scenery in the Cinchona vicinity is amazing and John, Justin and I agree that it very quickly 

made the shortlist of best camp-sites so far, with all the flowers, trees, and mountains coming 

together to comprise quite the aesthetic alpine attraction. 

 

a grizzled Japanese Cedar with some fading rainbow behind it 

 

Even though the winds blew the hardest we’d ever experienced in Jamaica – well over thirty miles 

an hour above the tree line at night, we’re guessing – and there were a few drizzly hours during our 

ambulatory explorations, we still got to see both ends of the rainbow stretching over the valley 

below, and highly encourage any future visitors to Jamaica amongst our readers to visit the 

Cinchona Botanical Gardens for a short day-trip. 



 

a filtered view from Cinchona 
 



Ambassabeth 
MARCH 22, 2015 / JUSTIN PROCTOR / EDIT 

 

 

Photo credit: Seth Inman 

 

The Ambassabeth Ecolodge can be found tucked into the southeast corner of the Rio Grande 

Valley, at the meeting place of the southern end of the John Crow Mountains and southeastern end 

of the Blue Mountains. It’s a beautiful, lush nook filled with towering Tree Ferns (Order 

Cyatheales), fast-flowing tributaries thundering off the valley sides down into the Rio Grande 

River, elusive Giant Swallowtail butterflies (Papilio homerus), and a healthy mix of Jamaican 

avifauna. 

 

A recent bridge collapse about a mile and half from the ecolodge, inhibiting the arrival of guests by 

vehicle, has further amplified the serenity, isolation, and rustic ambiance surrounding this 

naturalist’s paradise. For us, Ambassabeth provided a base location from which to hike and survey 

two distinct foot-trails that meander up out of the valley and continue down the other side towards 

the southeastern coastline of the island. 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/03/22/ambassabeth/
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The views, good company propagating great laughter, and some delicious home-made meals 

prepared by JCDT Ranger Jermy Schroeter, made our three nights and three days in the valley 

memorable ones. And even though once again we were thwarted by whatever recluse Golden 

Swallows may still be calling Jamaica their home, occasional – yet highly enjoyable and 

informative – glimpses of White-collared Swifts and Cave Swallows have kept us looking avidly 

for any unique shadows flittering in the sky above. 

 



The Simple Things 
MARCH 27, 2015 / JUSTIN PROCTOR / EDIT 

 

 
 

When we find ourselves absolutely overwhelmed by the complexities, demands, and irrational 

expectations surrounding field work, it’s really nice to remember the simple things – and within 

them, find peace of mind, stability, and renewed strength. 

Waking up early enough so as not to have to rush through a French-press filled with Blue Mountain 

coffee is a must. It’s 10 minutes of tranquility, when one can sit with friends, contemplate the day’s 

tasks, and appreciate the scenery you’ve missed while rushing from one place to the next. 

And what about those incredibly infrequent times that the birds come to you? When you already 

happen to have the camera on, the tripod erected, and the settings adjusted for the current lighting 

conditions. It’s such a simple request that so rarely comes to fruition, yet here’s a female Jamaican 

Spindalis (Spindalis nigricephala) that decided to fly in, hang out next to me, and eat some 

“NOOOO, SHE’S EATING OUR RASPBERRIES!!!” 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/03/27/the-simple-things/
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Thankfully, once you scare away the pests with a gentle overhand ‘tossing’ of some sharp rocks, 

you get back down to the simple things. A sunset.  It’s been seen and photographed a billion times, 

but we still watch and enjoy every one of them. 

 
 

And then it’s time to rest our weary legs.  It’s been an amazing trip. 

https://raxacollective.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/img_8043-copy.jpg
https://raxacollective.files.wordpress.com/2015/03/img_8106.jpg


Blue Mountain Peak 
MARCH 28, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

John walking down the mossy forest path 

 

Last week, we hiked up to Blue Mountain Peak, the highest point in Jamaica. To reach the summit, 

you have to go through Portland Gap, a saddle between Mossman’s and Blue Mountain Peaks and a 

good point for camping out if you want to do the hike in the morning. Starting with all our camping 

gear on our backs at the trailhead around 4,185ft, we took a brisk hour’s hike to Portland Gap, 

gaining 1,356ft of elevation in the process. We set up our tents at Portland Gap, an area with the 

most Rufous-throated Solitaires we’ve seen so far – they’re very shy birds and are most often only 

heard, their haunting whistles echoing eerily over valleys and through the forest. 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/03/28/blue-mountain-peak/
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An elusive Rufous-throated Solitaire at Portland Gap 

