SPAIN – Pyrenees & Steppes

With BOLETAS BIRDWATCHING CENTRE

5th – 12th March 2005

by Dave & Diane Bowes

Having dreamt of but never seen Lammergier or Wallcreeper we decide that a visit to the Spanish Pyrenees is overdue. As neither of us speaks Spanish (or Catalan) and a lot of driving will be necessary we finally decide to take the plunge and book onto a guided tour. Several evenings spent surfing the internet for ideas highlights a family run company called Boletas (Egyptian Vulture), a few e-mails later the booking is made and the deposit in the post. Flights are arranged separately as Easyjet operate an inexpensive daily service from Newcastle to Barcelona.

Saturday 5th 

We depart Newcastle at 10:00 and arrive at Barcelona at 13:40 local time. The Easyjet check-in is well organised and the flight pretty much on schedule. We clear customs and wait in the arrivals hall for an hour with a heavy feeling of dread – where is our tour leader Josele? Half way through an excellent sandwich Josele appears, the arrivals board had said that our flight had been delayed and he had been killing time in the car park! So we head off to the minibus and the other tour members. There should be eight members but one elderly chap has taken ill just before the trip and another hasn’t turned up – we never do find out what happened to him.

The journey to Boletas guesthouse in Loporzano, Huesca takes three hours and a little birding is done from the minibus as we travel, spotting the first Griffon Vulture, Red Kite and (probable) Short-toed Eagle of the trip. After dropping off our luggage we pile back into the minibus and make for a local site, Monte Aragon, to stretch our legs. Monte Aragon is a ruined Moorish castle on a hilltop and looks quite impressive in the evening light. We hope to see our first ‘speciality’ Black Wheatear but have to settle for Thekla Lark and Little Owl instead.

Log is called at 20:00 followed shortly after by some home cooking and local wine. Josele’s wife Esther does the catering and her meals are legendary. I do not disagree!

Sunday 6th
A short stroll pre breakfast to the local stream is rewarded by a pair of Rock Sparrows calling from the treetops and countless Spotless and Common Starlings gathering on the rooftops. Breakfast is a fine mix of bread, cheese and ham, home made yoghurt, local honey and occasionally sponge cake! The plan today is to locate Lammergeiers and to see why they are also known as ‘Bearded Vultures’. Setting out from Loporzano we stop to count Choughs in a field; at least 500. Our route takes us north-east to the dams at Vadiello and Santa Cilia and on to a Lammergeier feeding site, in total eight birds are seen; in flight and on the ground feeding on bones. Lunch with Lammergeiers, what an experience!

Later we stroll by the Rio Formiga and spot our first Rock Buntings and a Short-toed Treecreeper. We then have an extreme vulture experience as approximately 200 Griffon Vultures are found feeding in one valley; they walk up the hillside like a group of old men.

We then call at Lascasas to look for Cranes and are amazed by the sight of a mixed flock of c150 Kites (Red and Black) lounging in a field, surreal! Two large ‘V’s’ of Cranes drop in to the lake nearby and we estimate c250 birds are present.

The final stop is at Piraces, a fine sandstone valley basking in the evening sunlight. The specialist bird at this site is Black Wheatear and we are fortunate to spot three individuals and a Blue Rock-thrush.

Monday 7th
The pre-breakfast stroll produces 110 Choughs coming out of roost and at least seven Rock Sparrows dotted around the village.

A long drive into the Pyrenees this morning in search of the alpine specialities. We journey north via Jaca to Somport Coll, on the French border, and the ski resort of Astun. Heavy snow the previous week has left drifts of up to 15 feet and the ploughs are busy trying to clear the main road into France (why?). Shortly after passing Jaca Alpine Choughs begin to appear but we must travel to Astun via a treacherous snow-covered road for our other new species.

