
Boletín UNOP Vol 16. N° 1 - 2021

36

CC BY-NC-ND 4.0

An ornithological survey of the southern 
Cordillera del Cóndor including the first 
record of Jocotoco Antpitta (Grallaria ridgelyi) 
for Peru

John P. O’Neill1, Barry Walker2, Santiago Claramunt3, Leticia A. Alamía, Sonia Salazar4, Todd 
Mark, Manuel Sánchez, Donna C. Schmitt5, C. Gregory Schmitt5, C. Jonathan Schmitt6, Fernando 
Takano7, Abraham Urbay

1 Museum of Natural Science, Louisiana State University, Baton Rouge, LA 70803, USA.
2 M.B.E.: British Honorary Consul in Cusco. Jirón Los Geranios 2-G,  Urb. Mariscal Gamarra 1ea  
  Etapa, Cusco, Perú.
3 Royal Ontario Museum, Toronto, Ontario M5S 2C6, Canada.
4 Universidad Nacional Mayor de San Marcos, Av. Venezuela s/n, Lima, Perú. 
5 Research associates with Museum of Natural Sciences, Louisiana State University, Baton       
  Rouge, USA.  
6 Department of Organismic and Evolutionary Biology and Museum of Comparative Zoology, 
  Harvard University, Cambridge, MA, USA.
7 Universidad Nacional Agraria La Molina, Av. La Universidad s/n, Lima, Perú.

Corresponding author: Barry Walker <Barry.Walker@ManuExpeditions.com> 

ABSTRACT 

Most of the Cordillera del Cóndor runs 
in a north-south direction and marks the 
border between Peru and Ecuador, but at 
approximately 04˚54‘S/78˚53’W the border 
turns west and the foothills of the Condor 
continue towards the south, penetrating 
into Peruvian territory. The north of the 
range has been inventoried multiple times, 
resulting in five species of birds new to 
Peru. In contrast, little information is 
available about the avifauna of the southern 
sector of the cordillera. The objective of our 
work was to deepen the knowledge of the 
birds of the southern sector of Cordillera 

del Cóndor in Peru. After a month and a half 
of fieldwork in the area we documented a 
rich avifauna characteristic of the lower 
subtropical montane forest between 800 and 
1800m, the cloud forest between 2250 and 
2900m, and a few species of upper montane 
shrublands on the higher mountaintops. We 
documented the presence of Cordillera Real 
endemics including Pyrrhura albipectus, 
Dysithamnus occidentalis, Xenerpestes 
singularis and the first records of Grallaria 
ridgelyi for Peru.

KEYWORDS: Cordillera del Cóndor, Grallaria 
ridgelyi, Pyrrhura albipectus, ornithological 
survey

[Una evaluación ornitológica en la parte sur de la Cordillera del Cóndor, 
incluyendo el primer registro del Tororoi Jocotoco (Grallaria ridgelyi) 
para el Perú]
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RESUMEN

La mayor parte de la Cordillera del Cóndor 
corre en dirección norte-sur y marca la 
frontera entre Perú y Ecuador. Sin embargo, 
aproximadamente en los 04˚54‘S/78˚53’W 
la frontera gira hacia el oeste y las 
estribaciones del Cóndor continúan hacia 
el sur, internándose en territorio peruano. 
El norte de la cordillera ha sido sujeto de 
varios inventarios, durante los cuales se 
logró encontrar cinco especies de aves 
nuevas para el Perú. En cambio, existe muy 
poca información sobre la avifauna del 
sector sur de la cordillera. El objetivo de 
nuestro trabajo fue realizar un inventario 
de las aves de un sector sur de la Cordillera 
del Cóndor, en Perú. Luego de casi un mes y 
medio de trabajo de campo, documentamos 
la presencia de una rica avifauna de bosque 
montano subtropical entre 800 y 1800 m, 
de bosque nublado entre 2250 y 2900 m y 
algunas especies de matorrales montanos 
en las cumbres más altas. Documentamos 
la presencia de especies endémicas de 
la Cordillera Real, incluyendo Pyrrhura 
albipectus, Dysithamnus occidentalis, 
Xenerpestes singularis y los primeros 
registros de Grallaria ridgelyi para Perú. 

PALABRAS CLAVE: Cordillera del Cóndor, 
Grallaria ridgelyi, Pyrrhura albipectus, 
estudio ornitológico.