 

 



 

The Gap also ended up being a great spot to see White-collared Swifts making their way south over 

the Blue Mountains from Swift Valley (site of the Swift River, possibly named for its avian 

denizens rather than its speedy waters). On one morning alone we counted 471 individuals flying 

over in the course of an hour and a half, and we’re hoping to encourage further research of this 

population among prospective ornithology students in Jamaica. 

 

Our morning ascent to Blue Mountain Peak (7,385ft by our GPS’s calculations of the accessible 

summit) yielded our first and final look at the uncommon, endangered, and endemic Jamaican 

Blackbird, which has an amusingly wheezy or squeal-like call and forages in the bromeliads of the 

island’s rainforests. We were lucky enough to get more than a mere glimpse at this cool bird since 

two of them flew quite close to us while on the trail. 

 

The Jamaican Blackbird 



 

Once we reached the summit, John and I foraged for wild strawberries in the grass while Justin 

dully but dutifully scanned the skies for aerial insectivores (it’s not easy being the boss). Our good 

bird fortune didn’t extend to the cloudiness of the day, however, and we were never afforded the 

potentially majestic view of the island from Blue Mountain Peak that some people can get. To 

avoid being closed in by clouds, some people actually start hiking at around 4am (we heard them 

pass by our tents) for a sunrise at the peak, but since we wanted to get a look at the aerial 

insectivores crossing over Portland Gap we chose against this option. 

 

A view from the ascent to Blue Mountain Peak 
 



Golden Swallow Expedition Back in Ithaca 
APRIL 9, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

A moon rises in the Blue Mountains 

 

 

Photo by Justin Proctor 

 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/04/09/golden-swallow-expedition-back-in-ithaca/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/


It’s been a while since you last heard from us, but not because we’re lost in the Jamaican 

wilderness! 

We arrived back in Ithaca, NY a week ago, and have been hard at work processing our data, photos, 

videos, and thoughts from this past trip to the Blue Mountains. In addition, we’ve had to analyze 

our data from both trips combined, trying to seek out patterns in aerial insectivore sightings and 

making maps of all our point counts with different species seen in both Cockpit Country and the 

mountainous eastern portion of the island. 

We’re also looking up references to all information on Cave Swallows, Antillean Palm Swifts, and 

White-collared Swifts in either Jamaica, the Caribbean, or the world, depending on what kind of 

journal articles have been published about them in the past. Other research we’ve been doing 

involves Barn Owls and Turkey Vultures, which will be the subject of spin-off papers that we hope 

to write as well (more information soon!). Although the Ithaca spring weather is a bit shocking to 

the senses after four weeks in the tropics, we’re acclimating well and hope to have our drafts 

complete in the coming month. 

 

 

A male anole displays his dewlap at Holywell in the Blue and John Crow Mountain National Park. 

 

Tomorrow we’ll have the first part of our big gear review up on the blog, to share our impressions 

and opinions on the utility and comfort of different items we brought on our expeditions. 
 



The Great Golden Swallow Gear Review: Part 1 
APRIL 10, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

A sea cave on the northern coast of Jamaica, where Cave Swallows nest. 

 

We’ve finally put our heads together and written all our thoughts on the various articles of gear we 

brought with us to Jamaica for two months! Overall we were pretty pleased with everything we 

used, and would recommend them to the average backpacker except where it’s clear that we 

weren’t very satisfied. 