Half an hour of trudging through snow up to our knees brings us to the rear of the resort hotel and the traditional foraging sites (the rubbish bins). A short time later what resembles a large snowflake zips overhead and the cry goes up “Snowfinch!”. Several other small parties soon fly over and drop into a gully hidden from view, so to ease our numb feet and fingers we set off along the service road to find out where they are coming from – the car park, next to our minibus, of course!

Our vantage point also reveals some other birds foraging in the car park, with distant views they resemble a cross between a Dunnock and a male Chaffinch. Our brains have evidently seized up because they can only be Alpine Accentors! A few breadcrumbs scattered in the car park soon have Alpine Chough, Alpine Accentor and Snowfinch feeding almost under our feet – what a spectacle.
Time to descend to a lower altitude and search for coffee (cinque cafés solo y dos cafés con leche por favor) – and a Crested Tit feeding in the spruce tree by the coffee shop window. Onwards to Santa Cruz, a picturesque village, for a spot of lunch – and a Brambling and a pair of Bullfinches feeding by the stream.

On again towards Jaca when ‘Carlos Sainz’ (as Josele is becoming known) pulls off the road into a grassy field to view a large flock of thrushes; Mistle, Song, Redwing, Fieldfare, Blackbird and Ring Ouzel – what a fine collection. The harsh weather is causing a backlog of migrants waiting to cross the Pyrenees. To add some variety to the trip list we call in at a small lake at Loreto to look for ducks; mainly Shoveler. Finally ending the day on a hillside overlooking a large lake at Sotonera where a huge flock of Cranes is present. A formal count the previous day was c17,000 and most of them are still present, again waiting for the weather to improve before migrating further north.

Tuesday 8th 

Today’s target is Wallcreeper, which winters in the area before returning to the high mountains to breed.  Josele knows at least a dozen local sites where they occur so we are quite optimistic. We head west to Los Mallos de Riglos, a sandstone outcrop towering above an old village, a place I had hoped to visit. We leave the minibus in the car park below the village and commence the steep walk to the base of the outcrop, the sky is clear blue (as it remains all week) and the view is breathtaking
As we scan the steep slopes searching for our quarry we are initially fooled by a pigeon. However, the real Wallcreeper soon makes an appearance and we are all entertained by its feeding manner – climbing non-stop up and around the rock and then briefly taking flight to land close by and start climbing again. The black and crimson in the wings are quite stunning. In the couple of hours we spend at the site we see two more Wallcreepers, Peregrine, Alpine Accentor, Rock Bunting and several huge flocks of Cranes fly overhead.

We have lunch at some picnic tables nearby (Spanish omelette sandwiches) and then move on to Castille de Loarre (setting of the Ridley Scott movie Kingdom of Heaven). There are Crested Tits in the pine trees and a Firecrest calling from the bushes, the Cranes are still piling overhead and we all watch them in amazement, at their numbers and the beautiful patterns they make in the sky – like Starlings adjoining a roost. All the time we can hear them calling as they decide whether or not to press northwards.

Moving south of Huesca to the reservoir at Valdabra we search for interesting ducks and add Wigeon to the trip list before returning to Boletas for a rest prior to this evening’s entertainment – the quest for Eagle Owl. ‘Carlos’ again takes the minibus where only Landrovers should go – down into a local valley bottom. We stand silent for over an hour but the only owl calling is the one on Josele’s tape. With cold feet and a heavy heart we return to Boletas – only one lifer today (we’ve been spoilt so far). However, there is one final treat in store, Esther has made fish soup – and it’s to die for!

Wednesday 9th
This is our final day in the pre-Pyrenees and we have a lie-in this morning. Today we go south and explore some areas around the Rio Flumen. At our first stop, at a roadside pool, we are soon rewarded by a Bittern flying low over the reeds – a first for me and the best view ever for several others.

