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Areas visited  
 

Trinidad  area ï Rio Ibore (3 days) and Blanco y Negro Reserve (6 days) 

La Paz ï 3 days 

Coroico ï 6 wet days 

Samaipata ï 7 days 

Amboro NP ï Matarucu ï 7 days 

Santa Cruz ï 3 days 

 

 



 

Some observations   

 

People 

 

Locals 

 

I came away from Bolivia with a confused impression of Bolivian people. A skeptic might 

say my opinions were clouded by making a sizable involuntary donation to the local 

economy, but the reality is that there were such a mixture of locals that it was difficult to 

form a general impression, so I have put people into boxesé... 

 

Lowland people acting as themselves 

 

There was a very distinct difference  

between lowland and highland people in 

appearance and character. The lowland ones 

were charming, helpful and relaxed. None  

did anything quickly, but considering the 

climate this was not really possible (see 

weather, below). 

 

Lowland people acting as guides 

 

All our lowland guides from Trinidad, San 

Pablo and Buena Vista were fabulous,  

skilled and really helpful. And they could all 

cook. They deserved all they could get from 

life, which, I suspect, is not a whole lot, 

consideringéé.   

Highland people acting as themselves 

 

Exceeding boring except when they had  

been drinking, when they rapidly ascended  

the Interesting Meter 

 

Highland people wanting to sell you  

something 

 

Suddenly they had a tongue in their head. 

Taxi drivers who thought you had just 

 arrived 

 

Marginally wealthier than they should have 

been 

Taxi drivers who thought you had been in a 

taxi before 

 

Real human beings. Chatty, always  

interesting and out to please. The taxis were 

something else, though. 

 



The women of Trinidad 

 

What can I say, Trinidad must surely be the 

Worldôs last undiscovered paradise? Now I 

know where ñTarzan and The Amazonsò  

was filmed, except now they have better  

diets and they are in living colour (a nice 

colour too). 

 

Alleged Peruvians who have suddenly 

 become wealthy 

 

In South America it is very fashionable to 

blame all bad things on those who have just 

arrived in the country but should be living 

across a border somewhere. It doesnôt really 

matter which border. But for the moment Iôll 

consider the ñnew richò in La Paz as locals. 

Needless to  

say if you have an address for these guys let 

me know. I wouldnôt mind some of my 

property back.   

 

 

Ex-pats  

 

The ex-pats were almost as diverse as the locals. Without exception I didnôt entirely trust the 

stated reasons any of them gave for living in Bolivia. They all agreed on only one thing ï 

they couldnôt work with Bolivians. This will be explored later. Nevertheless they all loved to 

have an intelligent conversation with other Westerners. Most of them chatted with me as 

well. None appeared to stay sober for very long. 

 

Aerolineas Argentinas employees  

 

All welcome for drinks on Steve and Mayetteôs balcony any time. Bloody fabulous people. 

 

The guy at the airport tax counter at Buenos Aires airport 

 

He can have drinks and stay the night as well ï see diary entry for 5
th
 July. 

 

 
 



 
Weather  

 

One thing you can say about Bolivia is that they know how to put on some weather. I think 

the fact that they are land-locked has given them an excuse to get all the left-over bits of 

weather from all the surrounding countries. When you get a southerly change in Bolivia it is 

a real southerly change, none of this crap where it cools off just a bit. One minute youôre 

dying of heat exhaustion, next thing you know all the cows have frozen solid. 

 

The lowland Amazon section was very uncomfortable to walk around in at any time but more 

particularly after sunrise. Travelling along the rivers in canoes was great, especially at night. 

How anyone lives in this area defies understanding.  

 

Prepare for everything. 

 

 

Insects  
 

Now hereôs some scope. It would be easy to tell the truth and scare away any potential 

tourist, including myself. The list of horrible things that can happen on account of the insects 

is endless. As it turned out, we got covered in bites. In some places, particularly around 

Trinidad, the biters, mainly mosquitoes, were present in truly biblical numbers. In other sites, 

like lowland Amboro National Park, there are none but you get covered in bites just the 

same. Nevertheless we escaped with no more than an interesting collection of bite-mark 

patterns. 

