Mayan Butterfly Adventure seasoned with Birding & Culture

Yucatan & Chiapas, Mexico, 1-14 November, 2014 (plus 4 night Monarch extension)
Not many people realise that Mexico is not just the wintering place of hundreds of millions of incredible Monarch butterflies, but also host to almost 10 percent of the total butterfly species of the entire globe! That is close to 1800 species which means a hard to beat diversity. What is more, butterflies often occur in great number as well, so with good timing and some luck we can end up with a terrific list of butterflies during a 2 week long trip visiting various habitats. Our tour through the Land of the Mayas takes us to some of the great butterfly hotspots among fascinating Mayan ruins in Yucatan and Chiapas, two contrastingly different areas.  Beside butterflies, we should see some breathtaking birds, colourful wildflowers, various mammals, plus interesting amphibians and reptiles.  Chiapas alone has one of the greatest biodiversity in not just in Mexico, but in the entire Americas: there are more than 100 species of amphibians, 700 species of birds, more than 50 species of mammals and just over 200 species of reptiles. 
We pay visits to famous and some less known Mayan archaeological sites surrounded by lush forests and full of many great species. We also explore various other habitats: broadleaved and pine forests, wetlands, mangroves, Caribbean beaches, all with their own unique rich flora and fauna, including many endemics as well.

Fact File

- 2-weeks in Mexico visiting famous Mayan sites and nature reserves
- start and finish in Cancun
- using 9 bases to maximize visited places and possible species


Highlights
- travelling along the Caribbean shore, Sian Káan Reserve
- searching out butterflies among Mayan ruins

- boat trip to Yaxchilan on the Guatemalan border
- visit to Calakmul, one of the most remote and wildest areas in Yucatan
- visit to Monte Azul Biosphere Reserve with Scarlet Macaws and the unique Montebello  Lakes

- search for butterflies at and around the most famous waterfalls of Mexico

- wide variety of birds, mammals, reptiles, and amphibians at different habitats
- plenty of interesting butterfly species including several great endemics and near endemics
- 4 night extension to see the incredible sight of overwintering Monarchs
Accommodation

1 night Puerto Morelos at the Caribbean seashore

1 night Tulum
1 night at Calakmul,

2 nights at Palenque,
1 night at Yaxchilan,








2 nights at Monte Azul, 

2 nights close to Comitan

1 night at San Cristobal area
1 night at Palenque
Price includes

- all travel within the country as noted in the itinerary;
- all accommodation based on shared rooms, single rooms available for extra charge;

- 3 meals per day with 1 non-alcoholic drink, generally breakfast, packed lunch, dinner

- services of the leader(s); trip materials.

Not included

- flights to and from Cancun (allow £750); internal flights from Villahermosa to Mexico and Mexico to Cancun Cancun

- optional programmes to places of interest and entrance fees involved;

- airport and other departure taxes, tips; food beyond 3 meals/day;

- excess baggage charges; telephone calls; alcoholic and other extra beverages;

- compulsory personal insurance.
Activity level
Generally easy to moderate walks
Some areas are humid; hot temperatures and rain is possible

Itinerary

Day 1

November 1st
Arrival at Cancun on the Yucatan Peninsula and transfer to the small fishing village of Puerto Morelos around 35km from the airport.  After securing our rooms, depending on timing, there might be time to discover the surrounding area before dinner.

Overnight: Hacienda Puerto Morelos, Puerto Morelos
Day 2

November 2nd
After breakfast, we will go out to nearby flowery clearings and dirt-roads where we hope to find our first butterflies. Although Puerto Morelos is close to Cancun, it is surprisingly green and covered by mainly deciduous and semi-evergreen tropical forests.  We should see our first Heliconids here plus others of the more widespread Nymphalids. 

This will also be an area where we will see our first Yucatan endemic birds, such as Yucatan Jay, Yucatan Vireo and perhaps Yucatan Parrot as well. Other birds we might find in the more open areas include the colourful Painted Bunting, Vermillion Flycatcher, Blue Bunting, Northern Cardinal, Olive-backed Sparrow, Violaceous and Black-headed Trogon.

