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The ROYAL AIR FORCE KINLOSS EXPEDITION to BELIZE MARCH 1987
by Paul Triggs

At the 1986 RAFOS AGM three members of the 1986 Expedition to
Belize, Brian Etheridge, Bill Taylor and Paul Triggs decided to
revisit Belize in 1987. The purpose of the visit was to carry
out further studies of the avian population of the Big Falls
Ranch. For the next few months the the organization and plan-
ning was fast and furious with Brian Etheridge taking the brunt
of the workload. Originally it had been hoped to send out a
party of six experienced ornithologists to link up with FIt. Lt.
Nick Smith who was stationed in Belize. Two members were, for
a variety of reasons, forced to drop out and the four remaining,

Brian Etheridge, Bill Taylor, Paul Triggs and Frank Smith,proc-
eeded to Brize Norton.

During the expedition 4375 birds of 78 species were trapped and
processed. Of these 2800 were marked with United States Fish
and Wildlife Service Ie% bands. Throughout the netting operation
conducted at Big Falls Ranch and while transiting through
Airport Camp all sightings were recorded. A total of 166 species
were seen and the following records from the Big Falls Ranch are
considered to be worthy of note: two Jabirus on two dates, up to
three Northern Harriers on three dates, a female Merlin, four
Bank Swallows on passage, single sightings of Northern Beardless-
Tyrannulet and Slate-headed Tody- Flycatcher and one sighting of
a Pine Warbler. At Airport Camp a Cedar Waxwing was seen one
evening. A full report will be published in the RAFOS Journal
at a later date.
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DIARY OF ACTIVITIES

25 Febm The party of four rendezvoused at Brize Norton only to
be told that there were just two seats available to them. It
was decided that in this case Brian and Bill would take the seats.
On reporting for the flight however a third seat became available
and this was filled by Paul. Frank was left behind hoping to fly
out on March 4th. The VC-10 departed at 0500L for Belize, via
Washington, and arrived in the Caribban State at 1300L. On
arrival the party was met by Nick Smith and immediately deployed
to the Big Falls Ranch. Camp was pitched as sunset heralded the
arrival of the mosquito swarm, and a working pattern of dawn to
dusk and beyond was established.

26 Febm The trio arose early and started out to a roost behind the
grain- storage and disused tractor sheds. Good numbers of birds were
caught almost immediately and a pattern was established for the
remainder of the expedition. In the afternoon a recce was carr-
ied out of the surrounding area to find a flooded paddy field that
would attract a large number of waders. Alas the fields were not
due to be flooded for three to four weeks; however a promising

area of scrub was located about a mile from base and it was dec-
ided to operate there the following day while transport was still
available. Contact was also made with Godwin Hulse, the ranch
general manager.

27 Febm A good morning$ netting was achieved at the scrub site.
Paul returned the the PRI Landrover to Airport Camp at midday,
while the two remaining members operated at the riverside scrub

adjacent to the storage silos. That night a Pauraque was ‘walked’
into a net.

28 Febw Morning saw the roost site behind the disused sheds in
operation and mid-morning a net was put up in the tire shed, which
contained a number of birds that were feeding on the surplus grain.

1 Marb The netting activity was centeed around the disused sheds;
a net was erected in the middle shed, which was full of waste
grain and plant machinery. One round of the nets in mid-afternoon
yielded an interesting catch, the local ‘Jesus Christ’ Lizard.

On a subsequent round in the middle shed Bill threw the bird bags
onto the floor and saw them land six inches away from a Fer de
Lance, the most venomous snake in Belize! The snake obligingly

hosted a photo-call. When that particular net was furled at sun-
set, in the murky gloom the Fer de Lance slid between Paul’s
Iegs and over Bill’s foot, the site became affectionately known

as the ‘Snake Pit’

2 Marb Early that morning a net was sited beside the canal edge
and a Green-backed Heron was caught. Later in the day two net
rides were cut in the canal area, one of them over a small puddle.
The scrub behind this ride yielded an Indigo Bunting roost and
large numbers were trapped along with good numbers of Blue
Grosbeaks, stretching the teamd capacity.

