ARAGON 2006

                                       “dos cervezas grande, por favour”
I have flown over the Pyrenees many times but until now had never visited either the French side or the Spanish. Although montane birds are somewhat easier to find further east in Europe, the Pyrenees offers most species and is accessible. With these thoughts in mind we set off along with our friends Bob & Kathy Foskett at the respectable time of 09:50 from London Stansted to Zaragosa courtesy of Ryanair.

Good Friday April 14th.

On arrival at the delightfully small Zaragosa Airport we quickly picked up our Chrysler Voyager from a very helpful gentleman at Europcar.

Heading around and then south from the city we made the short journey to the Zaragosa Steppes in the early afternoon. The usual birds were seen during this journey and included White Stork, Spotless Starling, Black Kite and Woodpigeon. Our first port of call was the SEO reserve of La Lomaza where we reconnoitred in anticipation of our forthcoming visits in darkness to try for the ever so elusive Dupont’s Lark.

La Lomaza provided many species of lark, Short-toed and Lesser Short-toed, Calandra, Skylark along with Stock Dove and eight Black-bellied Sandgrouse in flight, a nice bonus. Of course no self respecting Dupont’s would show in the daylight!
Heading south again we drove thru Belchite and then across the steppe via Codo to another SEO reserve, El Planeron. A much more varied selection of birds were encountered here with Barn Swallow, Short-toed Eagle, Crested Lark (seen in Codo), Montague’s Harrier, Lesser Kestrel, Southern Grey Shrike and a perched Egyptian Vulture as well as the usual larks in evidence.

               Josele Saiz of the Casa Boletas Birdwatching Centre had arranged our accommodation in the nearby town of Quinto de Ebro at the Hotel Rioja. Driving east we entered Quinto and after some confusion involving assistance from a lady member of the policia, we finally picked up our keys at the Restaurante Quinto where we also ate a very nice meal later that evening. After dropping our gear at the hotel, Bob, Pat and I headed back to La Lomaza for dusk in an attempt to see Dupont’s. No luck!
Saturday April 15th.
Bob and I arrived on site at La Lomaza before dawn. From the parking lot we heard several Dupont’s calling, thus encouraged we headed off up the track. Unfortunately it was quite windy, chilly really and rain was in the air, not ideal conditions. Three hours later as dawn broke all the singing stopped and although we must have been extremely close to several calling birds not one was seen during that time.

After coffee in Belchite with the local population preparing for the Easter Parade we drove east back to Quinto thru some olive groves where Hoopoe improved our mood.
Just west of Quinto the road cuts thru fields of alfalfa and the bird activity in this area was great, Western Marsh Harrier, Corn Bunting, Whinchat, Yellow (Spanish) Wagtail, Black-eared and Northern Wheatear, all were obvious.

Picking up our other halves we proceeded to Pina de Ebro for a breakfast boccadilla in the town square.

We decided to spend the remainder of the day cruising the roads thru Los Monegros which proved quite rewarding. Just north of Pina we found a small farm pond with Mallard, Little Grebe and Black-winged Stilt in residence. At Puiburell, Chough and nesting Little Owl were discovered along with one of the largest flocks of House Sparrow I have seen for a long time.
Near Escatron we entered a rocky gorge and it turned up trumps with a beautiful Black Wheatear gracing the boulder strewn slopes, omnipresent in the area were Crag Martin and Linnet. From Escatron we drove higher to the Monastery at Rudia, our first European Bee-eaters of the trip were seen here with Woodchat Shrike, Red Kite, Goldfinch, two Red-rumped Swallows (the only two seen on the trip) and the first group of the ubiquitous Eurasian Griffon Vultures.
Heading south again we visited the old part of Belchite where apart from evidence of the action during the Spanish Civil War we managed Black Redstart, Serin, Greenfinch and Eurasian Sparrowhawk. Looking for a place to eat earlier than the usual 21:00 we revisited Pina, no luck with the food but pathfinders from the Common Swift migration and Collared Doves were seen. We ate again at the Restaurante Quinto before retiring for the night.
Sunday April 16th.