INTRODUCTION

The montane forests on the eastern slope of 
the Andes, at the border between Peru and 
Ecuador, are among the most diverse yet 
least explored regions in the world. In spite 
of the region’s remoteness, ornithological 
exploration of the area during the past 
sixty years has resulted in the discovery of 
a remarkable number of new bird species 
(Lowery & O’Neill 1964; Fitzpatrick et 
al. 1977; Fitzpatrick, Williard & Terborg 

1979; Fitzpatrick & O’Neill 1979; Graves 
1980; Fitzpatrick & O’Neill 1986; Krabbe 
& Schulenberg 1997; Krabbe et al. 1999; 
Coopmans & Krabbe 2000), as well as novel 
distribution extensions and new country 
records (Parker et al. 1985; Robbins et al. 
1987; Marín et al. 1992; Krabbe & Sornoza-
Molina 1994; Schulenberg et al. 1997; 
Navarrete et al. 2004; Brooks et al. 2009; 
Krabbe & Ahlman 2009; Freile et al. 2011; 
Montalvo 2012; Freile et al. 2014). Many 
of these important discoveries have come 
from the Cordillera del Cóndor, an outlying 
mountain range along the Peru/Ecuador 
border.

The Cordillera del Cóndor generally runs 
north to south and straddles the Peru/
Ecuador border, but at approximately 
04°53’44’’S/78°53’32’W (2430 m), the 
border takes a turn to the west with the ridges 
of the Cóndor continuing south into Peru. 
Topographically, the Condor is comprised 
of a complex system of ridges and unique 
flat-topped, Tepui-like mountain tops, 
and is approximately bounded by the Rio 
Nangaritza, Rio Zamora and Rio Chinchipe 
valleys to the west, the Rio Santiago valley 
to the north and east, and the Rio Marañón 
valley to the south (Fig. 1).

The portion of the Peruvian Cordillera del 
Condor along the upper Rio Cenepa was 
visited by a Rapid Assessment Program 
(RAP) team sponsored by Conservation 
International (Schulenberg et al. 1997). 
However, the group spent only about three 
weeks in the area due to logistical difficulties, 
and they were only able to spend about four 
days at high elevations (Cerro Machinaza, ca. 
2400 m). Mainly because Cerro Machinaza 
had land mines placed on it in early 1995 
during the short Cenepa War between Peru 
and Ecuador, so it was deemed unsafe to 
visit. After consulting maps and satellite 
images, O’Neill (Fig. 2) was confident that 
the southernmost part of the range in the 
department of Cajamarca could be reached 
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without helicopter support, and he began 
planning to reach the ridges south of the 
Peru/Ecuador border.

This section of the Cordillera del Condor 
is nearly connected to the main Andean 
Cordillera but separated by the semi-
arid Rio Chinchipe drainage. Our goal in 
this paper is to present the results of a 
preliminary scouting trip to the region in 
2005 and a two-month expedition in 2006 
to help deepen the knowledge of the birds of 
the southern sector of Cordillera del Cóndor 
in Peru.

Figure 1. Map of our study sites in the Cordillera del Cóndor. Panel A shows the approximate location the 
Cordillera del Cóndor (red rectangle) in western South America. Panel B shows the area highlighted by 
the red rectangle in Panel A and illustrates the major rivers bounding the Cordillera del Cóndor. Panel C 
represents the area highlighted by the red square in Panel B and shows the Peru-Ecuador border relative 
to our study sites.

Figure 2. John O’Neill on the ride leaving the
study area (Photo by S. Claramunt). 
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METHODS

In 2005, TM visited the area to check out 
the logistics for reaching a 3,000-meter 
area some 25 km north of the intended 
destination. On June 15, 2006, part of the 
team arrived in the north-Peruvian town of 
Jaen, in Cajamarca. The following day they 
crossed the Río Chinchipe via a raft, and 
arrived in the town of Siete de Agosto, in the 
District of San José de Lourdes (San Ignacio 
Province). From Siete de Agosto the journey 
was by modified 4 x 4 vehicles to the village 
of Misa Cantora where the road ended and 
all travel north and east would be via mule or 
on foot, along Quebrada San Francisco (Fig. 
3) and parallel to the Ecuadorian border. 
Lands along the trail were mostly occupied 
by shade-grown coffee family farms. 

