


I ’VE SOUNDED THE vin-
tage ship’s bell, striking 
it 10 times, then 10 again. 
Suddenly, I’m surrounded. 

Reverberation, a low drumming; 
a flash of light and feathers. It’s 
the thrumming of hummingbird 
wings as they flirt and fly and buzz 
past my ears at breakneck speeds. 
They’ve zeroed in on the dozen or 
so hummingbird feeders hanging 
from the rafters, careening in to 
get a sip of nectar, somehow know-
ing that there’s a reward if they fol-
low the sound of the old bell. Yet I 
have no fear, just joy. They’re like 
winged jewels, little angels paint-

ing the sky with their colours. When 
you get this close, you can see the 
glowing emerald and shining sap-
phire in their feathers, with hints 
of white and yellow. And I’ve man-
aged to call a rare ruby gem as well, 
just fresh from migration from more 
northerly islands. The humming-
birds are joined by more winged 
types, from mourning doves to blue 
motmots, one of the most beautiful 
birds I have ever seen. In this sudden 
and intense immersion in nature, it 
was almost too much to bear. I was 
overwhelmed just for a moment and 
nearly brought to tears.

It’s a year ago, before the pandem-

ic. I’m on the Caribbean island of 
Tobago, about 160 kilometres off the 
northeast coast of Venezuela, visit-
ing the Adventure Farm and Nature 
Reserve, where birds such as the na-
tive motmot are the main attrac-
tion, but where there are also two lit-
tle rustic cottages for rent. Perched 
high in the trees for the best van-
tage point, the observatory is envel-
oped in the leafy canopy of some of 
the oldest protected rainforest on 
the planet, with a view of the colour-
ful gardens and the sea, to boot. The 
estate is the passion project and 
home of Ean Mackay, so wonderful-
ly hippy-dippy in his pink shorts 

On a long weekend in Tobago, Vivian Vassos 
revels in the wonder of an island escape
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Bird’s-Eye Views: 
(clockwise from 
top right) the 
motmot, native to 
Trinidad and Tobago; 
Adventure Park’s 
Ean Mackay; signs 
at a beachside food 
court at Plantation 
Boardwalk; giant 
brain coral at the 
underwater Coral 
Garden; Jewan, 
the author’s 
driver. Opposite 
page: Overlooking 
Charlotteville and 
Man O War Bay 
from Flagstaff Hill 
at the northern 
end of Tobago
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