BBC WILDLIFE: Jamaica article

It’s not quite light, on my first morning in Jamaica. Although I’m tired after the long flight, I can’t wait for the alarm to go off. Not that I need it – the chorus of crickets, tree frogs and dogs woke me well before dawn. And now I have that delicious feeling in the pit of my stomach: the excited anticipation of a new day in a new land, with all the promise that it brings.

So as dawn finally breaks I am already on the balcony, peering into the gloom to identify the first bird. It is a familiar one: a Prairie Warbler from North America, come to spend the winter in a land of plenty. As I watch this black-and-yellow sprite there is a sudden flash of green and into focus comes Jamaica’s national bird, the Red-billed Streamertail. All hummingbirds are stunning, but this model comes with added extras; the long, black tail-feathers that give the species its name.


I am at Forres Park, on the edge of the famous Blue Mountains, where they grow the finest coffee in the world. This strikes me as appropriate, for watching wildlife in Jamaica is rather like drinking Blue Mountain coffee – a refined and acquired taste. Jamaican wildlife is all about quality rather than quantity – not a mug of frothy latte but a cup of espresso – and all the better for that.

Birdwatchers who visit Jamaica do not aim to achieve a long list of species; indeed, during the ten day stay we did not even reach the century mark. What they do come for is connoisseur birding, with more endemic species for an island this size than anywhere else in the world – 28 in all. As a bonus, unlike many islands, there are few introduced species (what the Americans call ‘trash birds’). 


Jamaica has always been isolated – it emerged from the ocean more than ten million years ago, and has never been connected with any other landmass. So as well as the endemic birds, it also boasts a unique flora. Of the four thousand plant species, almost one in four is endemic, including a splendid array of orchids. My favourites, though, were the bromeliads. These extraordinary plants, which grow on virtually every tree, wall and telegraph wire, have no roots. So they collect water by growing specially shaped leaves which create a store of liquid in the base of the plant, a technique that has earned them the nickname ‘ponds in the sky’. As a result bromeliads play host to all sorts of creatures, including tree frogs, and even a crab that raises its young many metres off the ground.


On this first morning the plants could wait. I was eager to get to grips with some of Jamaica’s unique birdlife. This did not take long: many of the endemics are amongst the island’s commonest species, including White-chinned Thrush, Jamaican Woodpecker and the delightful Jamaican Tody. The tody, from a unique Caribbean family, looks like a hummingbird on steroids, and goes by the local name of ‘robin redbreast’. Other folk names are just as descriptive: ‘hopping Dick’ for the thrush, and ‘mark head’ for the Stripe-headed Tanager. My favourite is ‘little Tom fool’, for the Jamaican Pewee, a tiny flycatcher whose habit of returning to the same perch makes him an easy target for small boys with catapults.

The official bird names are just as weird and wonderful. Bananaquits, Orangequits and the Jamaican Mango make up a veritable fruit salad; while the Jamaican Euphonia fails to live up to its name, sounding instead like a car trying to start.

My guide on the first leg of the trip was John Fletcher, a veteran naturalist who was demobbed in Jamaica following National Service in the early 1950s, liked what he saw, and stayed. A coffee exporter himself, he pointed out the coffee bushes with their green and ripe red berries, and encouraged us to have a taste of the seed inside which when roasted becomes the coffee ‘bean’. The hillside here was a mixture of native plants and non-native species such as the eucalyptus. This is an unfortunate legacy of the island’s colonial past, when forest managers from all over the British Empire imported trees and bushes that reminded them of home.


Our next stop was on the north coast. We passed through Port Antonio, where decaying colonial architecture sits side by side with more modern signs advertising the Love Lane Car Wash, Try-me Restaurant, and the polite but firm request, ‘Please Don’t Urinate Here’. We eventually reached our destination: Hotel Mockingbird Hill, which overlooks the bay. Owners Shireen Aga and Barbara Walker run the establishment on strict eco-friendly lines, with rigorous policies designed to minimise environmental damage. 