Our last day on the steppes! Bob and I arrived at La Lomaza again pre-dawn, the weather was much better and we walked the track in anticipation again hearing several larks singing. The same result occurred as before, no sign!

After talking to Josele Saiz I could understand why these birds are so difficult at La Lomaza. The habitat at this site is extremely dense and from the track you are at ground level, therefore looking thru the scrub rather than looking over it. Also he told us that the numbers of lark are much less than at El Planeron adding a site in this reserve that should be profitable on another visit, maybe slightly later in the year.

Apparently the La Lomaza reserve is restricted and one should obtain permits from SEO in Belchite prior to entry. We did not know this fact and no notices in the parking lot told us of it, however future visits to this reserve will be and should be legally permitted.
After breakfast again in Pina de Ebro we headed thru Los Monegros to the pre-Pyrenees and the wonderful Casa Boletas. The drive thru Los Monegros was spectacular, wonderful scenery and little traffic, but birds were few and far between although we did pick up on Eurasian Kestrel, Golden Eagle, Stonechat and Dartford Warbler.
We arrived at Casa Boletas in Loporzano around 14:00 and getting no reply from the door bell we decided to head up the Vadiello Valley to the dam. A good choice as we found Blue Rock Thrush, Raven, many Griffons and one superb adult Lammergeier.
Back in Loporzano later, a furtive Melodious Warbler showed briefly and the first House Martins of the trip cavorted over the village.
Dinner was a wonderful affair, cooked by Esther in her small but well appointed kitchen; wine was local and very good as was the company and conversation around the table. We slept well!
Monday April 17th.
The rain returned this morning annoyingly, so we drove towards Huesca with the intention of birding around Montearagon. After a short delay due to the inclement weather we entered Quicena and tried the old track to the summit. This was rather fortunate as even though the old track was impassable we got far enough to enable us to see at least twenty Rock Sparrow feeding on the flat rocky areas in company with many Linnets and a Tawny Pipit. We had parked the car in a grove of large trees next to a farmyard which provided us with Pied Flycatcher, Chaffinch and White Wagtail.
Leaving the farm we eventually found the correct track/road to Montearagon thru a new housing estate. At the top we found Chough, Black Wheatear, Tree Pipit, Griffon, Thekla Lark and genuine Rock Dove before the drizzle started again.

After our lunch the weather improved becoming showery with the emphasis on sunshine, a tip from Josele led us to Santa Eulalia de Mayor where the Pina San Miguel, he thought, might still hold a wintering Wallcreeper. The drive up the mountain on a narrow road with no barriers was “hairy” and with some relief we parked at the base of the Pina before heading up again to view the sheer rock face. No Wallcreeper for Bob but the view was stupendous. We were looking down on soaring Griffon and Egyptian Vultures with the best views ever of Peregrine patrolling the face twenty metres from us at eye level. Gratefully returning down the mountain we made our way back to Loporzano. Before dinner Pat and I walked a way down the farm tracks to the east of the Casa turning up a nice male Whitethroat for our list.
Dinner again was a sumptuous affair and sleep was easy.
                                                   Casa Boletas

Casa Boletas is situated in the pre-Pyrenees village of Loporzano approximately eight kilometres east of the ancient city of Huesca.

It has been set up as the definitive Birdwatching Centre for Aragon and indeed the rest of Spain. The owner Josele Saiz, his wife Esther and their daughter Marina live on site along with two of the most likeable dogs you would ever meet. All the cooking is done by Esther and is an excellent choice of traditional, home cooked Spanish fare and plenty of it, accompanied by superb local wine all served in a friendly home from home atmosphere. Breakfast is served at a suitable time; sometimes a contentious issue with birders and a packed lunch is supplied by Esther to keep you going.
The house itself has been furnished comfortably and sympathetically in keeping with this area of Spain, each room or suite being individual and unique with a lounge, dining room, garden and terrace at your disposal.