Rains, often heavy, plagued the entire 
expedition throughout. It made getting to 
the desired location, bird observation and 
recording extremely difficult. It was decided 
to make base camp at the end of the mule 
trail approximately an hour past the village 
of Nazareth de la Cumbre, in the Quebrada 
San Francisco area. There was a suitable 
area to establish a base camp approximately 
2 km WSW Hito (border marker) Jesús.

All work at higher elevations would be in 
small satellite camps. By 26 June, a small 
camp was set up along the existing trail 
headed in roughly an easterly direction; this 
site was located approximately 1 km S. Hito 
Jesús. At this site, there was a small quebrada 
(ravine) with a steep slope above and stands 
of Chusquea bamboo. With the incessant 
rains, everything was extremely wet, and 
trails were deep in mud. In contrast to the 
northern sectors of Cordillera del Condor, 
mountaintops were in the shape of narrow 
ridges, not tabletops. The wind blew nearly 
constantly from the East, bringing clouds 
and moisture from the Amazon basin. We 
also observed in situ cloud formation along 
the ridges.

On June 30, the remainder of the field crew 
arrived. The group in the upper camp was 
continuing their daily task of extending the 
trail northward along the ridge with the 
goal of reaching the 3000-meter area some 
12-15 km away. As they advanced, they 
went higher in elevation and the weather 
was at its worst, with very few periods in 
which it was not raining or misting and very 
few times when the wind was not blowing.  
On July 22, a second satellite camp was 
established from which the highest portions 
of the ridge were explored.

Figure 3. View of Quebrada San 
Francisco and the ridge-top from near 
La Cumbre (Photo by S. Claramunt).
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Birds were surveyed by direct observation, 
mistnetting, tape-recording and collecting 
with guns. A series of mistnetting stations 
were deployed long the trails. This allowed 
for birds to be sampled over almost all of 
the elevational gradient from 1800 meters 
to the highest point reached, approximately 
2950 meters. Aside from the information 
on birds netted at the upper elevations, 
the data collected by DCS, CGS, and SC was 
essentially all that we would get from the 
upper areas. SC and BW did some tape 
recording (Marantz PMD201 and Sony TCM 
5000 respectively, both with Sennheiser 
ME66 directional microphones), but even 
this was minimal because of the rainy 
conditions and BW’s recordings were lost 
on the return journey to Jaen – an important 
loss. Tape recordings by SC are deposited 
in the Macaulay Library, Cornell Lab of 
Ornithology, Ithaca, New York. Shotguns 
were used to collect species not normally 
captured in mist nets. Specimens were 
deposited in Museo de Historia Natural 
Universidad Nacional Mayor de San Marcos 
(MUSM) and Louisiana State University 
Museum of Natural Science (LSUMZ).

Sites

1. Misa Cantora 
(4°55’39”S/78°58’30”W, 1260 m). A small 
village surrounded by small shade-coffee 
plantations (mostly under Inga trees) and 
patches of tall forests where JPO and SC 
conducted casual observations during a 
logistic stay between June 17 & 20.

2. Alto Dorado (4°58’39”S/78°59’45”W, 
860 m). BW recorded birds along the road 
from this town to the base camp on July 8th 
& 19th.

3. Base camp (Fig. 4) 
(4°53’40”S/78°54’54”W 1800 m), ca. 2 km 
WSW Hito Jesús. A mosaic of tall humid 
subtropical forest and clearings with 

pastures and cattle. Bird surveys were 
conducted from June 21st to July 29th.

4. Satellite camp 1 (Fig. 5) 
(4˚53’42”S/78˚53’43”W, 2250 m), ca. 1 
km S Hito Jesús. Very humid cloud forest, 
stream, Chusquea bamboo, elfin forest on 
ridge tops. Drizzling or raining most of the 
time.

5. Hito Jesús (Fig. 6) 
(4˚53’11”S/78˚53’28”W, 2550 m). Boundary 
marker on the ridge top along which a 
set of mist nets were deployed covering 
elevations from 2500 to 2600 m.

6. Satellite camp 2 (Fig. 7) 
(4˚51’52”S/78˚54’11”W, 2530 m), 2.5 
km NNW Hito Jesús. Satellite camp and 
mistnetting station on the ridge top.

