HEATHERLEA
Trip Report Pyrenees 10-17 June 2006.
Group:
Josele Saiz, local leader (Boletas Birdwatching Centre).

Ian Ford, Heatherlea leader.

Tom & Ros Ansell,

Derek & Margaret Brister,

Ken Brister,

Dennis & Pat Hatfield,

Tony & