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Life-listers know the rewards of bird-watching, but for the  
ornithological newcomer, it can seem a daunting pastime.  

Learning to “bird” is easy; it all begins with looking up!

By Kathleen Curry and Geoff Griffin

birding
for beginners
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Travelers seeking a unique vacation 
experience might consider includ-
ing bird-watching on an agenda, but 
may fear they need to be adept at 
species identification, own powerful 
binoculars or become members of 
the Audubon Society to get the most 
out of the endeavor. However, there 
are a number of ways to enjoy bird-
ing that are immediately available to 
travelers of all knowledge levels. The 
following experiences don’t require 
avian expertise, just the desire to try 
something new. As Charlie Gomez, 
biologist and master guide for Costa 
Rica Expeditions puts it, “You don’t 
need to be ‘hardcore’ to enjoy bird-
ing. There are birds everywhere you 
go. You just need to look up!”

African penguins

Migrating snow geese

Left: A baobab tree in Kruger 
National Park, South Africa

Below: A trio of pied kingfishers
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Canada
At the west end of the North American  
continent, on Vancouver Island, “Birds are a 
regular sighting on all of our excursions from 
and around our resort,” says Sue Bosdet of 
Clayoquot Wilderness Resort. “Guests will 
see a large variety of birds while kayaking,  
hiking, whale-watching or fishing.” 
 September is the best time to head to East 
Sooke Park on the southern tip of Vancouver 
Island, as turkey vultures and many species 
of hawks gather before migrating across the 
Juan De Fuca Strait. “The hawks gather there 
because they have to cross a big body of water 
and they wait for the right conditions, so it’s 
a fantastic place to hawk-watch,” notes Jill  
Radcliffe, director of Pacific Northwest 
Raptors, a center dedicated to the preserva-
tion of birds of prey.
 On the mainland, a mere 45-minute drive 
out of the city of Vancouver, is the Reifel 
Migrating Bird Sanctuary, which in Octo-
ber and November sees more than 100,000 
snow geese (Chen caerulescens) migrating 
from Wrangel Island in the Arctic.  Flocks 
of up to 30,000 geese dominate the sky with 
their white wings with black tips. “You look 
up in the sky and it’s like a massive snowstorm 
of wings and beaks,” says Kathleen Fry, man-
ager of the sanctuary. “They will all land on 
one field, very densely packed. It looks like it 
snowed, but it’s a very noisy snow.” 
 Farther inland, in Alberta, the Rocky 
Mountain chain that includes Banff National 
Park is a thoroughfare for migrating golden 
eagles (Aquila chrysaetos) in the spring and 
fall. During the largest eagle migration  
in the world, the kings of the air travel by  
“surfing” over the mountains— diving and 
soaring without flapping their wings. Peter J. 
Poole, a local birding enthusiast who organizes 
community birding events, points out that, 
beyond the eagles, “This is one of the easier 
areas to be a novice birder. We get a blend of 
arctic birds and tropical birds that makes it 
really attractive.”
 Joel Hagen and Nadine Fletcher of Great 
Divide Nature Interpretation, who work  
with Cathedral Mountain Lodge, advise, 
“The mountains are like a layer cake, so for 

maximum variety of birds, try to sample from 
each layer,” on hikes through the area’s valley 
bottoms, thick forests and alpine meadows. 

South Africa
African penguins (Spheniscus demersus) can 
be viewed from walkways and viewpoints 
on Boulders Beach in Cape Town. “African 

A LEGACY OF 
SERVICE AND 
ELEGANCE
ELLERMAN HOUSE 
With uninterrupted views of the Atlantic 
Ocean and Robben Island, this 11-room 
Edwardian mansion provides guests with 
the ultimate in tailored experiences. “We 
think of ourselves as a safari lodge in the 
city,” says General Manager Nick Dreyer. 
“It’s our service that really sets us apart.” 
For example, gourmet meals can be 
prepared on any of the rooms’ terraces. 
The Food & Beverage Manager provides 
private tastings from a world-class wine 
list. And Dreyer curates guest tours of  
the property’s art collection, which is 
considered one of the country’s finest.  