7. Mountaintop 1 
(4˚51’20”S/78˚54’40”W, 2875 m), 4.5 km 
NNW Hito Jesús. Covered by elfin forest and 
moss except for a clearing made by mining 
prospections several years ago.

8. Mountaintop 2 (Fig. 8) 
(4˚49’55”S/78˚53’45”W, 2950 m), ca. 7 
km NNE Hito Jesús. Covered by a mix of 
shrubs and tall grass, patches of terrestrial 
bromeliads and elfin forest.

RESULTS

During a month and a half of fieldwork in 
the area we documented a rich avifauna 
characteristic of the lower subtropical 
montane forest between 800 and 1800m, 
the cloud forest between 2250 and 2900m, 
and a few species of upper montane 
shrublands on the higher mountaintops. 
Important records are mentioned below, 
and a complete list of species is presented 
(Appendix 1).
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Figure 4. Preparation of Grallaria 
ridgelyi specimen at base camp (Photo 
by C. Gregory Schmitt).

Figure 5. Satellite camp 1 (Photo by S. Kadur).

Figure 6. Top of ridge ca. 7 km NNE 
Hito Jesús (2950 m, Mountaintop 2) 
with Asthenes griseomurina habitat 
(Photo by S. Claramunt).

Figure 7. Bamboo and tall cloud forest habitat 1km S of Hito Jesús 
(2250 m) near Satellite Camp 1 where Grallaria ridgelyi was collected 
(Photo by S. Claramunt).

Figure 8. View from Hito Jesús, on the 
mountain ridge, to the east, showing 
the incredible forests of the southern 
sector of the Cordillera del Cóndor 
(Photo by S. Claramunt).
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SPECIES ACCOUNTS

Parabuteo leucorrhous – White-rumped 
Hawk. Seen regularly at 1700-1900 m. An 
individual observed and photographed on 
July 2 had a bat in its talons, and a specimen 
collected (MUSM) had mammal hair in its 
stomach. Very little information is available 
regarding the diet of this species. It is 
known to take reptiles, frogs, insects, and 
small rodents (Bierregaard et al. 2020).

Nyctidromus albicollis – Common 
Pauraque. One specimen collected (MUSM) 
at the base camp (1800m) was an adult 
female. The specimen is smaller and 
darker than lowland specimens, similar 
in this regard to a female from Quebrada 
el Sauce, near San Ignacio (MUSM 26389, 
5°10.8’S/79°9.5’W, 1567 m).

Coeligena torquata – Collared Inca. 
Common above 2000 m. Specimens 
collected are similar to those from other 
sites in Cajamarca. They show a short 
blue-violet crown stripe like in nominate 
torquata but usually with an additional 
(separated) small frontal spot of the 
same color that is rare among nominate 
specimens. Out of nine males collected, five 
had the stripe and the frontal spot, two had 
only one or two feathers as frontal spot, 
and two lacked the frontal spot altogether. 
In addition, the iridescent on the throat was 
bluer and more extensive than in nominate 
specimens. C. torquata margaretae from 
SE of the Marañon, has a wide and green 
crown stripe with a light-blue to greenish 
frontal spot which in most specimens is 
not separated by black feathers like in the 
Cajamarca specimens (see also Zimmer 
1948).

Appendix 1 
List of the birds found at camps, localities, and areas in the region: Cordillera del Cóndor, Department of 
Cajamarca, Peru 17 June – 2 August, 2006. * = Specimen.
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Some specimens from Quebrada Lanchal 
have a greenish crown stripe but not as green 
as in margaretae. Overall, the specimens 
collected are more similar to the nominal 
form, confirming the presence of this taxon 
in Cajamarca, but show some variation that 
can be interpreted as transitional with the 
southern margaretae.

Pyrrhura albipectus – White-breasted 
Parakeet. (Fig 9 & 10) This previously 
Ecuadorian endemic has been recently 
known from Peru on the basis of sight 
records only (Navarrete 2003). In the forest 
around base camp (1800m), we observed 
small groups (4-8) of Pyrrhura parakeets 
flying through the canopy in the quick 
and twisting flight so characteristic of the 
genus. On July 10, two specimens were 
secured by S. Claramunt (specimens at 
LSUMZ and MUSM), the first for Peru and 
the southernmost records for the species. 
Another flock of five birds was seen later on 
July 17 (BW) in the same area.