GSI Outdoors Pinnacle Dualist Cookware Set: 

 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/04/10/the-great-golden-swallow-gear-review-part-1/
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Justin:  This cookware set has some big pro’s and some big con’s. The fact that everything fits 

nicely together, and the entire unit is lightweight is definitely a plus. However, a rogue surge of 

flame from our stove one night that came up high on the sides of the pot caused the pot to warp in 

shape (which is surprising because of its constant tolerance to high heat from below). Therefore the 

lid never fit correctly again. The bowls are solid and the two that come with a foam/elastic band 

around them are effective in keeping you from getting burned from hot contents within. The folding 

handle of the pot is hazardous – perhaps there is a locking mechanism that we are unaware of or did 

not receive. The two retracting sporks that come with the set are complete garbage. The minute you 

attempt to ‘pierce’ a piece of food, the spork will retract and become useless. Best to pawn these 

sporks off as a gift to a friend that you really don’t like much. 

John: Hey, Seth, want a spoon? 

Seth: Heck yeah! … … … hey, Justin, want a spoon? 

Bodum Brazil 1-Liter 34-Ounce French Press Coffeemaker, Green: 

 

Justin:  This French press will be a friend for life. I’ve nicknamed it the ‘Freedom Press’, because, 

well, you know…..America is great, and we pretty much invented coffee. She’s robust, simple to 

use and clean, and guarantees a full cup of coffee for three individuals when filled to the top. 

  

 

 

 

 



Front Runner 27L Canvas Water Bladder (Sierra Expeditions): 

 

Seth:  These 27-liter bladders, reinforced in a canvas cover, served their purpose as reserve sources 

of water fairly well. The main problem we had with them was the secondary spigot or air-valve in 

the opposite corner from the main bladder orifice. These hidden spigots pop in and out of the 

bladder plastic rather than screw in; when placed on the back of a moving donkey, the pressure may 

lead to these parts accidentally popping off. 

2-Gallon Coghlan’s Expandable Water Carrier: 

 

Seth:  The spigots on these jugs pour very poorly. The flow is so slow and irregular that we always 

ended up unscrewing the cap entirely instead. They also tend to fall over since they don’t have 

enough support on the bottom, but this is understandable since they’re designed to compress when 

empty. 

Justin:  I grew up in Western NY. There the people know better and use the word ‘spicket’, not 

‘spigot’. 



MPOWERD Luci-lux Inflatable Solar Lantern (Inflatable): 

 

Justin:  Luci is a sexy little catch.  She doesn’t need much attention, yet she gives so much in 

return for just a little sunshine. It’s nice to have her warming glow surrounding me at night. 

Deuter Aircontact 75+10: 

 

John and Seth both bought these packs for the trip. Although this model is a little heavier than 

average, it’s also pretty sturdy and could take a beating. The built-in rain cover is great, with lots of 

extra space to cover anything strapped to the outside of the pack. The constantly adjusted straps 

(i.e. hip straps, load-lifters, etc.) could use elastic bands to take up the slack left over after buckling 

or cinching tight — though in some cases this is rectifiable with rubber bands. The pocket at the 

bottom of the pack, which we dubbed the rump pocket, has a very difficult zipper to open, because 

the surrounding fabric is too tight around it. In reviews we read before leaving the US, a common 

complaint was that the velcro strip designed to hold up water bladders inside the pack is extremely 

weak; Seth found it adequate, albeit imperfect, and not as bad as people said if you can partly 

support the weight of a 2-3 liter bladder with other objects in the pack. 
 



The Great Golden Swallow Gear Review: Part 2 
APRIL 12, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

MSR Whisperlite International Stove V2: 

 

Justin:  Referring to just the stove: The whisperlite international is a darn good stove. Lightweight, 

folds up nicely, and is relatively easy to set-up, maintain, and clean. I purchased this stove because 

it can burn almost any flammable gas or liquid. That’s imperative when you are traveling 

internationally. The only change I would make would be to upgrade the ‘teeth’ on the three stands 

that hold your cookware so as to create more friction and lessen the likelihood of a pot or pan 

slipping off the stove. 

MSR Standard Fuel Pump: 

 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/04/12/the-great-golden-swallow-gear-review-part-2/
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Justin:  This is an easy to use pump, but it requires more maintenance than one would desire. 

Though the pump syringe never broke, it always felt weak to the touch. The pump cup attached to 

the inner end of the syringe does not attach well to the syringe, while it also dries out over the 

course of several days. Without lubrication and vigilance, that pump cup will slip off and/or rip if 

you’re not careful. Once the cup has ripped, it will be impossible to build up pressure in the MSR 

bottle. Accessing the innards is also difficult, and requires at least four hands pushing and pulling at 

different pressure points at the same time. Be sure to purchase the Whisperlite International service 

kit because you will need the spare parts. After two solid months of use, I am thinking that I will 

now have to replace this unit entirely.  