We move on to Sarinena where there is a large reserve – an expanse of water with reeds and several hides. A Purple Gallinule struts around the water’s edge and we can hear Penduline Tits calling but they only make a brief appearance, and I dip-out. We drive to the other side of the lake to view the ducks and add Pintail to the list, then Josele takes pity on me and we return to the first hide to hopefully get a decent look at the Penduline Tits. Eventually our patience is rewarded and two climb to the top of the reeds prior to a Red Arrows style fly-past – a very decent view.

Having lunch by another small lake the first birds we spot are Penduline Tits! There are also some Black-necked Grebes. We stop for coffee in yet another smoky café.

Driving along several dusty tracks in the Albalatillo area Josele spots some sandgrouse on the ground. We try to get closer on foot but they take flight (Black-bellied Sandgrouse), so we all scramble back into the minibus and ‘Carlos’ sets out across another field. As we search for the sandgrouse we notice that there are lots of kestrels in the area – Lesser Kestrels! So there we are, parked in a field in the afternoon sunshine, with eleven Lesser Kestrels overhead and at least 15 Black-bellied Sandgrouse zooming around – very nice!

To conclude the day we return to Loporzano and on to Salto de Roldan, a lovely area with two sandstone pinnacles at the base of some hills. Josele informs us that Bonnelli’s Eagles occur in the area, and in fact the bird sat on top of the tree just below the pinnacles is a Bonnelli’s Eagle – it takes off, flies past twice and then heads off to roost. Most pleased with ourselves we head back to base to start packing.

Thursday 10th

After a sad farewell to Esther, I beg to stay but they make me leave; we begin the final leg of our journey. We stop at ‘Stork City’ where c20 pairs of White Stork are nesting on two pylons; a Short-toed Eagle is sat on another pylon and a Green Woodpecker is heard calling close by. 

At the Ontinena Steppes we are joined by a local ranger who leads us to some special sites. To Martin’s delight we find a party of 38 Pin-tailed Sandgrouse and then a single Little Bustard. However, knowing that others must be close by we continued our search until we find a flock of 27. Alas they quickly take flight but then they fly overhead giving fine views.
We press on towards Candasnos and spot another flock of Little Bustards – at least 70 this time, impressive. We press on to Bujaraloz and as the habitat changes Josele says to watch out for Great Bustard, minutes later Dave calls out that he has located some. We drive up a lane and onto another field and this time have crippling views of 17 Great Bustards loafing in some long grass. They are simply majestic.

We stop by a small stream for lunch and have a Green Sandpiper for company – and some Penduline Tits, as George says “You wait ages for one bus and three come along at once”.

On arrival at Qinto do Ebro we offload our gear, have a short break and then go further West to Belchite for information on the Dupont’s Lark that breed locally. There’s no one at the local office so we head on to the reserve at La Lomanza. In the evening light we quietly make our way along the path that crosses the reserve, spotting Calandra and Lesser Short-toed Larks and plenty of Stonechats. The path brings us to a working limestone quarry and we settle there to wait for dusk – Eagle Owls occur in the area. Soon we all look like extras from a horror movie with chalky boots and faces and fear that our luck has finally run out. Then Josele again astounds us by spotting an owl landing on a bush. He adjusts his telescope and we all peer through – it’s huge – Eagle Owl! As darkness descends we head back to the car park serenaded by at least three Dupont’s Larks – roll-on tomorrow morning!

Dinner is taken at a restaurant in Quinto do Ebro, frequented by lorry drivers, but the food is good. We later discover that they frequent the hotel too – as heavy footsteps and slamming doors are heard well into the night.

Friday 11th
06:15 and we assemble for the minibus – aching limbs and bleary eyes. A different site this morning, El Planeron, but as we arrive we can hear at least eight Dupont’s Larks singing. In the dark we quietly leave the minibus and play a tape recording – the larks sing back. As the sun rises we focus all of our attention on one male singing strongly nearby and attempt to locate him in our telescopes. Again Josele is first to spot the bird and in our brief glimpse we can see a white shape atop a clump of sage. Unfortunately he soon drops down and we have to content ourselves with his song. Not a satisfactory view but undoubtedly a Dupont’s Lark.