3 Marb The canal site was worked all day and produced good num-
bers; late in the afternoon it rained for an hour.

4 Marb The canal roost site was still in operation and a Ruddy
Crake was netted; two new glades were cut and dubbed ‘Reed’ and
‘Plant’. Around midday the heavens opened and the downpour
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lasted three- and-a-half hours; as soon as it had stopped the team
moved up to the silo net for the hour or so of respite. Frank
arrived with Nick who was delivering supplies. The downpour
promptly restarted and lasted for four hours. The evening meal
was taken in the welding shop, among the giant toads, the driest
place in the vicinity.

5 Marb Morning saw the team at the ‘Plant’ and ‘Reed’ sites where
they caught a steady number of birds, which included a large
quantity of Blue Grosbeaks. At midday the group moved to the silos
where they erected a single and two shelf nets on the hot chaff
that was discharged from the silo waste pipes. In late afternoon
the party moved back to the ‘Plant’ site. On one net round a
Nine-banded Armadillo broke cover under Paul’s feet.

6 Marb The day started with the nets at ‘Reed’ and ‘Plant’ sites
in operation. Mid-morning the group moved to the silos where in
an excellent three hours over two hundred Indigo Buntings were
caught, including twenty five controls. In the late afternoon a
net was placed at the top of the canal path to give some variety
to the catch. The sudden arrival at about 1630L of nearly three
hundred migrating Purple Martins,which had been forced low in
search of food,prompted Brian and Paul to form an impromptu
‘flicking’ team. After overcoming the horses and thorn bushes
eight birds were caught. The high spirits were however soon
dampened by the discovery of predation in the canal net; the
culprit was identified as a Raccoon.

7 Marb The day started at the silos; good numbers were caught

but not at the previous day$ rate. The single shelf on the chaff
was replaced by a two-shelf net and large numbers of Blue Grosbeaks
and Ruddy Ground- Doves were caught. The afternoon and evening
were spent at the *‘Snake Pit’ and surrounding areas. The day was
notable for being very hot with low humidity, wind and cloud.

8 Marh The morning was spent working the silos site. Frank
erected a net in the trees along the river edge and was rewarded

with, among others, a Pauraque and a Hooded Warbler. In the
afternoon a promising site in the Gallery Forest was excavated for
use the following day. In the early evening Frank was once again

netting alongside the river and in the garden adjacent to the camp
site. Seven bats were netted; to Frank’s chagrin and the amusement
of the others, Brian was bitten savagely while trying to release
one. Thoughts of Vampire Bats began to stir, especially as one

of the released bats preferred to crawl away on all joints.
Subsequent identification deemed them to be Velvety Free-tailed
Bats and another small bat caught in another net was later ident-
ified as a Two-lined Bat.

9 Marbh The team spent the whole day at the Gallery Forest site and
cau%ht a good variety of species, which included nearly fifty
warblers, three species of woodcreeper, Rose-throated Becards,
Gray-headed Tanagers and two species rare to Belize: Northern
Beardless- Tyrannulet and Slate-headed Tody- Flycatcher. Two
Roadside Hawk nestswere also found. Brian was taken ill with
stomach trouble and in the evening the (];roup were entertained by
a spectacular show of sheet and forked lightening seldom seen in
temperate climes.

10 MarbOn rising Brian, Frank and Bill are all stricken with the
stomach ‘bug’, with only Paul apparently unaffected. Consequently



a quiet day was spent within easy reach of the campsite.

11 MarbThe morning was spent netting around the ‘Snake Pit’ and
at ‘Plant’ and ‘Reed’, the lack of bird movement and feeding
activity was very noticeable. Frank and Bill departed to catch
the Thursday aircraft, which was still there one week later, and
midday saw the tire-shed net in operation. The ‘Snake Pit’ and
‘Reed’ sites were opened for the afternoon and evening, but it
was still very quiet.

12 Marb The morning’s activities were carried out around the
‘Snake Pit’ but it was still very quiet and finding a new, prod-
uctive sight became a matter of urgency. It was decided to
return to the scrub site that had been worked on 27th February
later in the afternoon; meanwhile the time in between was spent
catching cowbirds in the tire shed. At 1415L Paul encountered a
problem with an Indigo Bunting entangled in a net; on returning
with implements to cut the bird free he walked into a jagged piece
of rusty metal sticking out of the waste grain. He sustained a
nasty gash some three inches long and three quarters of an inch
deep. Brian administered first aid but it was apparent that
medical attention was required, so a call was put out to Airport
Camp. Just under an hour later a Puma helicopter arrived and
Paul was taken to the military base where nine stitches were put
into the wound. Brian established a new site in the copse along-
side the river. Paul returned to camp at 1930L and heralded the
start of two hours of rain.