 

The insects did not present a compelling reason not to go to Bolivia. 

 

 

Food  
 

The food was generally very good, varied, inexpensive and able to be digested in the normal 

way. We had one or two half-day ñeventsò but nothing special. We were warned about going 

near anything that might have even remotely come into contact with ñwaterò in Trinidad. The 

water supply and drainage system has more wildlife living in it than the rest of the Amazon 

Basin. We had to be absolutely certain that any water heated for coffee or whatever had been 

boiled for at least two weeks, then we threw it away and had one of the excellent beers 

instead (see below). 

 

Restaurant food was generally excellent. The average cost for a main course in a better 

restaurant was about $A6. Three-course buffet meals in good restaurants were about $A4. 

Fresh fruit was freely given away when we were anywhere remote from towns, or otherwise 

we had to bring a wheelbarrow to carry a dollarôs worth of fruit. 

 



Beer  
 

There were two types ï cold and warm. Both proved to be efficacious, nutritious, reasonably 

inexpensive and readily available anywhere. They could do some work on the labels though. 

Perhaps they could put pictures of political candidates on them, although I am not sure that 

this would have increased sales. 

 

  
 

 

Transport  
 

We sampled most types with the exception of the mode commonly used by the Menonites. 

 

Planes ï internal flights were inexpensive, eg Trinidad to La Paz $A80, or La Paz to Santa 

Cruz $A130. The major carriers are AeroSur and LAB. They both fly 40 year old Boeing 

727s. They all left and arrived on time. As far as the catering was concerned, if youôre lucky 

you would get a stale bread roll to consider throwing at someone. 

 

Buses ï most were ex-US school buses. They are almost free to travel on but you had better 

not be in a hurry. 

 

Long-distance taxis ï brilliant idea. These were Toyota Corollas that had previously been 

driven in Japan so they had the steering wheel on the left mounted through the glove box and 

all the other instruments on the right. The fact that the driver would need to read the 

instruments in a different part of the vehicle was not important. Firstly they didnôt work, and 

secondly they would have provided no useful information likely to be acted upon if they did. 



Nevertheless, this transport option, where available, was very cheap, very fast and no more 

likely to bring you harm than any other mode of travel. 

 

Local taxis ï these were exactly the same as the long-distance ones. Very cheap if you speak 

Spanish. Less so if you donôt. Never try to get change from a taxi driver. Always hoard coins 

for this reason. 

 

Walking ï forget it. Itôs too far or too hot or too cold or too many insects. 

 

 
 

 

Costs generally    
 

Bolivia is a very inexpensive country in which to travel if you donôt get robbed. A two star 

plus hotel in La Paz or Santa Cruz cost us about $A35 per twin. Cheaper hotels abound and 

accommodation in smaller towns is much cheaper. 

 

We engaged several tour operators (see below for details). The standard cost per person for 

two people seemed to be about $A55 per person per day for everything ï transport, guides, 

food etc. The standard of service in terms of reliability, quality and the knowledge of guides 

was high. We had no problems on any of our tours. 

 

 

Tour operators ï details  
 

All tour prices below were for two people travelling only, and not as part of a larger group. 



 

International flights were booked with Antonio Nava at Trans Am Travel in Sydney ï 9247 

4235 or transam@tig.com.au. Antonio is the Hon. Consul of Bolivia, very helpful and offers 

keen prices ï we paid $A1650 for Sydney to Santa Cruz return with Aerolineas Argentinas.   

 

Moxos Tours, Trinidad (Ernesto Rivera) turmoxos@sauce.ben.entelnet.bo 

We paid $US105 pp for a three day tour up the Rio Ibore with a guide and all food and 

transport. It was excellent value, with birds everywhere and surprising numbers of mammals. 

 

Dieter, Santa Cruz, lastfrontiers@yahoo.co.uk  

Dieter is not a tour operator but he ran tours into the Reserva de Vide Rio Blanco y Negro. 