The temperature is still below freezing so we head back to town for breakfast. Back at the restaurant we have freshly squeezed orange juice and Spanish omelette. Our feet and fingers begin to thaw. Quick change at the hotel and we set off again. Stopping at the Rio Ebro we note that there are very few migrants in the area so we head for a temporary lake, the farmer uses it to water his crops in the summer. There are Black-bellied Sandgrouse drinking and a huge flock of 200+ Calandra Larks, we spot our first Swallows. We have our packed lunch in the ruins of a town destroyed in the Spanish Civil War – it’s quite unsettling walking amid the broken buildings and rubble.

Later we ascend to a viewpoint above the reservoir at Tosos. There are Goshawks in the air and a Bonelli’s Eagle perched on a rock. We are divided over whether to stay or to try to get a better view of Eagle Owl – there is a breeding site near Azuara. We go to Azuara and spend an hour fruitlessly searching for the owl whilst being mocked by a Green Woodpecker. The fields are full of Black Redstarts and a few Blackcaps have started to arrive, is spring on its way?

Returning early to Quinto some of us go to the hotel while others bird by the Rio Ebro where House Martin, Kingfisher and Bluethroat are spotted. We call the final evening log in the restaurant and have a final supper of lamb chops and beer. The official tour list is 135 species.

Saturday 12th
We all sleep well and get up for a brief walk before breakfast; alas we cannot re-locate Helen’s Bluethroat. Bread and cheese washed down with more excellent fresh orange juice and we are soon clambering into the minibus for our return journey to Barcelona. Josele points out a few familiar places but the weather has closed in and we all doze as we travel. By 11:30 we have said our goodbyes and Josele has set off to find his next set of clients. Nick has an early flight so he heads off while the rest of us have a sandwich in the airport and a final attempt at finding a few migrants (unsuccessfully). A stressful time getting into the departure lounge and going through passport control as the airport staff is on a go-slow, we can hear our last-call being announced. Fortunately they hold our flight and in a few hours we are back in Newcastle, cloudy grey skies – as if we’d never been away. 
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BIRD HIGHLIGHTS

Dates:  March 5th to 12th                          

Tour: Wallcreepers & other Specialities  
Sites:  Guara, Somport, Monegros, Belchite, Tosos

Number  of Species:  135 

	
	SQUACCO HERON
	
	EAGLE OWL   
	
	RED-BACKED  SHRIKE       

	
	LITTLE BITTERN    
	X
	LITTLE OWL  
	
	LESSER GREY SHRIKE 

	
	NIGHT HERON   
	
	LONG-EARED OWL  
	21+
	SOUTHERN GREY SHRIKE  

	X
	CATTLE EGRET   -  
	
	SHORT-EARED OWL  
	
	WOODCHAT SHRIKE 

	X
	LITTLE EGRET   
	
	TENGMALM´S OWL  
	100+
	ALPINE CHOUGH  

	
	PURPLE HERON  
	
	RED-NECKED NIGHTJAR  
	800+
	RED BILLED CHOUGH           

	X
	WHITE STORK  
	
	ALPINE SWIFT  
	X
	SPOTLESS  STARLING   

	1
	COMMON SHELDUCK  
	
	BEE-EATER 
	8
	ROCK SPARROW  

	
	RED-CRESTED POCHARD  
	
	ROLLER  
	28
	SNOWFINCH  

	X
	RED KITE
	6
	HOOPOE   
	x
	SERIN  

	11
	LAMMERGEIER  
	
	EURASIAN WRYNECK   
	
	CITRIL FINCH  

	3
	EGYPTIAN VULTURE  
	
	 BLACK WOODPECKER   
	7
	CIRL BUNTING       

	Xx
	GRIFFON VULTURE  
	
	 WHITE-BACKED WOODPECKER 
	16
	ROCK BUNTING  

	2
	SHORT-TOED EAGLE  
	
	 LESSER –S WOODPECKER   
	
	ORTOLAN BUNTING   

	
	MONTAGU´S HARRIER      
	1
	 DUPONT´S LARK  
	x
	CORN BUNTING             

	4
	GOSHAWK  
	X
	 CALANDRA LARK  
	
	