  

 

MSR Whisperlite International Expedition Service Kit: 

 

Justin:  Seems to be a fairly comprehensive kit and the container box is strong with a good latch. 

This is a ‘must-have’ because of the shortcomings of the associated MSR Standard Fuel Pump. 

MSR Fuel Bottle, 30oz: 

 

Justin:  I knew that these bottles would be perfect – and they were – because of their ability to be 

emptied and refilled with any flammable liquid without any hassle.  You can walk up to a gas 

station and fill one from the gas-pump if you so desire.  The bottles can be emptied, cleaned, and 



flown with in your undercarriage bags (be sure to remove the tops so as to ensure that TSA agents 

are immediately aware that they are empty).  At first, the caps are difficult to remove, and I’m not 

sure why.  After a few days of use, the problem disappears. 

John: These were my favorite water bottles the whole trip… *cough* 

  

Rite in the Rain notebooks: 

 

The 393 model (4 ⅝” x 7”) we chose for the first trip is too big for convenience in the field (hard to 

fit well in pockets) and the spine allows pages to fall out too easily–although this can be rectified 

by squeezing the spine tightly shut. For the second trip we got the 393-M (3 ¼” x 5”) model and 

they were perfect. 

Justin: I lost my back cover and three pages of irreplaceable notes because the spine opened up 

without my knowledge. 

John: I can show you all the papercuts I got from trying to force this blumberbussing book into my 

pocket. 

Seth: It’s funny how a product labeled as “All-weather tough” has all the ink rub off its front and 

back covers in less than a month. 

 

 

 



 

SeaToSummit Wilderness Wash (250ml bottle): 

 

Justin:  The 250ml bottle of concentrated wilderness wash was enough to wash dishes and our 

bodies for several weeks when used sparingly. The wash can produce a nice lather when agitated 

well. Not the kind of thing you should rely on the night before your first date with a special 

someone, but if you’re heading out into the bush and want to be environmentally conscious and 

keep things clean, this is a solid product. 
 



The Great Golden Swallow Gear Review: 
nākd edition 

APRIL 15, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

Given the photo above, perhaps this post would have been better suited to April Fools’ Day. 

However, since April 1st was the first day we had back in Ithaca, the precise editing required to 

keep the photo PG-rated would have been rushed and the result would have been, shall we say, 

sloppy. Although it may seem like a strange way of saying thanks, this post — and especially the 

header photo — are a token of our great appreciation for the folks at nākd (Nature Balance Foods), 

particularly for Traci in US operations, who coordinated everything with us! I should clarify that 

we created the photo above of our own volition and without any explicit sponsorship — it is not a 

nākd photo shoot, it’s just a naked photo shoot. 
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On the trail up to Blue Mountain Peak, the highest summit in Jamaica. 

 

We had mentioned long ago that we were receiving lots of nākd bars to help us through our 

expeditions, and no amount of expressed gratitude can reflect the true value of these snacks to our 

diet during the past three months. The best part is that we could eat as many as we felt like it 

since they have no added sugar or artificial ingredients, and are basically just a combination of 1) 

dates and/or raisins, 2) almonds, cashews, or pecans, and 3) spices or natural flavoring like cocoa 

powder or coffee. 

 

Our staples for the first trip were apple crunch, cocoa mint, and cocoa crunch. Since the apple 

crunch were the least numerous and — in my opinion — the best by far of the three flavors, I 

enforced a ration of one apple crunch per person every other day, which resulted in a celebratory 

surplus at the end of the trip. In the meantime, John only ever ate cocoa mint, snubbing other 

flavors. Justin ate whatever we handed him while driving. 

 

 

John, Seth, and Justin in the Blue Mountains near Cinchona Botanical Gardens, about to enjoy their 

nākd bars (photo by Justin Proctor). 

https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/01/08/a-word-about-our-partners/


 

 

Another scenic nākd spot. 