We paid $US200 pp for a six day tour. It was very good value but make sure the canoe from 

San Pablo has a reasonable-sized outboard motor. Ours (5hp) was far too small. Lots of 

wildlife was seen but we had to work for it. Our guides were very obliging, good cooks, and 

more than happy to spend several hours each night spotlighting. Oscar is very good. 

 

Michael Blendinger Nature Tours, Samaipata mblendinger@cotas.com.bo 

Michael had a somewhat bewildering schedule of prices. He is a biologist with a passion for 

birds, but has good general knowledge on everything in any nearby forest. We paid $US72 

for two or $US85 for three for day trips. These left in the dark, got back in the dark and 

included transport in his 4WD + food etc. Strongly recommended. 

 

Amboro Tours, Buena Vista (Marcos somebody-or-other) Just turn up, heôll find you. 

We paid $US171 pp for seven days, six nights including transport, a guide, a porter and food. 

Our guide, Reynaldo, was very talented and obliging. This company is recommended. 

 

 
Wi ldlife (see lists at end of this report)   
 

Birds 

 

Birds were abundant and generally fairly easy to observe. Despite hunting pressure in some 

areas some of the obvious targets were still common even near settled areas. We saw 320 odd 

different ones without being too committed to the task. We were more interested in seeing 

mammals. At no stage did we target any particular birds. We went to good habitats and saw 

what we saw. The most productive areas were around Trinidad. 

 

Since tyrant flycatchers have all been lumped into one species ï ñhighly variable flycatcherò 

ï we regarded them as you might regard an individual army ant, interesting the first time, 

then safely ignored. Hummingbirds are not birds at all. They have been classified as insects 

in the dragonfly family. Nevertheless, these are insects worthy of interest. We had slightly 

more success with these.  

 

 

 

mailto:turmoxos@sauce.ben.entelnet.bo
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Mammals 

 

Our plan was to seek out the best mammal habitat and hope for some luck. We were very 

happy with our mammal sightings. South America is not an easy place to see large numbers 

of different mammals. As with the rest of the continent the locals hunt everywhere in Bolivia. 

There is no place too remote for hunters. But donôt despair ï there is a lot of good habitat and 

patience is rewarded. 

 

 
 

Reptiles 

 

Didnôt see much. 



 

Diary  
 

Day 1 - Thursday 30
th

 May 2002 

 

I caught a taxi to Sydney Airport for our 0830 A340 Aerolineas Argentinas Airbus to Buenos 

Aires via Auckland. It proved to be an interesting flight. There were 55 passengers on a plane 

which seats 260. Among these were ï a Dutch prince, his wife Shakira (apparently an 

entertainer of some sort), us, two plain clothes Aussie police, a violent deportee most 

recently resident of the Villawood Detention Facility and who had a novel approach to 

reducing the number of his friends there, and some new enrollees in the mile high club. It 

was one of those flights I suppose. Everyone who wished to could make a bed. But I got the 

impression that the flight was more interesting for those that chose not to sleep. 

 

Auckland Airport confirmed we had left Australia. The accent of the girl on the PA had 

people rolling on the floor; well me anyway. Our time in Buenos Aires Airport, where we 

had a 10 hour stopover, was eased away by chatting to Tracey (Aussie copper) and her 

partner and Manuel, who was going on an extended prison holiday in Lima, and not coming 

back. 

 

We left the forgettable transit lounge at Buenos Aires at 2300 for our MD88 flight to Santa 

Cruz. The flight was rough in parts as we caught and overtook a southerly wind change. The 

thought that we might starve to death on the foodless plane was our biggest priority. 

 

Day 2 - Friday 31
st
 May 2002 

 

We slept in the surprisingly modern and well appointed Santa Cruz Airport for a couple of 

hours before seeing our first birds ï burrowing owls which were in plague proportions all 

around the airport area. The car park was actually very productive generally with all sorts of 

things flying around or over it. The airport runways and aprons were also the home of many 

red-winged tinamous. 