Later on, we start our journey south, travelling through Playa del Carmen and Tulum before having a late lunch at Coba, followed by a visit to our first Mayan archeological site, which has many flowering trees and wildflowers to attract butterflies but also shady trails among forested areas as well, thus providing a nice mix of different habitats and species.  A target species here is the spectacular Wavy-lined Sunstreak (Arcas cypria) which was seen on a previous visit to the area.

Wavy-lined Sunstreak (Arcas cypria)
If we are not too tired we might try for Yucatan Poorwill and Yucatan Nightjar at dusk close to our accommodation.
Overnight: Tulum, Hotel Parayso Beach
Day 3

November 3rd
After a good night’s sleep and a healthy breakfast, we start our journey South in the direction of Belize. We stop at some areas with flowery bushes, passing really isolated little Mayan villages. Alongside the road, we should find some small farms with flowery edges, most of them offer good nectar sources for butterflies. 

This is also an area where we can find Black Catbird, White-fronted and Yucatan Parrot, Aztec Parakeet, Yellow-bellied Euphonia, Masked Tytira just to mention a few out of the several species possible here. Different Hummingbird species should be around as well, such as Buff-breasted, Cinnamon and Rufus-tailed.
Later on, we travel further south past the beautiful Bacalar Bay before we turn away from the sea and continue inland towards Calakmul Biosphere Reserve. Depending on how we progress, we might stop at another Mayan site, Chicanna but, in any event, arrive in time at a cave near to our accommodation from where millions of bats emerge, like a huge swarm, before dusk. It is an unforgettable, incredible experience!
Overnight: Calakmul Lodge
Day 4

November 4th 

The first half of the day we will spend at the Calakmul Biosphere Reserve where huge tracts of good forest surround the Mayan ruins. The road leading to the ruins is a good place to see Ocellated Turkey and Great Curassow. Further bird species to look for include Barred Forest-falcon and Bat Falcon which is usually around and Green and Yucatan Jay is quite common. It is a Flycatcher paradise, but Yellow-breasted and Grey-throathed chats can steal the show!
A 3 year study into the phenology of butterflies recorded 423 species with November being a particularly good month for Nymphalids like the Guatemalan Cracker (Hamadryas guatemalena), Small Beauty (Colubura dirce) and One and Two spotted Preponas (Archaeoprepona demophon).  We also have a good chance of Common Morpho (Morpho helenor) here and Queen (Danaus gilippus) which is a close relative of the Monarch.
During the afternoon, we travel through extensive farmland and the Usumacinta Marshes which offer huge feeding areas for various Herons, Egrets, Wood Storks and sometimes Jabiru. Finally, we end our journey at Palenque.
Overnight: Kin Balam Cabanas, Palenque
Day 5

November 5th
After yesterday’s long journey we take it easy today, spending our time mainly in the vicinity of our accommodation. Our hotel grounds are a perfect area to look for butterflies and birds as well, since it is situated at the edge of the tropical rainforest offering some open bushy areas to check out and also some shady patches to look around, plus a stream where butterflies come down to sip moisture and take minerals. Around 500 species have been recorded in this immediate area including the striking Yellow-bordered Owl-Butterfly (Caligo uranus), no less than 27 different species of Swallowtails, all four species of Mexican Beautymarks including the spectacular Variable Beautymark (Rhetus periander), which was a highlight of our recent trip to Peru (see photo), and 18 species of Heliconids.
The famous Mayan Archeological site of Palenque is just a couple of kilometres away from our hotel, so we should visit the place hopefully timing our visit to avoid the worst of the crowds. There are remnant patches of rainforest around the attractive ruins which are home to many interesting species including Wedge-tailed Sabrewing, Rufous-breasted Spinetail, Mexican Ant-thrush, Scaled Antpitta, Yellow-winged Tanager, Black-throated Shrike-Tanager and Green-backed Sparrow. Hummingbirds will be represented by Western Long-tailed & Stripe-throated Hermit, White-bellied Emerald, Buff-bellied & Rufous-tailed Hummingbird. White-breasted Wood-wren is a nice endemic to find beside several species of Woodpeckers.
During the evening also at our hotel we can listen for the strange sound of Northern Potoo and Common Paraque and with some luck we might spot them during their flight.
Overnight: Kin Balam Cabanas, Palenque
Day 6