 

On the second trip we had practically no apple crunches, and a dwindling supply of cocoa crunch 

that was replaced with the somewhat dreaded caffé mocha. This flavor was unanimously voted the 

ugly duckling of the bunch — still cherished somewhere deep in some part of our minds, but 

shunned by the majority of our taste buds, partly because the caffé mochas tend to be drier bars but 

also because none of us particularly care for coffee-flavored things that aren’t the unadulterated 

beverage. The bright side is that many of the Jamaicans with whom we shared nākd bars loved 

the caffé mochas and were very happy to take them off our hands if we had a surplus for the week. 

And now that we’re back in Ithaca we can share the extra caffé mochas we still have with friends at 

Cornell. 

Eating two or three of these tasty gluten-free snacks a day made it easier for us to be on the go 

throughout our work, stopping only for lunch. The fact that nākd bars are also dairy-free and made 

with raw, dried fruits and nuts meant we didn’t have to worry about them spoiling at all in the 

Jamaican heat, even when left in a huge bag in our car’s trunk for a month. Thanks again to the 

nākd team for helping us work hard and stay healthy! 
 



The Great Golden Swallow Gear Review: Part 3 
APRIL 17, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

Seth displaying his catch. Photo by Justin Proctor. 

 

Thermarest Prolite Plus sleeping pad: 

Seth: Comfortable and light, these pads kept us insulated and padded even on cement floors, but 

the compression sack that is supposed to store the pad is far too small. I don’t recommend sleeping 

on these on a hot, humid day at around noon. 

Justin: This is the first thermarest I’ve used in my life. I’ll probably never have to buy another. I 

slept comfortably on this thermarest every night, whether it was lying on concrete, a tiled floor, or a 

more forgiving forest floor. I threw out the ludicrously small sack that came with this otherwise 

good product on the second day. 
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John: Don’t ask me, I just sleep on an old yoga mat. I should also point out that it took Seth and 

Justin a few minutes to deflate and roll these up every morning. 

  

ExOfficio Men’s Boxer, Curfew, medium: (worn by Seth – see photo) 

Seth: These highly expensive pairs of underwear are fast drying, don’t retain bad odors, and are 

quite breathable. Their only downside is that there’s a bit too much fabric in the seat, so they can be 

wedgie-prone. 

Justin: I think Seth just wanted to beat me on the pricing of luxury undies. 

John: What’s underwear? 

Coghlan’s Bug Jacket, large: 

 

Seth: The mesh is fine enough that mosquitoes can’t bite through it, the drawstrings on the wrists 

and waist are easy to use and help prevent intruders, and the zipper for the hood works perfectly for 

when you need to eat. When it was very hot and humid I tried wearing only the bug jacket with 

nothing else on my torso and despite some itching, it still worked perfectly, although it may have 

attracted more mosquitoes. Don’t know why the guys didn’t join me in wearing the jacket, though. 

Justin: Never used it myself, it looked a little silly. 

John: My bug jacket was a DEET bath every morning and evening. 

  



 Icebreaker Men’s Anatomica RLX Boxer with Fly, Black, medium:  (worn by Justin) 

 

Justin:  If you’re going to drop an entire week’s salary on one pair of underwear, you might as well 

go with Icebreakers. Rumor has it that one baby sheep’s life is extinguished in order to make each 

pair. Fantastic. I wore a pair of Icebreakers every day for one month straight without washing. 

During that time, I was hiking from 5 to 10 miles a day through rugged, humid conditions. I’m also 

a sweaty man. These boxers never once retained odor, never once bunched up in uncomfortable 

places, and would dry on their own even when contained under a pair of pants. I hate to be cliché, 

but these boxers are without a doubt the best thing that’s happened since sliced bread. 

 

EMS Men’s Trailhead Plaid Shirt: (worn by Seth) 

Seth: This nicely-patterned shirt wicks sweat fairly well, mosquitoes don’t bite through it (although 

maybe the permethrin repellent I sprayed on it is partly responsible), and the fabric has a nice 

elasticity to it. 

Justin: Wait, that was Seth? I thought a shirt model was just joining us for fun. 

John: I’m still not sure where Seth repeatedly found a place to get his shirt pressed while deep in 

the bush, but kudos to him. 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



The North Face Men’s Cool Horizon Woven: (worn by John) 

 

John: A good shirt is a good shirt. Except when it comes in grapeleaf. 