	12
	GOLDEN EAGLE  
	
	 SHORT-TOED LARK  
	
	           EBRO DELTA

	
	BOOTED EAGLE    
	X
	LESSER SHORT-TOED LARK  
	
	 MED. SHEARWATER     

	2
	BONELLI´S EAGLE   
	X
	CRESTED LARK  
	
	 WHITE EGRET  

	
	OSPREY  
	X
	THEKLA LARK  
	
	 GLOSSY IBIS   

	20+
	LESSER KESTREL  
	X
	CRAG MARTIN   
	
	SPOONBILL   

	2
	MERLIN   
	
	TAWNY PIPIT  
	
	GREATER FLAMINGO  

	
	HOBBY  
	8+
	WATER PIPIT  
	
	FERRUGINUS DUCK       

	4
	PEREGRINE FALCON  
	21+
	ALPINE ACCENTOR  
	
	BAILLON´S CRAKE  

	
	ROCK PTARMIGAN   
	
	BLACK-ÉARED WHEATEAR  
	
	LITTLE CRAKE  

	
	CAPERCAILLIE     
	3
	BLACK WHEATEAR  
	
	PURPLE GALLINULE  

	X
	RED-LEGGED PARTRIDGE  
	
	ROCK THRUSH  
	
	PRATINCOLE    

	
	QUAIL  
	4
	BLUE ROCK THRUSH   
	
	MEDITERRANEAN GULL  

	
	SPOTTED CRAKE  
	1
	RING  OUZEL  
	
	LITTLE GULL   

	18000
	COMMON CRANE       
	1
	CETTI´S WARBLER  
	
	SLENDER-BILLED GULL  

	100+
	LITTLE BUSTARD      
	
	FAN-TAILED WARBLER  
	
	AUDOUIN´S GULL    

	17
	GREAT BUSTARD  
	
	GREAT REED WARBLER  
	
	CASPIAN TERN 

	
	BLACK-WINGED STILT  
	
	OLIVACEUS WARBLER   
	
	SANDWICH TERN   

	
	PIED  AVOCET  
	
	MELODIOUS WARBLER  
	
	LITTLE TERN    

	2
	STONE CURLEW  
	4
	DARTFORD WARBLER  
	
	WHITE W. BLACK TERN  

	
	KENTISH PLOVER   
	
	SPECTACLED WARBLER 
	
	MOUSTACHED WARBLER   

	
	DOTTEREL  
	
	SUBALPINE WARBLER  
	
	SAVI´S WARBLER  

	
	GULL-BILLED TERN 
	2
	SARDINIAN WARBLER    
	
	

	
	WHISKERED TERN  
	
	ORPHEAN WARBLER  
	
	

	
	BLACK TERN  
	
	 BONELLI´S WARBLER 
	
	

	38+
	BLACK-BELLIED SANDGROUSE  
	
	IBERIAN CHIFF-CHAFF   
	
	

	34+
	PIN-TAILED SANDGROUSE  
	2
	FIRECREST   
	
	

	
	ROCK DOVE  
	
	CRESTED TIT  
	
	

	
	STOCK DOVE  
	3
	WALLCREEPER   
	
	

	
	TURTLE DOVE  
	
	SHORT-TOED TREECREEPER  
	
	

	
	GREAT SPOTTED CUCKOO  
	6
	PENDULINE TIT  
	
	

	
	SCOPS OWL   
	
	GOLDEN ORIOLE  
	
	


h/Heard  */ Seeing 
  ad/ Adult    juv/ Juvenile   f/ Female   m/Male
++ / Common
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