November 6th
After breakfast, we travel alongside the border of Mexico and Guatemala towards an area of the Lacandon indigenous people, who were only discovered to the outside world during the 1950s. They live in remote areas, which are usually great natural areas.  Here, we will check out flowering bushy areas alongside streams and rivers, plus some forest roads for other species.  Our plan is to ascend to the famous Bonampak archeological site where, at higher altitudes, we hope to find different species and, of course, we can admire the ruins as well.

Like Palenque, around the ruins is another rich area for butterflies with an even longer list of species recorded including the near endemic White or Salvin’s Kite-Swallowtail (Eurytides salvini), Tiger Beauty (Tigridia acesta), the splendidly named Musical Ghost-Skipper (Phanus vitreus) and Imperial Sunstreak (Arcas imperialis).
We might check out the entrance road of Bonampak for birds as well, such as White-whiskered Puffbird, Dusky Antbird, Mexican Antthrush, White-collared Manakin, Stub-tailed Spadebill and Dot-winged Antwren, just to mention a few out of the local specialities.
Late afternoon, we continue our way to Frontera Corozal where we will have our dinner and spend a night alongside the Usumacinta River in colourful hotel buildings.
Overnight: Escudo Jaguar Hotel, Yaxchilan
Day 7

November 7th
Today, after breakfast, we start with an interesting boat trip on the Usumacinta River down to the famous Yaxchilan ruins. This is one of the less visited, but most exciting and remote ruin complexes.
Beside excellent butterfly species like Black-and-Yellow Prestonians (Aeria eurinedia), Cell-barred Geomark (Mesene phareus), White Sailor (Dynamine theseus), White Morpho (Morpho polyphemus) and Cinnamon Mytip (Myscelus belti),
a wide variety of birds are possible here as well from Royal Flycatcher to Keel-billed Toucan. With luck we should be able to observe Howler and Spider Monkeys in the canopy. It is also one of the most reliable areas for King Vulture in Mexico. Parrot species can include Red-lored, Mealy and White-fronted Parrot, three species of Saltators plus Montezuma Oropendula are possible as well.

After lunch, we will travel around the foot of the Montes Azules, discovering the edge of the Biosphere Reserve and finally arrive to our accommodation which will be at a marvellous area at the Biosphere Reserve at the edge of a riverbank again.

Overnight: Guacamayas Lodge, Chajul
Day 8

November 8th
Today, we spend the whole day without travelling, exploring the hotel grounds which have plenty of flowering plants, bushes and trees, so we should be treated by a number of interesting species. Since we are at the fantastic Montes Azules Biosphere Reserve this is the only place in Mexico where we can still find Scarlet Macaws flying around freely since this area is the last known breading habitat for them. Although they are the most colourful birds of the region there are plenty more birds and of course butterflies for us to admire. Yellow-winged & Summer Tanager, several hummingbirds, flycatchers, orioles should be around while to find Mexican Antthrush, Stub-tailed Spadebill or Northern Bentbill might be a bit more challenging.