 



 
 

We caught the 0815 flight to Trinidad via Cochabamba with Lloyd Aereo Boliviano. We 

arrived in the dry season to a drowned landscape. Cold and wet. Best of all, our contact, 

Dieter, was nowhere to be seen. We sat for an hour or so before paying enough money to a 

local taxi driver for him to retire, so that he would drive us to where we thought Dieter might 

be. He wasnôt there either. We then booked a three day river trip up the Rio Ibore with 

Moxos Tours in Trinidad. As we were the first tourists theyôd seen in a while we were 

offered a keen price without asking for it.  

 

The number of birds seen around Trinidad defied belief. I had never seen as many anywhere, 

Africa included. 

 

We stayed in the Hotel Paulista. Do not go there. Stay somewhere nicer, like the town 

rubbish tip. 

 

Day 3 - Saturday 1
st
 June 2002 

 

Ernesto from Moxos Tours drove us to Puerto Alcemain past the greater rheas and capybaras 

that lined the road, and where our guide and international chef Carmelo met us. Carmelo was 

a great guy and very keen to please. As we left the riverbank we saw our first botos (or pink 

river dolphins), toco toucans, macaws, woodpeckers and many others. The area was said to 

be heavily hunted, but there was wildlife in profusion. There were hundreds of turtles and 

caimans and with as many squirrel monkeys, red howlers and white-fronted capuchins as we 

were to see in far more remote sites. Birds were everywhere. 

 



 
 

Our first campsite was notable for the number of mosquitoes. If you have ever camped 

underneath an F18 revving its engines you would have some idea of the noise. I was scared, 

not because of the likelihood of catching a disease - that seemed certain - but that if I 

emerged from my tent for any reason (and in the middle of the night I thought of one), my 

family would not be able to identify the body. 

 



  
 

Day 4 - Sunday 2
nd

 June 2002 

 

A short walk to a vegetation-filled oxbow lake was very productive. Dave treed a southern 

tamandua, an animal I really wanted to see, so up I went to have a chat with it. Shortly after 

we startled a group of collared peccaries before bumping into a large group of coatis feeding 

on fallen palm fruit. Army ants and attendant birds added to the wildlife feast. Impressive 

spot. 

 

After seeing perhaps 50 dolphins we camped at a site that was to be the best site on the whole 

holiday. It was at the junction of the main river and a forming ox-bow lake. The dolphins 

relished the slightly cleaner water of the ox-bow. The evening brought out large numbers of 

nightjars and fishing bats. 

 



 
 

Day 5 - Monday 3
rd

 June 2002 

 

A brilliant morning followed a late night thunderstorm. Carmelo motored us around the ox-

bow lake slowly in the canoe. About eight dolphins followed us the whole way. I think they 

must have caught fish flushed by the outboard. They certainly werenôt bothered by us. Large 

numbers of blue-throated (or common) piping-guans suggested there was little hunting 

pressure.  

 

Later we went to another ox-bow lake to fish for piranha. We caught several including one of 

about 2kg. They were surprisingly okay to eat. Very flaky flesh not unlike shark. Huge mixed 

feeding flocks of birds were spotted as well. We cruised downriver for our 1700 pickup. 

 

We returned to ñTriniò to be met by Dieter and Marco. These guys told a tale of woe about 

how they couldnôt meet us three days earlier and why I should have read my emails. I could 

think of five good reasons for why this was impossible. They were still keen for us to go to 

the grandly named Reserva Silvestre de Vide Rio Blanco y Negro. I couldnôt think about 

anything at all until I had a suitable amount of local lubricant. We signed on anyway @ 

$US200 pp for a six-day journey. 

 



 
 

Day 6 - Tuesday 4
th

 June 2002 

 

We caught an aged ex-US school bus to the village of San Pablo, about 130km to the east of 

Trinidad and located on the Rio San Miguel. One thing about ex-US buses is that they were 

designed for long-legged Yanks so there is plenty of legroom. Our new guides Oscar and 

Daya met us at San Pablo. Nothing else was certain. Our ñstaffò changed as often as our 

outboard as negotiations were conducted in a language we couldnôt understand. We bought 

two boxes of beer so we didnôt really care.  