So instead of using plastic feeders filled with sugar solution to attract hummingbirds as a lazy way to attract the birds, they have planted native flowers instead. It certainly works – the bushes by the balcony were buzzing with mangoes and streamertails, but of the Black-billed rather than the Red-billed variety. The Black-billed Streamertail is Jamaica’s newest endemic species, having been recently separated from its cousin following analysis of its structure, plumage and behaviour. The male streamertail defended his floral territory with great vigour, chasing off every intruder before stopping briefly to feed from the bright red blooms.


Next morning we set off into the hills, almost running over a mongoose that leapt in front of the vehicle. Dwight Price, our guide, explained that the mongoose was introduced here several hundred years ago to control rats on the sugar cane plantations. Predictably, the animals soon turned their attention to robbing birds’ nests, and were in fact responsible for the extinction of a 29th endemic, the Jamaican Petrel.


In the hills, we picked up more endemic species, though we had a frustratingly close encounter with the most elusive of all, the Crested Quail-dove. We heard it call – like a cross between Frankie Howerd and an Eider Duck – but unfortunately it remained hidden in the undergrowth. Its secretive habits have earned it the folk-name of mountain witch, and I could see why. We did manage to see the extraordinary Jamaican Crow, known as jabbering crow for reasons that soon became clear. In the canopy a flock of crows broke out into what sounded like a ferocious argument – bringing to mind the famous description of them as “like half a dozen Welshmen quarrelling”. 


The author of this evocative phrase was Philip Henry Gosse, the first ornithologist to visit Jamaica back in the 1840s. Gosse was fascinated by the island and its wildlife; so much so that a later entry in his diary reads: “E. delivered of a son. Received green swallow from Jamaica”.

In Gosse’s account of his Jamaican travels, the heading to one chapter simply reads: ‘Mosquitoes - their ubiquity’. When we reached our next destination, Marshall’s Pen in the lowlands near Mandeville, we discovered why. This 18th century colonial mansion and cattle ranch is owned by Ann Sutton, widow of the celebrated Jamaican ornithologist Robert Sutton, and a respected scientist in her own right. She pointed out that there are 75 species of mosquito in Jamaica, and by the time we had done a quick circuit of the grounds I felt like I had been bitten by every one. In  compensation, I had managed to see two of the island’s most elusive birds: the Northern Potoo (a relative of the nightjar that roosts by day on a tree branch) and the Jamaican owl, staring down from his perch as dusk finally fell.


Next day, we headed down to the southerly tip of the island, to Portland Ridge, a hilly promontory surrounded by sea and mangrove swamps – a welcome break from searching for tiny movements in the forest canopy. Here we hoped to see the island’s largest and most fearsome reptile, the American Crocodile. Apparently, during last year’s severe floods several crocodiles invaded the local village, causing mayhem amongst the local people. Fortunately, this species is far less aggressive than its African or Australian cousins, and no-one was actually hurt. This didn’t stop me checking the path very carefully before taking a step forward.

A dramatic rainstorm cut short our quest, but as we drove back along the rapidly flooding track we came across several crocs – including a baby and a large adult at least four metres long. It may not have been the closest encounter with this majestic reptile, but it was all the more memorable for being unexpected. 


On our final morning, we made an early start, driving through misty hills to reach the unique and extraordinary Cockpit Country. Named after its weirdly shaped topography formed by the effects of erosion on the limestone rocks, Cockpit Country has always been the haunt of outcasts and rebels, and even today has a strange and slightly menacing atmosphere. This impression is enhanced by bizarre place names which reflect the area’s chequered history, such as ‘Wait-a-bit’, and ‘Me No Sen You No Come’.

At our breakfast stop overlooking the virgin forest we finally caught up with two of the three endemics we hadn’t yet seen, and had fabulous views of the island’s two parrot species. Unfortunately I returned with ticks in both senses of the word, much of my body covered with tiny creatures that were wreaking havoc with my skin. But even these did not deter me from one final but fruitless search for the fabled Crested Quail-dove, the only one of Jamaica’s endemic birds I did not manage to see. No wonder they call it the mountain witch. 


Still, I comforted myself with the thought that you should always fail to see at least one special creature, otherwise what would be the point in coming back? At least now I have the excuse to return to this wonderful island, with its unique wildlife, and the very best cup of coffee in the world.

STEPHEN MOSS
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