13 Marb Owing to Paul’s injury it was decided to operate all day
alongside the river, a stoned throw from the campsite. A good

day was enjoyed; netting returns included Bright-rumped Attila,
Blue-winged Warbler and two male Black-headed Trogons. During

the afternoon Brian erected a brand- new sixty- foot net in a field
that contained two pregnant mares; no sooner had he finished than
the lead mare put her head through the middle shelf, tearing twenty
foot out of the net!

14 Marb Early morning the canal roost site was worked, but this was
a disaster as the roost had dispersed, so the search for a new site
was carried out and two rides were cut in the scrub along side the
airstrip. The evening catch boded well for the coming day. An
evening walk produced a Common Potoo feeding beside the track.

15 Marb Dawn saw the airstrip site in operation, one catch produc-
ed over a hundred birds from the two nets that were open. The
pair moved to the silo site at 1000L and the catching rate was
maintained throughout the day. A total of 283 birds were handled.
That evening the Common Potoo was once again located in the same
spot; it favored two perches, one twenty feet high and one seven
feet high. In order to obtain photographs the twenty- foot perch
was taken down. It was suspected that Brian had contracted Botf ly.

16 Marb The early morning saw hectic catching at the airstrip and
then at the silos. During the day a raptor passage was noted; it
included one Short-tailed Eagle, two unidentified buteos, three
unidentified kite species and eighteen Wood Storks. A Barn Owl’s
nest was found—eontaining three owlets and the remains of one dead
owlet—in a disused chaff jettison pipe. That evening after assess-
ing the feasibity of photographing the Common Potoo, it was dec-
ided to try to catch it. A thirty-foot net was erected alongside
the seven- foot post; when Paul checked the net later he found the
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bird sitting on the post. Paul flushed the bird and it bounced
out of the top shelf of the net, did two circuits, before flying
into the middle shelf where Paul caught it. Closer examination
revealed a most bizarre bird with huge eyes and an enormous mouth.

17 Marb Was a very windy day and only small numbers were caught
on this the final day. Around midday the camp was broken and two
lodgers discovered a Rice Rat and a Tarantula. A net was kept
open in the tire shed and a Giant Cowbird was netted just before
Nick arrived with the transport for Airport Camp.

18 Marb The day was used to return equipment and to settle out-
standing bills. In the evening a net was set close to the roost

of Gray-breasted Martins at the Garrison Church and seventeen birds
were caught.

19 Marb An early-morning netting session at the Airport Camp Sewage
Farm yielded a good catch of birds, including three controls, which
were originally banded at the same site in February 1986. At 1000L
the team learned of the departure of a Hercules and left at 1400L
and night stopped at Washington after a five-hour flight.

20 Marb The morning was spent birding in the Dulles area and the
Hercules departed from Washington at 1330L, transiting through
Goose Bay and arrived at Lyneham on Saturday 21 March at 0600L.
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DIARY OF ACTIVITIES

25 February The party of four rendezvoused at Brize Norton only to
be told that there were just two seats available to them. It
was decided that in this case Brian and Bill would take the seats.
On reporting for the flight however a third seat became available
and this was filled by Paul. Frank was left behind hoping to fly
out on March 4t The VC-10 departed at 0500L for Belize, via
Washington, and arrived in the Caribbean State at 1300L. On
arrival the party was met by Nick Smith and immediately deployed
to the Big Falls Ranch. Camp was pitched as sunset heralded the
arrival of the mosquito swarm, and a working pattern of dawn to
dusk and beyond was established.

26 February The trio arose early and started out to a roost behind the
grain-storage and disused tractor sheds. Good numbers of birds were
caught almost immediately and a pattern was established for the
remainder of the expedition. In the afternoon a recce was carr-
ied out of the surrounding area to find a flooded paddy field that
would attract a large number of waders. Alas the fields were not
due to be flooded for three to four weeks; however a promising

area of scrub was located about a mile from base and it was dec-
ided to operate there the following day while transport was still
available. Contact was also made with Godwin Hulse, the ranch
general manager.

27 February A good morning’s netting was achieved at the scrub site.
Paul returned the the PRI Landrover to Airport Camp at midday,
while the two remaining members operated at the riverside scrub
adjacent to the storage silos. That night a Pauraque was ‘walked’
into a net.

