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A RAMBLE AROUND GRANDE RIVIERE

Christopher K. Starr

One approaches Grande Riviere, like Charlotteville, by a long, scenic descent from the interior to the sea.
This is at the end of a drive of 16 or 17 km from Toco that has quite a Tobago feel to it. The loveliest part of
this approach, to me, is the view from above of the broad, shallow stream that presumably gives the village its
name. Without knowing the history of it, | imagine some long-ago wag or real-estate developer decided to
call this stream a "big river"”, and even today some locals call it a river with a straight face. One enters the vil-
lage by crossing a bridge over the Big River not far from where it empties into the sea.

On a day when I didn't feel like working, [ set out to explore the Big River. The lower part is a popular liming
area, but even a little way above the bridge one enters a zone of solitude. The sides are flanked by farmland
in various stages of abandonment, and the scene felt more like Central America than anything I had experien-
ced in: Trinidad or Tobago.

I had thought I could simply wade the Big River for as long as it stayed in the flat, but many parts of it are far
from shallow, even in the dry season. Still, this is far from virgin territory, and many before me had dealt
with the problem of going upstream, so that there were discernible stretches of trail on shore around many of
the deeper parts. In fact, there were probably such stretches wherever needed, but in some places [ failed to
find them, necessitating short detours through scrub-land.

The Big River has its share of fishes, and [ noticed several species. The one that especially caught my atten-
tion was a slim, light-coloured bottom-dweller -- most likely the goby Awaous taiasica -- that clung to rocks
and relucted to swim even when I trod close to it. And snails abounded in the vrater, at least two species.
One, a globular beast with a very low spire, mostly about ! cm across, was so numerous that I occasionally
found them clustered on top of each other. I don't recall having noticed
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Grande Riviere Pp. 1.3 Big stingless bees (T}ig()na amalthea) were collecting resin for nest ma-
Aripo Savannas III pp- 4, 6 & 19 | terial at a wound in a tree trunk. Unlike honey bees, stingless bees com-
Caroni Swamp pp. 5-6 monly use a substantial admixture of plant resins and/or mud with the
A. carausius pp. 7,25 wax that they secrete. I once even saw stingless bees in the Philippines
A new lizard pp. 8-9 collecting tar at a road-construction site. In every case, they pack the
North Post pp- 10 material into the pollen baskets, or corbicula, on their hind legs for
Management Notes p. 11 transport

Tobago, 2003 pp. 12-13, 18 ’

;‘;ﬁﬁ;‘:iﬁg : gi)l‘lts-l 6 I always stop to look at army ants on the march, so it was a pleasure to
Striped Owl pp: 17-18 spend a few moments observing a (?olumn of a small blgck species of
Scotland Bay—Plates pp. 20-22° | the genus Neivamyrmex (seven species known from Trinidad). I found
Caroni Swamp—Plates pp. 23-24 none of the much more conspicuous Eciton burchelli, but this common
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species is certainly to be found in that corner of Trinidad. Occasionally an emperor butterfly (Morpho pelei-
des) flitted by over the stream, easily recognizable at a glance by the flash of its iridescent blue wings.

While walking on shore I startled a big matte (Tupinambis teguixin), who skedaddled cleanly out of sight. I
am always amazed that such a heavy-bodied lizard can move so fast and lithely, like a snake, while an iguana
seems decidedly clumsy on the ground. Later I watched a young matte scale a rock face with surprising agi-
lity.

Less than a kilometre upstream is a seasonally dry shortcut across a tight bend in the stream. It was here that
I made my most interesting find. On shoreside vegetation, réaching just a little over the water was an aggre-
gation of spiders in a communal tangle web. It was not, as I imagined at first, the rather famous Anelosimus
eximius, which I have occasionally found in the forest behind Mt St Benedict. Rather, this seems to be the
first Trinidad record of Philoponella republicana, noted by the pioneer araneologist Eugéne Simon in what
may be the earliest published record of any social spider (1891). Inhabiting the web were females and males
of various sizes, presumably representing at least two generations, so that this was not just a short-term ag-
gregation but a structured colony. And at one lower edge was a single female of a familiar orb-weaver 4r-
giope aurantia. She had no apparent association with the colony and had evidently just happened to spin her
web in the same good hunting spot. Further upstream I came upon a much smaller group of the social spider
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The stream has occasional pools wide and deep enough

asstan Bdvor. . Cava ieme for real swimming, and at a couple of places there is no
CONTIBULOTS. ...eeeeeveeraaererees auee Jo-Anne Sewlal, John Lum | shallow water at either side, so that one is obliged to
g"““f"cg‘;s?ﬁ‘;‘*; i‘:’:’n M&‘,‘:::"ﬁ“}ﬁx:“ Kelly, Victor give up wading and take to the shore. For part of the
Pl:l:tsogeréphs agd Dr‘;wiigst....l....i.Jo(zAnne Sewlal, Selwyn distance, the trail on the right-hand shore passes through
Gomes, Matt Kelly such pleasant forest that one feels no hurry to get back
Design & Layout.........c.cccvvennenn Calista Pierre to stream bed. This trail ends in a small hunters' camp
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later one must suffer a serious fall if one perseveres.
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Spain. I did not persevere. I ascended each branch only about
Disclaimer: The views expressed in this bulletin do not necessarily re- 100 metres, enough to confirm that Wadlng was no lon-
flect the opinion and views of the Trinidad and Tobago Field Nawralists’} ger a reasonable option. My attention turned to the hills

e above. The hunters would not make camp at one ex-
MISSION STATEMENT ' treme of their hunting area, so there should be trails up
To foster education and knowledge on astural into the hills on either side. Casting about on the far

history and to encourage and promote activities that would . p ;
mz the lppredlg?n, pmrmﬂon and conservationof | Side, I found one trail that seemed to lead into scrubby,

our natural heritage. uninteresting terrain. (Admittedly, I didn't search very
hard; remember that I was avoiding work.) On the near
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