 

After loading a mountain of food including a variety of rather curious bread rolls that didnôt 

go stale (Iôd love to know how they were made), drums of fuel for our rather pathetic 5hp 

motor, much water, alcohol, itinerant campesinos and various weapons and ammunition ñfor 

our protectionò, we headed down the narrow Rio San Miguel. We arrived at our campsite 

well after dark. The journey was the navigational equivalent of sailing along the length of the 

Great Barrier Reef blindfold at night without hitting anything. We had the distinct impression 

we could hear pigs during the night. 

 



 
 

Day 7 - Wednesday 5
th

 June 2002 

 

Our suspicions were confirmed. We had camped next to a well-attended pigpen. The pigs had 

an entourage of voracious sand flies. The sound of the pigs was soon drowned out by 

howling red howler monkeys. These were in turn out-competed by thousands of macaws and 

Amazon parrots.  

 

It took all day to get to the junction of the Rio Negro where we had the misfortune to be 

camped near a group of fat European hunters, complete with a chainsaw and some nice new 

guns. 

 

An evening spotlight cum fishing trip down the San Miguel rewarded us with views of a 

water opossum and many capybaras. 

 

Day 8 - Thursday 6
th

 June 2002 

 

Another day in an insufferably hot and humid place. We knew it would be like this and I 

dream of going back!! We steamed up the Rio Negro where the birds were bigger and more 

numerous. There were lots of guans, the odd currasow, and fine views of a sungrebe. Of 

mammals there were monkeys, giant river otters and the butchered remains of a tapir next to 

an illegal logging and hunting camp.  

 

Our intended camp site could not be reached on account of a tree-fall across the river but the 

back-up site was fine. We had a great spotlight paddle as we drifted down the river with 

torches pointing in all directions. We managed bare-faced currasows, lots of capybaras and 

two beautiful pacas. 



 

Day 9 - Friday 7
th

 June 2002 

 

We turned back downriver. We had our usual midday walk in the forest to remind us how 

good it didnôt feel. Standing still in the shade made me sweat. Character building, maybe.  

 

 
 

The evening spotlight along the San Miguel was fabulous. We saw the eyes of many things, 

only some of which we could identify. But there was no doubt about an ocelot as it came to 

the river to drink or to get shot, depending on the luck of the draw. Perfect views head-on and 

side-on, a spectacular animal! The common grey four-eyed opossum hardly rates a mention, 

but it gets one anyway. 

 

Day 10 - Saturday 8
th

 June 2002 

 

We started the long grind back up the Rio San Miguel. With a river flow of about two knots 

and the canoe travelling at about five knots, you get the idea. But we werenôt complaining 

and at 0900 we watched a jaguarundi walk down a Cecropia tree trunk where it had been 

sunning itself over the river. A number of red howlers were seen and heard but new birds 

were getting hard to find. Relaxing. 

 

We stopped at an old coca-processing site to raid some fruit trees. An interesting cultural 

stop. 

 

Day 11 - Sunday 9
th

 June 2002 

 



We returned up-river to San Pablo, but not before stopping at an Indian village. It was great 

to see how the beautiful and charming indigenous folk (well, the women and children 

anyway) had organized themselves. There was a school, sports field, internet cafes, well 

designed wells and lots of smiling kids. There werenôt really any internet cafes. 

 

 
 

We caught the 1400 minibus to Trinidad. One of the things that define Bolivians is their 

ability to make slow journeys even slower. There is a bus terminus at San Pablo so one 

would expect anybody without heavy baggage in the area near the terminus to catch the bus 

from there. But no, the bus departed, travelled 100m, Iôm serious, then stopped to pick up 

passengers, and so on. On this particular journey I had attracted the attentions of a number of 

female passengers. I normally welcome this sort of behavior, but these particular women 

must have been from some kind of institution that had been set up to provide a foil for natural 

beauty. 