 

 

John and Seth wearing their respective shirts. Photo by Justin Proctor. 

  

EMS Men’s Trailhead Shirt:  (worn by Justin) 

Justin:  breathable and lightweight, but moisture-absorbing.  Not for the overly sweat-laden man. 

 

Justin sporting his EMS Trailhead shirt and pants. 

  



EMS Men’s Trailhead Pants, Inseam Options: (worn by all three) 

Strong, breathable, flexible, and quick drying, these pants come in a variety of great colors and do 

the job well. 

Justin: Best pants on earth.  I wear them hiking through hell and high water, and I also wear them 

to semi-formal occasions.  The design of the pant eliminates annoying and tiring resistance around 

the upper leg, knee, and crotch regions while lifting the leg during steeply sloped treks.  I don’t 

understand how to use (or the practicality) of the drawstring on the ankle, which is inside the pant 

and rubs against my ankle when I’m wearing high boots. 

John: I loved these pants, but avoid the grapeleaf shade if you can. Never thought it was possible, 

but one can definitely have too much grapeleaf…. 

Seth: My particular pair had very shoddy stitching all over and just to keep the pockets functional I 

had to use our emergency sewing kit, which didn’t even have the charcoal thread I needed (had to 

use royal blue). 
 



The Rufous-throated Solitaire 
APRIL 22, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

Back when I wrote about our ascent of Blue Mountain Peak, I mentioned that the Rufous-throated 

Solitaire is a bird that can be pretty tough to spot. 

 

In that prior post, I had a picture of the same individual featured in the video above. If you turn the 

volume up, you can hear all the shrill details of the bird’s call, and imagine sounds like those 

echoing through the misty hills — the guidebook to Jamaican birds actually describes the 

vocalizations as “ventriloquial,” which we found to be accurate.  

 

A member of the thrush family Turdidae, the Rufous-throated Solitaire is found on several islands 

in the Caribbean, where it eats small fruits and berries in humid montane forests. Known in French 

(on Haiti) as the “solitary whistler,” the bird is a great surprise to see at any time, but also simply a 

pleasure to listen to in the woods. We thought some of the other calls not displayed in the video 

above sounded like distant car alarms as well as antique telephone ring-tones. 
 

 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=UgKPFHKAqXc 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/04/22/the-rufous-throated-solitaire/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/03/28/blue-mountain-peak/


Status of the Critically Endangered Jamaican 
Golden Swallow (summary) 

MAY 1, 2015 / JUSTIN PROCTOR / EDIT 

 
Justin Proctor, Department of Natural Resources, Cornell University, Ithaca, NY 

Seth E. Inman, Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology, Ithaca, NY 

John M. Zeiger, Cornell Laboratory of Ornithology, Ithaca, NY 

Gary R. Graves, Smithsonian Institution, Washington, D.C. 

 

 

Hispaniolan Golden Swallows in Parque Valle Nuevo, Dominican Republic. (From left to right) 

Adult in flight; adult perched overtop of artificial nest-box; 25-day-old chicks in nest-box, one day 

prior to fledging. 

 

The Golden Swallow (Tachycineta euchrysea) is an aerial insectivore and obligate secondary 

cavity-nester known exclusively to the Caribbean islands of Jamaica and Hispaniola. The 

Hispaniolan subspecies (T. e. sclateri) was first described in 1866 by the American ornithologist, 

Charles Barney Cory, and though considered common in the early 1900s, it has become an 

increasingly rare resident of the highlands of Haiti and the Dominican Republic. The subspecies is 

currently categorized as vulnerable by the International Union for Conservation of Nature (IUCN). 

Researchers have been studying the life history and breeding biology of the Hispaniolan subspecies 

since 2012, and initial conservation efforts are currently underway. The nominate Jamaican Golden 

Swallow race (T. e. euchrysea) was first described in 1847 by the English naturalist, Philip Henry 

Gosse, and was always considered uncommon, locally distributed, and endemic to Jamaica. Sadly, 

the Jamaican Golden Swallow subspecies has not been unequivocally observed since the late 

1980s. 