28 February Morning saw the roost site behind the disused sheds in
operation and mid-morning a net was put up in the tire shed, which
contained a number of birds that were feeding on the surplus grain.

1 March The netting activity was centered around the disused sheds;
a net was erected in the middle shed, which was full of waste

grain and plant machinery. One round of the nets in mid-afternoon
yielded an interesting catch, the local “‘Jesus Christ’” Lizard.

On a subsequent round in the middle shed Bill threw the bird bags
onto the floor and saw them land six inches away from a Fer de
Lance, the most venomous snake in Belize! The snake obligingly
hosted a photo-call. When that particular net was furled at sun-
set, in the murky gloom, the Fer de Lance slid between Paul’s

legs and over Bill’s foot, the site became affectionately known
as the ‘Snake Pit’.

2 March Early that morning a net was sited beside the canal edge
and a Green-backed Heron was caught. Later in the day two net
rides were cut in the canal areca, one of them over a small puddle.
The scrub behind this ride yielded an Indigo Bunting roost and
large numbers were trapped along with good numbers of Blue
Grosbeaks, stretching the team’s capacity.

3 March The canal site was worked all day and produced good num-
bers; late in the afternoon it rained for an hour.

4 March The canal roost site was still in operation and a Ruddy
Crake was netted; two new glades were cut and dubbed ‘Reed’ and
‘Plant’. Around midday the heavens opened and the downpour



lasted three-and-a-half hours; as soon as it had stopped the team
moved up to the silo net for the hour or so of respite. Frank
arrived with Nick who was delivering supplies. The downpour
promptly restarted and lasted for four hours. The evening meal
was taken in the welding shop, among the giant toads, the driest
place in the vicinity.

5 March Morning saw the team at the ‘Plant’ and ‘Reed’ sites where
they caught a steady number of birds, which included a large
quantity of Blue Grosbeaks. At midday the group moved to the silos
where they erected a single and two shelf nets on the hot chaff
that was discharged from the silo waste pipes. In late afternoon
the party moved back to the ‘Plant’ site. On one net round a
Nine-banded Armadillo broke cover under Paul’s feet.

6 March The day started with the nets at ‘Reed’” and ‘Plant’ sites
in operation. Mid-morning the group moved to the silos where in
an excellent three hours over two hundred Indigo Buntings were
caught, including twenty five controls. In the late afternoon a
net was placed at the top of the canal path to give some variety
to the catch. The sudden arrival at about 1630L of nearly three
hundred migrating Purple Martins, which had been forced low in
search of food, prompted Brian and Paul to form an impromptu
‘flicking” team. After overcoming the horses and thorn bushes
eight birds were caught. The high spirits were however soon
dampened by the discovery of predation in the canal net; the
culprit was identified as a Raccoon.

7 March The day started at the silos; good numbers were caught

but not at the previous day’s rate. The single shelf on the chaff
was replaced by a two-shelf net and large numbers of Blue Grosbeaks
and Ruddy Ground-Doves were caught. The afternoon and evening
were spent at the ‘Snake Pit> and surrounding areas. The day was
notable for being very hot with low humidity, wind and cloud.

8 March The morning was spent working the silos site. Frank
erected a net in the trees along the river edge and was rewarded
with, among others, a Pauraque and a Hooded Warbler. In the
afternoon a promising site in the Gallery Forest was excavated for
use the following day. In the early evening Frank was once again
netting alongside the river and in the garden adjacent to the camp
site. Seven bats were netted; to Frank’s chagrin and the amusement
of the others, Brian was bitten savagely while trying to release
one. Thoughts of Vampire Bats began to stir, especially as one
of the released bats preferred to crawl away on all joints.
Subsequent identification deemed them to be Velvety Free-tailed
Bats and another small bat caught in another net was later ident-
ified as a Two-lined Bat.

9 March The team spent the whole day at the Gallery Forest site and
caught a good variety of species, which included nearly fifty
warblers, three species of woodcreeper, Rose-throated Becards,
Gray-headed Tanagers and two species rare to Belize: Northern
Beardless-Tyrannulet and  Slate-headed  Tody-Flycatcher. Two
Roadside Hawk nests were also found. Brian was taken ill with
stomach trouble and in the evening the group were entertained by
a spectacular show of sheet and forked lightening seldom seen in
temperate climes.