Sought after butterflies include Stripe-tipped Fiestamark (Symmachia rubina), Brilliant Greenmark (Caria Mantinea), Graphic Beauty (Baeotus baeotus) and Great Agrias (Agrias aedon), a Monarch-sized species with iridescent purple and red patches on the upperside.
Overnight: Guacamayas Lodge, Chajul
Day 9

November 9th
Back on the road, we continue towards Lagunas de Montebello, which are crystal-clear mountain lakes surrounded by pine woods. We will walk some forest trails and lakeside areas with contrastingly different habitats to what we have experienced before which should result in us finding different butterfly species as well. The whole area has one of the longest butterfly lists in all of Mexico.  Amongst species recorded from this area are Yellow Kite Swallowtail (Eurytides calliste), Starred Oxeo (Oxeoschistus tauropolis), Cloud-forest Fantastic Skipper (Vettius conka), with some real stunners like Bates’ Greatstreak (Evenus batesi), Gaudy Eyemark (Mesosemia gaudiolum) and Blue-and-Orange Banner (Epiphele iblis) thrown in for good measure.
Special local birds at the Montebello Lakes include Collared Trogon, Strong-billed Woodcreeper, Band-backed Wren, Unicoloured Jay, Orange and Golden-crowned Warbler. 

Depending on time, we might visit another Mayan ruins before we arrive at our accommodation in the vicinity of Comitan which overlooks an impressive waterfall. 
Overnight: Cabanas el Chiflon, Tzimol/Comitan
Day 10
November 10th
Today, we spend most of our time visiting the forest trails around one of the highest and most powerful waterfalls of Mexico. From a vertical limestone rock the water of Cascada El Chiflón falls 120 metres and it has several side cascades as well. The colour of the water and an almost a mile-long series of smaller cascades and rapids are quite impressive. The refreshing water is like a magnet in the otherwise generally hot and dry area, so beside the panoramic view we hope to enjoy several butterfly species here as well.  Quetzals and Black-throated Jays occur, while butterflies to particularly look out for include Pale-tipped Cycadian (Theorema eumenia), Jet Blackstreak (Ocaria thales), Green-spotted Brangas (Brangas carthaea) and Chiapas Firetip (Pyrrhopyge tzotzili)
Overnight: Cabanas el Chiflon, Tzimol/Comitan
Days 11
November 11th
We spend another pleasant morning around El Chiflon before we continue our way through the hilly regions of Chiapas. On the way, we pass through Comitan and later we will stop to check out some other habitats of Sierra Los Altos de Chiapas. This mountainous area is extremely rich in species. Later on, we cross San Cristobal and continue northwards on smaller roads to areas where we hope to find further butterfly species. Some of the forests in this region are one of the few sites in Mexico for Guatemalan Copper (Iophanus pyrrhias) and we will also keep a lookout for Chiapas Hairstreak (Callophrys scaphia), a relative of our own Green Hairstreak, Pine Crescent (Phyciodes sitalces), Guatemalan Pedalios (Pedalios napaea) and Cloud-forest Poans (Poanes niveolimbus).  We will visit Huitepec Reserve which offers good butterflies and birds as well. Besides checking out good habitats, there is the possibility to visit charming traditional native Indian villages as well, such as San juan de Chamula or Zinacantan. Here traditions are still strong and alive. 
Overnight: Hotel Hacienda Don Juan, San Christobal
Day 12
November 12th
We continue our return journey towards Palenque again, this time driving up on the Ocosingo Road. On the way, we stop alongside forest-tracks. The scenery is very impressive and pine-oak forests here are home to such specialties as Amethyst-throated and Garnet-throated Hummingbird, Pine Flycatcher, Unicolored Jay, Rufous-browed Wren, Brown-backed Solitaire, Blue-and-white Mockingbird and the enigmatic Pink-headed Warbler.
A number of short detours to interesting sites are possible, either to Tonina with its nice collection of Mayan buildings and bushy, flowery areas which should host a number of butterflies as well or to the famous Agua Azul Waterfalls which is perfect place not just to cool us down in a jaw-dropping environment, but also a good place to find some additional butterflies and birds.  A number of true forest species occur here including Common Blue-Skippers (Quadrus cerialis), Yellow-trailed Swallowtail (Battus lycidas) and the very attractive Hackberry Greenmark (Caria rhacotis).
Overnight: Palenque, Mishol Ha Cabanas
Monarch Extension