Dysithamnus occidentalis – Bicolored 
Antvireo. (Fig 11 & 12) A pair was mist 
netted at satellite camp 2 (2530m, specimens 
at LSUMZ and MUSM). This species is rare 
and poorly documented in Peru. The status 
of this species in Peru will be discussed at 
length elsewhere (S. Crespo et al., in prep)

Grallaria ridgelyi – Jocotoco Antpitta. 
(Fig. 13) When TM had scouted the area in 
2005, he saw and tape-recorded on May 5th 
(XC6974) near satellite camp 1, Jocotoco 
Antpitta Grallaria ridgelyi a species new 
for Peru, on a bamboo covered slope near 
a small ravine at 2250 meters. This large 
and striking antpitta was only described in 
1999 and was previously known only from 
southern Ecuador (Krabbe, et al., 1999). We 
observed, heard, and collected 2 specimens 
of the antpitta which are the first records 
for Peru. Recorded exclusively on both 
slopes ca. 1km S of Hito Jesús (2250m). 
SC collected a specimen on July 7th, 2006 

(LSUMZ 179012), found on a trail on the 
eastern slope leading to the Sábanas valley.

The site was a mix of medium height cloud 
forest with small clearing with Chusquea 
bamboo (probably an old landslide). 
BW called in and observed two different 
individuals and collected one with AU on 
the afternoon of July 14. TM returned to the 
site in December 2006 and a bird responded 
to playback, indicating that the species 
persisted in the area. The species was 
known from only two areas in Ecuador on 
the eastern slopes of the main Andean range. 
Our records are the first for Peru and the 
first for Cordillera del Condor and suggests 
that the species is more widespread in the 
region.

Xenerpestes singularis – Equatorial 
Graytail. One of the hoped-for species, the 
Equatorial Graytail, (X. singularis), is a small 
member of the family Furnariidae. Although 
previously known only from the Cordillera 
Real range, including Cordillera del Condor 
(Schulenberg et al. 1997, Freile et al. 2014), 
it has now been found south of the Marañon 
valley, in Amazonas and San Martín regions 
of Peru. The young female collected at 
1800m near base camp represents and an 
altitudinal record for the species. Fairly 
common at Base Camp in species flocks.

Asthenes griseomurina – Mouse-colored 
Thistletail.  The species was found in 
dense vegetation including tall grass and 
shrubs (1-2m) on the mountaintop 7 km 
NNE Hito Jesús (2950m). The species is 
poorly documented but widespread along 
Cordillera del Condor (Schulenberg et al. 
1996, Freile et al. 2014), with specimens 
also collected farther south (Picorana) and 
farther north (Cerro Machinaza, MUSM 
17061), but probably restricted to small 
and isolated patches of shrubby vegetation 
on the highest ridges and mountaintops. 
Specimens from Cordillera del Condor 
showed reduced white around the eye and 
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Figure 9. White-breasted Parakeet 
(Pyrrhura albipectus) LSUMZ 
specimen. Photo by D. Lane. 

Figure 11. Bicolored Antvireo 
(Dysithamnus occidentalis) male. 
Photo by S. Claramunt.

Figure 10. White-breasted Parakeet 
(Pyrrhura albipectus) LSUMZ 
specimen. Photo by D. Lane.

Figure 12. Bicolored Antvireo 
(Dysithamnus occidentalis) female. 
Photo by S. Claramunt.
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never showed a complete ring of periocular 
white feathers like the birds from the main 
Andean cordilleras. Whether this variation 
deserves taxonomic recognition remains to 
be studied.

Scytalopus parkeri – Chusquea Tapaculo. 
BW found this species at 1800m (but 
mostly at 2250m in dense cloud and elfin 
forest, which are the first specimens from 
Cordillera de Condor. The species was 
previously tape-recorded further north 
in Cerro Plateado, in Ecuador (Freile et al. 
2014).