 

Gary Graves, Curator of Birds at the Smithsonian Institution’s National Museum of Natural History 

in Washington, D.C., conducted island-wide surveys for the Jamaican Golden Swallow from 1994 

to 2012. Though his extensive search efforts did not produce a positive sighting, two large tracts of 

remote land remained to be thoroughly explored. Cornell University graduate student, Justin 

Proctor, who has dedicated his Master’s thesis work to studying the Hispaniolan subspecies of 

Golden Swallow, was asked by Graves and the Smithsonian Institution to lead a team into Jamaica 

to finish the exhaustive search for the critically endangered Jamaican Golden Swallow. Proctor was 

joined by Cornell students John Zeiger and Seth Inman, and from January 15th to February 12th 

(29 days), and from March 3rd to 30th (28 days) 2015, the team targeted their search efforts on the 

Cockpit Country and Blue Mountain regions of Jamaica. Survey locations were selected based on 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/05/01/status-of-the-critically-endangered-jamaican-golden-swallow/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/cjp252/
https://wordpress.com/post/lapazgroup.net/54250


several – often overlapping – criteria, including (1) areas where known historical sightings of the 

species had occurred, (2) remote, difficult to access terrain as well as large parcels of private 

property, both of which are greatly under-surveyed, if ever surveyed at all, by bird watchers and/or 

ornithologists, (3) habitat that closely resembled that which is currently used by the Hispaniolan 

Golden Swallow and (4) regions not covered – as well as those deemed worthy of repeat surveying 

– by earlier aerial insectivore surveys conducted island-wide by Graves (2013). The team 

performed 634 standardized point counts while surveying more than 300 miles of remote landscape 

on foot. The presence and identification of all diurnal aerial insectivores were determined at each 

designated census site. Three species of diurnal aerial insectivores were observed during the 

surveys, including the White-collared Swift (Streptoprocne zonaris), Antillean Palm Swift 

(Tachornis phoenicobia), and Cave Swallow (Petrochelidon fulva). One additional species, the 

Barn Swallow (Hirundo rustica) was observed on two separate occasions during the study period 

but was not recorded on any of the standardized censuses. Every swallow species seen was 

positively identified by the observers. No Golden Swallows were observed, nor were any 

other Tachycineta species. 

 

 

Standardized census sites for Golden Swallows in Jamaica (N = 2,068). Red circles indicate 

individual census sites conducted by Gary R. Graves (n = 1,434) and dark purple circles indicate 

census sites conducted by Proctor et al. (n = 634). Collectively, surveys were conducted from 1994 

to 2015. Map shading depicts topography, with colors darkening as elevation increases. 

 

Golden Swallows are not a cryptic avian species. Their acrobatic manner of foraging combined 

with their often curious demeanor towards observers makes them an agreeable search target. That 

being said, historical and contemporary observations (the latter referring to the Hispaniola 

subspecies) confirm that they commonly intermix with other aerial insectivores when foraging. 

These mixed foraging flocks can occur from ground level to well over 100 meters high, and are 

often composed of extremely fast-moving congregations of swallows and swifts. For most bird-

watchers, this scenario has been a notoriously challenging one for identifying individual birds to 

the species-level. In response to this, the aerial insectivore surveys carried out by Graves and 

Proctor et al. focused specifically on closely analyzing these mixed flocks so as to further dismiss 

the likelihood that any persisting Jamaican Golden Swallows had gone unnoticed while 

incorporated into these flocks. More than 25 years have passed since the last confirmed sighting of 

the Jamaican subspecies. Since then, there have been no sightings by investigators specifically 



targeting the subspecies nor any reports from local or international birdwatchers. Furthermore, 

there is no evidence that either Golden Swallow subspecies has ever migrated off-island. Despite 

the extremely minute probability that a remaining population continues to persist undetected, at this 

point it should be confidently declared that the Jamaican Golden Swallow, Tachycineta euchrysea 

euchrysea, is extinct. 

