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WWee  ccoommbbiinnee  ttwwoo  ooff  tthhee  wwoorrlldd’’ss  bbeesstt  wwiillddlliiffee  ssppeeccttaacclleess  ––  tthhee  ggaatthheerriinngg  ooff  mmiilllliioonnss
ooff  MMoonnaarrcchh  bbuutttteerrfflliieess  iinn  MMeexxiiccoo’’ss  hhiigghhllaannddss,,  aanndd  tthhee  ggaatthheerriinngg  ooff  wwiinntteerriinngg
wwhhaalleess  ooffff  BBaajjaa  CCaalliiffoorrnniiaa..  AAdddd  MMeexxiiccoo’’ss  ssuuppeerrbb  rraannggee  ooff  bbiirrddlliiffee,,  aanndd  yyoouu  hhaavvee  aann
uunnffoorrggeettttaabbllee  ccoommbbiinnaattiioonn  iinn  aa  ttwwoo--wweeeekk  ttoouurr..

SSaattuurrddaayy  2211  JJaannuuaarryy  ––  SSuunnddaayy  55  FFeebbrruuaarryy  22001122 ((1166  ddaayyss))

Mexico
BBuutttteerrfflliieess,,  WWhhaalleess  aanndd  BBiirrddss

M
exico is one of the most biologically diverse
countries in the world with many endemic
species. Our tour focuses on two very

different migrations: the amazing Monarch butterfly
which overwinters every year in the mountains
north of Mexico and the no less spectacular Gray
Whale which makes its way 9000 km from the coast
of Alaska down to the peninsula of Baja California to
give birth to its young. En route, we shall be visiting
Valle de Bravo which is a very attractive valley
surrounded by low mountains and good for
butterflies and birds; Patzcuaro Lake, considered
the most beautiful in Mexico; Uruapan which enjoys
a sub-tropical climate complete with waterfalls, lush
forests and its own active volcano and Lagunas de
Chapala, a wetland site renowned for birds,
amphibians and mammals. 

As well as millions of Monarchs (literally), we
should see a good range of other butterflies
including various Swallowtails, Fritillaries and
Skippers. There is a new very comprehensive Field
Guide to the Butterflies of Mexico which hopefully
means we will be able to identify at least the
majority of what we see. Birdlife should also be
pretty prolific; a previous tour following a similar
itinerary clocked up around 150 species including
Ttrogons, orioles, grosbeaks and several species of
hummingbirds.

Mike Williams previously designed and led this
tour for West Midlands Butterfly Conservation
branch – it was his wonderful report in their local
newsletter that alerted us to the trip’s potential.

IIttiinneerraarryy  
DDaayy  11  :: We fly from London to Mexico City, arriving
late afternoon where we will be met by our guide,

Eric Miranda. Once a chef, he has the reputation of
knowing the best places to eat throughout Mexico –
so we should not go hungry! Transfer to our hotel
and a welcome dinner.
Overnight Mexico City

DDaayyss  22  --  44  ::  In the morning, there will be an
opportunity to visit Mexico’s best known
archaeological site at Teotihuacan. We will aim to
get there early so that we can visit in the cool of the
morning as it can get very busy later. Hugely
impressive, the site is dominated by the Pyramids of
the Sun and Moon which date back to around 100
AD.  

After lunch, we head westwards out of Mexico
City towards Valle de Bravo. The town itself is set in
a pine clad valley on the eastern shore of Lago
Avandaro which supports a number of water birds
including American Coot and Ring-billed Gull. We
shall be staying at a comfortable 4 star hotel with its
own swimming pool, 10 minutes from the centre of
the town.   

Noticeably warmer than Mexico City, the next
day should see our first butterflies of the trip. Taking
a picnic lunch, we shall spend time in a sheltered
valley near Santo Tomas where flowery shrubs and
other plants attract a good range of species.  In the
evening we will take dinner at a restaurant close to
the lake.  

The following day we head for the El Capulin
Monarch Sanctuary about 25km from Vallee de
Bravo to obtain our first view of what is surely one of
the modern day wonders of the world. The area
occupied by the Monarchs varies from year to year
but to reach the main area generally involves a
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steady walk uphill of around an hour. The good news
is that horses are available and the track is broad
and easy whether on foot or on horseback.  One of
the attractions of this particular sanctuary is that it is
much less visited by tourists offering a sense of
peace and solitude which adds to the experience.  
Three nights Valle de Bravo

DDaayyss  55  --  66  ::  Today we make our way to Tlalpujahua,
an old gold mining town where its past riches are
reflected in its huge and very flamboyant cathedral
which dominates the town centre. Lunch en route
will be taken at Rancho les Cedros which is a private
home with a pleasant family atmosphere and the
promise of good food. Eric was brought up here so is
well acquainted with many of the local populace!
Tlalpujahara is well placed for visiting the Monarch
sanctuaries of the surrounding mountains and will
be our base for two nights.  

The following day, we shall visit what is the best
known (and still the largest) Monarch overwintering
site in the world! at El Rosario. The walk involves a
steady climb of around 900 feet but we shall take it
very slowly as there is plenty to see on the way.
Again, there are many different flowers and birds to
enjoy including more species of Salvia and
Geraniums.  

If conditions are suitable we should soon see
Monarchs gliding past but this just serves to raise a
sense of anticipation as we approach the main
colony. The size of the colony here is stupendous, in
good years covering an area of six hectares. The
trunks of the pine trees are covered in layers of
butterflies with branches and needles weighed
down by the sheer volume of insects. One observer
described the overall effect as being that it looked as
if all the trees had died but that the apparently dead
foliage clinging to the tree were in fact butterflies.
The number of Monarchs in these fir forests in
Michoacan is estimated at up to 150 million but no-
one is really sure.  What is known is that every spring
the butterfly heads north on a 4500 km migration
which sees them colonise much of North America
before returning every autumn to this small area of
Mexico where they find a suitable microclimate to
see them through the winter.
Two nights Tlalpujahua

DDaayyss  77  --  88  :: Today we say goodbye to Tlalpujahua
and its Monarchs and once more begin our journey
to the west. Our destination is Patzcuaro, a town
with striking colonial architecture alongside its
beautiful lake.  

The area around Patzcuaro marks the start of
what Mexicans call the ‘Hot Lands’ and the weather
should be appreciably warmer than what we have
experienced up to now. The following day, we shall
visit Arroyo Frio, which is a really good spot for
butterflies and birds. In the afternoon, we should
have time for a look around Tacambaro, a very
pleasant town full of historic buildings with an
excellent climate.   
Two nights Patzcuaro

Two of the millions of Monarchs which gather in the Mexican highlands each winter (Photo: Mike Williams)
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