 

We had a proper (cold) beer or three and a lovely meal at Carlitoôs Restaurant in Trinidad. 

 

Day 12 - Monday 10
th

 June 2002 

 

We were supposed to fly to Rurrenabaque but the ever so helpful staff at the hotel failed to 

deliver the message that our flight had been booked until after the plane had left. We decided 

to bail to La Paz instead. In a rather curious fashion Ernesto at Moxos Tours wrote us some 

air tickets early in the morning without any desire or capacity to check that there were any 

seats on the plane. There were a couple of seats but he couldnôt have known that. We flew 

with AeroSur for 323 Bolivianos ($US45). A very pretty flight as well. The landscapes 

changed quickly from lowland Amazon to cloud forest then high Andes, before the plane 

failed to descend but rather just landed at El Alto Airport at La Paz. 



 

We stayed at the Tiquini Palace Hotel, which was very central to all the touristy bits. It was 

also a very nice two star hotel costing $US20 / twin including breakfast ï recommended. 

 

I started eating my dinner then fell over. I suspect that what blood I had at La Pazôs altitude 

had rushed to service my stomach, which is admirable in itself, but it left none for the bit 

holding the fork and the other bit that the fork goes into. Placing myself upside down for ten 

minutes did the trick. Donôt try this at home. 

 

Day 13 - Tuesday 11
th

 June 2002 

 

We journeyed to Coroico along what is billed as the ñWorldôs Most Dangerous Roadò, 

hereinafter referred to as WMDR. Guess what?  

 

From La Paz we charged up the hill to El Cumbre Pass, at 4800m, then down the other side 

on a sealed road. It was very spectacular and not all that dangerous. But it didnôt last. It was 

somewhat disconcerting when waterfalls landed in the middle of the road or even beyond it. 

So the road is permanently muddy, narrow, winding, steep, foggy and full of trucks that canôt 

get past. Consider this - in the six days we stayed at Coroico there were two fatal ñover-the-

sidesò that we found out about. The next week there was another. At least 50 people died on 

this short section of road while we were in Bolivia. 

 

We were met in Coroico by the Hotel Esmeralda courtesy wreck and driven to the best hotel 

in Bolivia, if not the whole world. It would want to be good too, because I didnôt succeed in 

getting too far from it during the time we stayed there. The weather was abysmal. In the 

attached bird list any bird seen at Coroico can be considered to be a ñbackyard birdò for the 

hotel.  

 

The hotel had lavish and cheap buffet meals, a pool table, pool, sauna, games of all 

descriptions, DVD, video, internet access, tourists and a garden full of birds, all for not very 

much money. We paid $US18 per twin which included meals. 

 

In the afternoon I wandered up the hill behind the hotel with Erika, a fresh and charming 

young Bolivian-born resident of the USA. Fog thwarted our ascent. This was to be a 

recurrent theme. 

 

Day 14 - Wednesday 12
th

 June 2002 

 

Got drowned every time we stuck our head out of the door, the afternoon precipitation effort 

being particularly convincing. Much of my left knee went on a holiday somewhere else, 

leaving me with no choice but to drink beer, improve my pool game, and gasbag to tourists. 

 

Day 15 - Thursday 13
th

 June 2002 

 

I foolishly tried to ascend the Coroico Everest once more, but no, more rain. Did see some 

nice birds though, including versicoloured barbet. Also squizzed at numbers of Bolivian 



squirrels and a yellow-toothed cavie. I continued to work on my pool game having achieved 

a fine level of proficiency at drinking the local beer and annoying tourists ï thanks to Erika 

and Susan. 

 

 
 

 
 

I asked the owner of the hotel how much fun it was to work with the locals. He suggested it 

was not much fun at all. We were to hear this often in Bolivia ï the difficulty in working with 

Bolivians. As an example, apparently after the hotel was built vast numbers of locals, one at 