MEMBER PRIVILEGES  
ELLERMAN HOUSE
Andrew Harper members receive  
a preferred rate along with their 
choice of three of the following 
benefits: upgrade, when available 
upon check-in; late checkout, when 
available; private guided art tour on 
property; 500 ZAR spa treatment 
credit per room; John Platter’s guide 
to South African wines and a bottle 
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penguins are an endearing group of birds that 
are so peculiar, with their strange vocaliza-
tions, comical antics and looks,” says Martin 
Benadie of Wilderness Safaris. “These char-
ismatic birds are a treat to observe.”
 Birding is a natural part of any wild-
life safari in South Africa’s national parks. 
With more than 500 recorded bird species,  
“Kruger National Park has the most birds of 
any single park in South Africa,” says Chris 
Patton of South Africa National Parks. He also 
notes, “Kruger is a large tract of land—larger 
than some of the smaller states in the U.S.” 
 The park can best be experienced when 
taking a hike in the company of two armed 
guards, who protect visitors from the larger 
animals. Benadie notes, “For the beginner, 
there are more than enough large birds to 
see, identify and be enthralled by, such as the 
striking southern ground hornbill (Bucorvus 
leadbeateri), saddle-billed stork (Ephippiorhyn-
chus senegalensis) and formidable martial eagle 
(Polemaetus bellicosus).”

Belize
A birding experience can often involve seeing a 
bird that has, unfortunately, become rare. The 
numbers of scarlet macaws (Ara macao) have 
declined due to loss of habitat and their pop-
ularity in the pet trade. Blancaneaux Lodge 
offers a tour where guests can participate in 
helping to bring the bird population back as 
they ride along with rangers by boat to check 
the various nesting areas for the macaws. Roni 
Martinez, naturalist for Blancaneux Lodge, 
points out, “A big part of this trip is also the 
particular fact that the funds generated from 
the trip go directly to funding the work of the 
park rangers protecting the Chiquibul Forest. 
In this way, guests are not just out for the tour, 

but directly contributing toward the preserva-
tion of the biodiversity in the Chiquibul.”
 Birds are so plentiful in Belize, birding can 
readily be combined with many other outdoor 
activities. Victoria House offers a tour that 
not only includes an exploration of the nesting 
areas of scarlet tanagers (Piranga olivacea) and 
yellow-backed orioles (Icterus chrysater), but 
water adventures as well. “You will enjoy bird-
watching from the boat or, if the tide allows, 
we may even be able to dock on shore and 
explore the nesting areas,” says Luis Vasquez 
of Victoria House. “We will eventually make 
our way to the ‘fishing flats’ and back to the 
reef area of the island, where we can do some 
snorkeling.”

Peru
Ancient architecture isn’t the only thing that 
can be viewed at the famed Incan ruins of 
Machu Picchu. “Some of the people doing 
Machu Picchu on their own just look at the 
ruins and not up in the sky,” Abercrombie & 
Kent birding guide Carlos Seminario Solaligue  
notes. If they do look up, they just might see 
the Andean condor (Vultur gryphus); with 
their 10-foot wingspan, the Incas believed 
these birds ferried spirits to the afterlife.
 In a country like Peru, it isn’t even necessary 
to get out into the wilds to go birding. “Almost 
anywhere you have flowers in Peru, you have 
hummingbirds,” Solaligue says. “People don’t 
need to be birding experts to see them. They 
just need to be looking.” For example, visitors 
staying in downtown Cusco need only get up 
early enough (between 6-8 a.m.) to see giant 
hummingbirds (Patagona gigas), which can 
grow up to 13 inches long, feeding from Peru’s 
national flower, the kantu. 

Costa Rica 
“Costa Rica is a great place for birding because 
it’s got a lot of different habitats together in 
one small country. You can be birding in the 
morning at sea level and end your day in the 
cool highlands looking for a totally different 
realm of birds,” says Charlie Gomez, biologist 
and master guide for Costa Rica Expeditions. 
He recommends staying at various lodges 
throughout the mountain areas while on the 
trail of the resplendent quetzal (Pharomachrus 
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A MECCA OF  
SERENITY IN 
THE MED
FINCA CORTESIN HOTEL 
GOLF & SPA 
Located on 530 acres of Andalusian 
hinterland and about a mile away from 
the sun-splashed beaches between 
Sotogrande and Marbella, this 67-suite 
property invites guests to indulge in the 
unspoiled beauty of southern Spain. 
Appointed with Moorish-inspired 
interiors, the hotel is home to one of the 
country’s best golf courses, designed by 
Cabell Robinson. Guests can relax at the 
23,000-square-foot spa, with its heated 
massage beds, Turkish baths and Finnish 
saunas. Many of the suites feature their 
own private pools and terraces overlook-
ing the pristine Mediterranean. Opened 
in 2008, the property earned an Andrew 
Harper’s Hideaway Report Grand Award 
in 2010.