 

Supplemental readings: 

 Information on the Hispaniolan Golden Swallow: www.thegoldenswallow.org 

 Graves’ work and publication on the Jamaican Golden 

Swallow:www.journals.cambridge.org; electronic version available in Volume 24, Issue 02 

 Blog entries covering the Proctor et al. survey expeditions for Jamaican Golden 

Swallow: https://lapazgroup.net/category/golden-swallow/ 

 Peer-reviewed publication on the Status of the Jamaican Golden Swallow: in prep 

 A special thanks to the organizations and institutions that made this work possible: 

 
 

 

 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/05/01/status-of-the-critically-endangered-jamaican-golden-swallow/www.thegoldenswallow.org
https://lapazgroup.net/2015/05/01/status-of-the-critically-endangered-jamaican-golden-swallow/www.journals.cambridge.org
https://lapazgroup.net/category/golden-swallow/


A Day in the Cockpit 
MAY 3, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

Out of the several hours of video that we took during our first month of the Jamaican Golden 

Swallow Expedition, Justin has condensed the cream of the crop into a fifteen-minute compilation 

that flows from sunrise to moonlight, with lots of birds, scenery, and other life in between. 

 

 

 
 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=ygMJBUuJMz4 

 

 

Watching the video above, you can get a taste of our daily experience in Cockpit Country, enjoying 

the biodiversity of the area and admiring the countryside. If you have any questions about any of 

the bird species featured in the video, just comment below with the time at which the bird appears 

and we’ll get back to you! Also, stay tuned for the second video displaying our time in the Blue and 

John Crow Mountains! 
 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/05/03/a-day-in-the-cockpit/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/


A Day in the Blue Mountains 
MAY 5, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

Last week we shared the compilation of A Day in the Cockpit. Here’s the second installment of our 

expedition video, with about nine minutes of the Blue and John Crow Mountains: 

 

 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=5KB641D08bw 

 

 

Much of this footage was taken within the national park, or on private land that creates a buffer 

zone around the park. Varying levels of human disturbance in the whole region make for an 

interesting mix of habitats and bird populations. Next up, we’ll have a video of some Cave 

Swallows colonizing a sea-formed overhang of rock on the northern coast of Jamaica. 
 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/05/05/a-day-in-the-blue-mountains/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/05/03/a-day-in-the-cockpit/


Cave Swallows in Jamaica 
MAY 22, 2015 / SETH INMAN 

 

 

Our last big video from the Jamaican Golden Swallow expedition was from the Blue Mountains. 

This time I have some footage of a colony of Cave Swallows we found at the end of our trip when 

we were driving along the north coast of the island. About fifty or sixty birds live in this shelf of 

rock overhanging the ocean, having created nests in the walls with mud pellets. 

 

 

 
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=niY4qJrcCzk 

 

 

In the video above, you can see Justin swimming under the natural bridge to get a better view of the 

birds as they circle around to check on their nests, possibly choosing which ones they will use this 

breeding season and looking for spots to improve. When they weren’t flying right over the water, 

they were up over the rock, foraging in the skies between twenty and sixty feet above the ground. 

Since the species has been spreading a bit into Texas and Florida in the last couple decades, 

Cornell’s All About Bird website has an account for the Cave Swallow, so you can learn a bit more 

about it by visiting here. 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

https://lapazgroup.net/2015/05/22/cave-swallows-in-jamaica/
https://lapazgroup.net/author/setheinman/
https://raxacollective.wordpress.com/2015/05/05/a-day-in-the-blue-mountains/
http://www.allaboutbirds.org/guide/Cave_Swallow/lifehistory


 

Update: 

 

By pure coincidence, Justin just found a surprising reference to Cave Swallows in the general 

vicinity of the area we were in when I took the videos above, by the great ornithologist Philip 

Henry Gosse, who illustrated the first Golden Swallow, back in 1847: 

[The Cave Swallow (Hirundo fulva)] delights in the neighbourhood of caverns and overhanging 

rocks, in the hollows of which it builds its ingenious nest. About a mile from Bluefields, the sea 

washes a precipitous rock of no great height, on the summit of which is an old fort… The foot of 

the cliff is girt with irregular masses of honey-combed rock, between which the incoming tide rolls, 

and frets, and boils, in foaming confusion; and the front is hollowed into caves, some of which are 

long passages with an opening at each end, and others are merely wide-mouthed, but shallow 

hollows. In one of these I counted forty nests of this species of Swallow, each consisting of a half 

cup, built with little pellets of mud… 
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