Josele of course is well known in the European birding scene and leads tours in many countries especially his own. The local, up to date information he can supply you with is invaluable in making a success of a trip to Northern Spain.

Anyone thinking of making the pilgrimage to this area would be well advised to book in at this wonderful place and maybe tag along on a trip led by Josele himself or one of the local guides associated with him.
You can contact Josele Saiz at……………..
Boletas Birdwatching Centre,

22192-Loporzano-Huesca,

Spain.

Fax/Tel: 0034 974 262027

E-mail: jjsv@boletas.org 

Web site: www.boletas.org 

                                         ............................or indeed at the British Birdwatching Fair.
Tuesday April 18th.

A morning trip to Vadiello today, in an effort to find Wallcreeper at three traditional wintering sites was unsuccessful but the first of many Alpine Swifts had just arrived and we watched as they got down to work furnishing a nest site at the damp quarry.

Also seen here were Great Tit and Cirl Bunting showing very well.

Another jaunt to Quicena followed in order for Bob to catch up with Rock Sparrow, although a few were present, Bob failed to see them. We moved up to Montearagon with the same target and as I clambered over the rocks whilst the others scoped at the bottom, I flushed several birds but the same result ensued.
The afternoon was spent on La Plana, a plateau to the west of Loporzano with steep sides leading down to the Rio Flumen valley. A good sunny day made the walk easy and we picked up on Great Spotted Woodpecker, Woodlark, Dartford Warbler, Long-tailed Tit and Blackcap. Several parties of Bee-eater appeared, all heading north and east whilst two juvenile Golden Eagles cruised over the plateau on our return journey.

Another excellent meal was enjoyed by all.

Wednesday April 19th.

Josele had arranged for us to stay at the Hotel Castillo d’Acher, Siresa in the Hecho valley tonight so as we could be nearer the high mountain species we had come to see.

Today was the first day we were able to reach the high Pyrenean passes as several of them had been closed due to snow and resultant landslides at Portalet and Somport.
Driving north to the Pyrenees, skirting round the ancient city of Jaca our first destination was the ski resort of Astun; here we hoped to find a few birds!

As we left the car the crowded slopes were packed with skiers and the huge ski complex buildings looked daunting. We persevered and whilst taking coffee at an open-air café at the end of the complex building, with accompanying Alpine Chough, I saw several birds mid level on the slope in front of me. Moving up the slope we found summer plumaged Water Pipits and four Snow Finch. Josele had told us to take the service road behind the complex and park by a stream, we did and again Water Pipits and Snow Finch showed well.
Suitably pleased with ourselves we came back down the valley and made for San Juan de la Pena for two more of Bob’s targets. When we arrived at the monastery we knew immediately that our luck was out. The new monastery building is under construction with all the disturbance you could possibly think of, noise, dust, machinery etc., on top of that a bus load of students arrived and held an impromptu musical recital of lusty, loud Spanish favourites. Moving as far away as was deemed suitable, we saw Nuthatch and many Great Spotted Woodpeckers, but not much else. Halfway down the mountain the old monastery now had parking spaces so we stopped for a while investigating the wooded slopes downhill from the buildings, with some success.

Around a toilet block Blue Tit, Coal Tit, Firecrest and Western Bonelli’s Warbler were seen along with a skulking Eurasian Robin. 
Leaving the monastery we headed north again, to the next major valley, the Valle de Hecho. After driving thru Hecho itself we arrived at the hotel in Siresa with plenty of time to spare before dinner so we walked around the town finding a bar where we replenished ourselves and chatted to the Brazilian bartender.

The food in the hotel was again excellent and the rooms were clean, neat and tidy……….highly recommended! 

Thursday April 20th.
An early start, northward again further up the Valle de Hecho to Boca del Infierno.