SPAIN | MALAGA

SPECIAL OFFER 
Stay four consecutive nights  
and receive the fifth night free.  
ALSO INCLUDES Harper member 
privileges. DATES Offer is valid 
from Nov. 1, 2010 to March 21,  
2011 and is based on availability. 
Blackout dates apply Dec. 22, 2010 
to Feb. 7, 2011.

MEMBER PRIVILEGES  
FINCA CORTESIN HOTEL
Andrew Harper members receive a 
preferred rate along with their 
choice of three of the following 
benefits: daily à la carte breakfast; 
welcome amenity; fresh flowers and 
bottle of virgin olive oil; private 
wine-tasting for stays of three nights 
or longer; one complimentary facial/
corporal diagnostic; complimentary 
spa access.

A golden eagle
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mocinno), a protected species with three-foot-
long emerald tail feathers. “It is considered by 
some people to be the most beautiful bird in 
the western hemisphere,” Gomez notes.
 Bird life is so abundant in Costa Rica that 
more than 150 different species have been 
identified just on the grounds of Hotel Punta 
Islita. According to resident bird-watching 
expert Eduardo Lopez, “The hotel’s seclusion, 
set within pristine, tropical, dry forest, ensures 
unspoiled ecosystems and biological corri-
dors.” The hotel offers a two-hour birding tour 
of the property in the early morning. 

Australia
The Great Barrier Reef offers unique bird-
watching opportunities, and Lizard Island, 
located near the reef, is a great place to take 
advantage of such opportunities. “Lizard 
Island has many bays where our bird life is 
often found roosting. Many of our sea birds 
roost on the secluded beaches and restricted 
bird sanctuaries near our tidal mangrove 

forest,” says Kelly Green, naturalist guide at 
Lizard Island. “If conditions are good, we are 
able to boat around to one of our secluded 
bird-breeding and roosting islands.” 
 Boat and kayaking tours focusing on bird-
watching are best taken in February and March 
in order to see black-naped terns (Sterna suma-
trana) nesting and swirling through the sky 
while preying on fish.

Spain
Southern Spain, just across the Strait of 
Gibraltar from Africa, is a great place to see 
birds from two continents. “The best months 
for bird-watching are March and September, 
given that these are the months when the 
migration takes place between Europe and 
Africa,” says Javier Rivadulla of Finca Cortesin 
Hotel in Malaga. 
 Peter Jones of the Andalusia Bird Society 
also suggests going a little bit up the coast 
to Donana National Park, which sits right 
on the Atlantic Ocean, to see birds such as 
the Spanish imperial eagle (Aquila adalberti), 
Egyptian vulture (Neophron percnopterus) and 
Andalusian hemipode (Turnix sylvatica). 

…
It’s not necessary to be an expert birder to enjoy 
a birding experience. Try something new by 
visiting one of the many places around the 
globe that allow a unique connection with the 
natural environment. You may want to join the  
Audubon Society after all.  

AUSTRALIA | GREAT BARRIER REEF

An Island  
Paradise

LIZARD ISLAND

LIZARD ISLAND
Great Barrier Reef, Australia

Lizard Island was truly paradise;  

I cannot imagine a more idyllic 

place. The service was the most 

incredible I can imagine and they 

handled my wife’s food allergies very 

very well, to the point that every 

night they printed a separate menu 

for her. I cannot recommend this 

resort more highly.

            —M.C., An Andrew Harper Member

Andrew Harper

P.O. Box 4594

Oak Brook, IL 60523

SPECIAL OFFER 
Book four nights in any room type and receive 
the fifth night complimentary. Nightly rates 
from $1,444 AUD, double occupancy. ALSO 
INCLUDES Harper member privileges, all 
meals, selected alcoholic and non-alcoholic 
beverages, use of non-motorized watersports, 
selected island activities including motorized 
dinghies, tennis, self-guided nature walks and 
gourmet picnic hampers. DATES Offer is valid 
for new bookings only for travel until Dec. 20, 
2010. Blackout dates apply Oct. 14 to Oct. 24, 
2010 and Dec. 9 to Dec. 20, 2010. Offer is 
subject to availability and cannot be combined 
with other offers. Quote offer code ST5P4 at 
time of booking.

MEMBER PRIVILEGES, LIZARD ISLAND
Andrew Harper members receive: a preferred 
rate; a half-day snorkel trip for two people; 
reef ID card per person; and a bottle of 
sparkling wine.

The resplendent quetzal