Day 13

November 13th
Those continuing on to the Monarch extension will catch a flight from Villhermosa to Mexico City where a new minibus and driver will be waiting to take us on to Tlalpujahua
Overnight: Hotel Los Arcos in Tlalpujahua
 
 Day 14
November 14th
Today we will have a drive and then a walk to the El Chincua Monarch Reserve. It is worth stopping at the very first Monarch butterfly to examine in detail the beauty of it. Even a single specimen is an amazing creature.  But here you will have a chance to enjoy the incredible sight of gathering of millions of Monarchs. Some of the Oyamel Fir trees are so covered by them like specially ornamented Christmas trees! Imagine a forest of these "Christmas trees" full with lively, brilliant colours, more and more movement and flashes of wings as the air warms up and finally a swarm of butterflies leave the trees, dancing in the air and you will be surrounded by the sound, movement and flash of colours of hundreds of thousands of Monarchs!  Truly an unforgettable experience, hard to describe, better to feel it!
 
Overnight: Hotel Los Arcos in Tlalpujahua


Day 15

November 15th
Today we visit the most famous Monarch Sanctuary, El Rosario. Traditionally this is the place where the largest colonies can be found, so it can be more popular with other visitors as well. During our walk here we gain about 300 metres elevation, so it is a climb, but we can take our time the find more attractive wildflowers, birds and other wildlife. Among the Geraniums and Salvias we will look out for Slate-throated Redstart, Brown-throated and Grey-barred Wren, Hermit Warbler, Green-striped Brushfinch and Russet Nightingale-Thrush.  When we arrive to one of the main colonies even after yesterday's experience we will be surprised by the fact that the pine trees are so covered in masses of butterflies that not just twigs, but even large branches are bending under the sheer weight of the Monarchs! You can actually hear a constant buzzing in the air, almost like wind through pine-leaves, but it is actually the wing-beats of millions of butterflies!  If we try to look for birds again we will have a good chance to find Ladder-backed Woodpecker, Red-tailed Hawk, Mexican Chickadee, Gray Silky and many more, such as the melodious Brown-backed Solitaire.  Later on we travel further to the nearby Laguna de Avandaro, which sits in a mountain area with breath-taking scenery. The whole region is covered with trees. A pleasant place to stay for 2 nights close to the picturesque, typical Mexican town of Valle de Bravo with its fine buildings and cobbled streets.
Overnight: Laguna de Avandaro, Rancho las Margaritas in Valle de Bravo
 

Day 16

November 16th
Before we start our last visit to a Monarch Reserve it is worth looking around the lake for different birds. The most common ones are Ring-billed Gulls, American Coots and Pied-billed Grebe.  As the air warms up we should see the first butterflies flying around, such as
Orange-barred Sulphur , Two-tailed Swallowtail or Pale-banded Crescent.  Later on we visit the Piedra Herrada Butterfly Sanctuary, the final one during our tour.  This is a relatively newer one and less visited than then some of the well-known ones. This is why it is a better place to feel and be touched by the natural wonder of the wintering Monarchs despite numbers being smaller here than at the previous places. But it is a much wilder, more natural place than, for example, the famous El Rosario. We hope you will enjoy the walk in the canyon where again we hope to be surrounded by clouds of Monarchs for the last time of our journey.   It should be easy to make some macro photos when the butterflies come 
down to sip water or get some minerals.  Obviously here again we have a good chance to find many interesting  birds such as Buff-breasted Flycatcher, Slate-throated Redstart, Long-billed Thrasher, White-striped Woodcreeper, Striped Sparrow and Olive-backed Towhee.  Several hummingbird species are possible including from the miniature Bumblebee through the White-eared to the amazing Magnificent Hummingbird. Numerous Warblers should be around and we should admire Crescent-chested Warbler, Red Warbler, Hermit Warbler and Grace's Warbler.
Overnight: Laguna de Avandaro, Rancho las Margaritas in Valle de Bravo
 
Day 17

November 17th
Return flight Mexico to Cancun to connect with overnight return flight

Day 18

November 18th
Arrive back to the UK