This was the last resort for Wallcreeper! On arrival we met a nice chap, Jim Creamer from Bray in Eire and together we searched the rock faces for our elusive quarry. After about twenty minutes at exactly 08:00, as Josele had suggested, a pair appeared and were seen courting above the terrifying torrent, a good thing about this view was that we were above them and stunning views were had both perched and in flight. Eventually the pair displayed to one another before entering a crevice on the rock face no more than five metres from the astounded ensemble. Apparently this pair breed at the lowest known altitude for the species in Europe, 980m above sea level.

On leaving Siresa prior to our arrival at the Boca we saw several Blackbirds and Eurasian Jays, the only ones seen on the trip.

After returning for breakfast at the hotel we decamped and drove down the valley to Garbardito after a short diversion in an effort to reach the Anso Valley. The road was closed to Anso for reconstruction so turning around we headed south again.
Garbardito was amazing; the weather combined with the scenery and birds was outstanding. A flock of about forty Citril Finch were seen almost immediately, several Crossbills perched around the parking lot and Eurasian Treecreeper, Song and Mistle Thrush entertained us all. We heard Black Woodpecker in the distance but the only pecker seen was Green Woodpecker. Leaving the high forest we happened upon a lone Citril Finch feeding on the ground two metres from the car. Dragging ourselves away from this magic place was hard but at Aragues del Puerto, Booted Eagle put in an appearance with a Grey Wagtail on the river. A slow drive back to Loporzano via Riglos to see the pillars and the crazy rock-climbers was uneventful apart from seeing several Carrion Crows and the usual raptors.
Yet again Esther surpassed herself with the evening meal. After the meal Josele took us to site for Eurasian Eagle Owl, we drove for about forty minutes to a natural horseshoe shaped mountain formation near Piraces. Parking atop the ridge we left the car and were flabbergasted that the wind was howling, not a good sign as it turned out. No owl responded to our calls although several pairs nest in the vicinity. Rather disappointed we returned to the Casa Boletas.
Friday April 21st.

We returned to La Plana after breakfast and after some considerable time managed to see a pair of Western Orphean Warbler well. Earlier we had both seen them briefly and heard them almost continuously but the best was left to the last.
The rest of the day was spent in Huesca, shopping and sightseeing. The visit to the Cathedral was probably the highlight.

Returning to Loporzano, a further excursion down the tracks to the east of the Casa rewarded us with Sub-Alpine Warbler, Willow Warbler and Wryneck.
Another delightful meal and an early night were well in order.

Saturday April 22nd.

Today we decided to visit the Lammergeier feeding station at Santa Celia. Driving after breakfast to the next village, Bandalies, we stopped at a pottery factory/workshop but it was closed, we decided to stop again on our return. On a tip off from Josele we stopped at the river bridge in Sipan and sure enough a Western Olivaceous Warbler performed for us in the brilliant sunshine.
The feeding station reception office was staffed by a lovely, very helpful lady who told us that the carrion is generally put out on the rocks on a Thursday but that we should go look anyway. By now it was raining again but we climbed the hill and viewed the feeding slab across the valley, alas no Lammers but plenty of Griffons were on view.

N.B. I learned that the Egyptian Vultures seen in this area are genuine migrants back from North Africa not residents as I had thought.
Back at Bandalies the pottery was open and we purchased many unique items at a reasonable cost.

Heading south we visited the wetland that is Sarineno, the only wetland we visited. It was like being at home with the exception of the very loud Great Reed Warbler.

A nest of a Penduline Tit seemed to have been abandoned due to excess interference, a terrible shame!

We were told that sixteen Great Spotted Cuckoos were around the lake but we did not see any, we did see however Greenshank, Northern Shoveler, Coot, Moorhen, Little and Great Crested Grebes.

At the risk of being even more boring our evening meal was superb.

Sunday April 23rd. 

After breakfast we said our goodbyes arranging to meet up later in the year at the Birdfair and drove south to Zaragosa returning our car and joining our flight back to Stansted.
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