Cinnycerthia unirufa/olivascens – Rufous/
Sharpe’s Wren. Most specimens collected 
correspond to unirufa but are darker than 
birds from the western cordillera (Cerro 
Chinguela, Quebrada Lanchal, and the small 
series of unirufa at MUSM). Birds from 
Picorana are also dark like Quebrada San 
Antonio birds. One specimen (MS 3784 at 
MUSM) was assigned to olivascens because 
it is slightly less rufescent than other adult 
males and has well marked black barring 

on flight feathers. C. olivascens: MS 3784 
(B56074) 1.5 km N Hito Jesus, 2600 m, July 
14th, 2006, 30.7 g, skull 100% oss., testes 
1x2 mm.

DISCUSSION

Our surveys revealed the rich avifauna of 
the cloud forests of the southern portions 
of Cordillera del Condor. As expected, many 
of the species found are characteristic or 
endemics of the Eastern Cordillera Real 
ecoregion, encompassing the eastern 
slopes of the Andes in Southern Colombia, 
Ecuador, and northern Peru. Some of these 
species such as Pyrrhura albipectus, and 
Dysithamnus occidentalis, were poorly 
documented in northern Peru, and for 
Grallaria ridgelyi, in particular, we obtained 
the first records for the country. 

Figure 13. Jocotoco Antpitta (Grallaria ridgelyi) LSUMZ specimen and tag. Photo by D. Lane.
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For several species already known from 
the main Andean cordilleras, our records 
represent the first for the entire Cordillera 
del Condor (Coeligena lutetiae, Acropternis 
orthonyx, Cinnycerthia unirufa, Geospizopsis 
unicolor, Catamenia inornata) or for the 
Peruvian sector of this range (Xenerpestes 
singularis). This was mostly the result of 
our ability to survey the high ridges, while 
previous surveys concentrated on medium 
to low elevations of the Condor.

There were a number of species that were 
either very uncommon or missing from the 
higher elevations. We do not know if we 
were not finding them because of the severe 
weather and the relatively short time we 
had for sampling, or if they were truly 
absent from this particular ridge system. 

CONSERVATION

From a conservation standpoint, it is 
obvious that protection of the Peruvian 
population of G. ridgelyi is important. We 
found three pairs within a small area but 
elucidating the details of the species habitat 
and distribution in Peru is a priority for 
future work. We suspect that the species is 
widely scattered over the ridges of the area 
in the proper habitat. TM returned to the 
area in December of 2006 and reported that 
a bird responded from the same spot where 
an individual of the species was collected 
in July. In that short period, the territory 
had been filled with a second pair. From the 
second satellite camp (2350 m) the view 
towards the north and east is essentially 
unbroken and almost pristine forest (Fig 
14). Our field observations as well as 
satellite imagery indicated vast expanses 
of essentially unbroken and almost virgin 
forest on the higher slopes of Cordillera del 
Condor. The Sábanas valley on the eastern 
slopes of our study area was under local 
evaluation as a place for colonization and 
coffee growing, however the land is presently 

titled to the Awajún people, and they decide 
if they will allow colonists to come in and 
clear the area for coffee. Probably, the most 
important feature from a conservation 
standpoint is that the region still supports 
a fairly large area of untouched forest in 
the lower elevational range (900-1500 m), 
and this forest is continuous with the intact 
ridges above. 

An effort should be made to at least 
conserve the ridgetops for their watershed 
value, but also the lower elevation forest for 
its natural history value. There are very few 
large areas of lower elevation Andean forest 
still intact and so some form of protection 
is highly desirable. The region is vast, and 
we only scratched the surface as far as 
understanding the entire avifauna. There 
is a great deal left to do, but access to sites 
and the inclement weather will always be a 
major factor in trying to carry out additional 
studies.

When TM made his second trip to the region 
in December of 2006, he was accompanied 
by C. Aucca of the NGO ECOAN. Aucca knows 
the importance of this area and had plans to 
get local communities involved in conserving 
forest, especially at the lower elevations 
and in the range of the Jocotoco Antpitta. In 
the 14-year interim, until the preparation 
of this article, no progress in this matter 
has been made as far as the authors are 
aware; besides, how far colonization and 
planting of coffee has advanced and what 
the environmental impact is today remains 
unknown.
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Figure 14. Forests of the Sábanas valley, eastern slope (Photo by S. Claramunt).
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We dedicate this article to Abraham Urbay 
(Fig. 15) who sadly passed away on June 
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learned a lot from this quiet gentle man.  

Figure 15. The late Abraham Urbay (Photo by C. 
Gregory Schmitt).
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