10 March On rising Brian, Frank and Bill are all stricken with the
stomach ‘bug’, with only Paul apparently unaffected. Consequently



a quiet day was spent within easy reach of the campsite.

11 March The morning was spent netting around the ‘Snake Pit’ and
at ‘Plant” and ‘Reed’, the lack of bird movement and feeding
activity was very noticeable. Frank and Bill departed to catch
the Thursday aircraft, which was still there one week later, and
midday saw the tire-shed net in operation. The ‘Snake Pit’ and
‘Reed” sites were opened for the afternoon and evening, but it
was still very quiet.

12 March The morning’s activities were carried out around the
‘Snake Pit’ but it was still very quiet and finding a new, prod-
uctive sight became a matter of wurgency. It was decided to
return to the scrub site that had been worked on 27th February
later in the afternoon; meanwhile the time in between was spent
catching cowbirds in the tire shed. At 1415L Paul encountered a
problem with an Indigo Bunting entangled in a net; on returning
with implements to cut the bird free he walked into a jagged piece
of rusty metal sticking out of the waste grain. He sustained a
nasty gash some three inches long and three quarters of an inch
deep. Brian administered first aid but it was apparent that
medical attention was required, so a call was put out to Airport
Camp. Just under an hour later a Puma helicopter arrived and
Paul was taken to the military base where nine stitches were put
into the wound. Brian established a new site in the copse along-
side the river. Paul returned to camp at 1930L and heralded the
start of two hours of rain.

13 March Owing to Paul’s injury it was decided to operate all day
alongside the river, a stone’s throw from the campsite. A good

day was enjoyed; netting returns included Bright-rumped Attila,
Blue-winged Warbler and two male Black-headed Trogons. During

the afternoon Brian erected a brand-new sixty-foot net in a field
that contained two pregnant mares; no sooner had he finished than
the lead mare put her head through the middle shelf, tearing twenty
foot out of the net!

14 March Early morning the canal roost site was worked, but this was
a disaster as the roost had dispersed, so the search for a new site
was carried out and two rides were cut in the scrub along side the
airstrip. The evening catch boded well for the coming day. An
evening walk produced a Common Potoo feeding beside the track.

15 March Dawn saw the airstrip site in operation, one catch produc-
ed over a hundred birds from the two nets that were open. The
pair moved to the silo site at 1000L and the catching rate was
maintained throughout the day. A total of 283 birds were handled.
That evening the Common Potoo was once again located in the same
spot; it favored two perches, one twenty feet high and one seven
feet high. In order to obtain photographs the twenty-foot perch
was taken down. It was suspected that Brian had contracted Botfly.

16 March The early morning saw hectic catching at the airstrip and
then at the silos. During the day a raptor passage was noted; it
included one Short-tailed Eagle, two unidentified buteos, three
unidentified kite species and eighteen Wood Storks. A Barn Owl’s
nest was found — containing three owlets and the remains of one dead
owlet — in a disused chaff jettison pipe. That evening after assess-
ing the feasibility of photographing the Common Potoo, it was dec-
ided to try to «catch it. A thirty-foot net was erected alongside
the seven-foot post; when Paul checked the net later he found the



bird sitting on the post. Paul flushed the bird and it bounced
out of the top shelf of the net, did two circuits, before flying
into the middle shelf where Paul caught it. Closer examination
revealed a most bizarre bird with huge eyes and an enormous mouth.

17 March Was a very windy day and only small numbers were caught

on this the final day. Around midday the camp was broken and two
lodgers discovered a Rice Rat and a Tarantula. A net was kept

open in the tire shed and a Giant Cowbird was netted just before
Nick arrived with the transport for Airport Camp.

18 March The day was used to return equipment and to settle out-
standing Dbills. In the evening a net was set close to the roost
of Gray-breasted Martins at the Garrison Church and seventeen birds
were caught.

19 March An early-morning netting session at the Airport Camp Sewage
Farm yielded a good catch of birds, including three controls, which
were originally banded at the same site in February 1986. At 1000L
the team learned of the departure of a Hercules and left at 1400L
and night stopped at Washington after a five-hour flight.

20 March The morning was spent birding in the Dulles area and the
Hercules departed from Washington at 1330L, transiting through
Goose Bay and arrived at Lyneham on Saturday 21 March at 0600L.
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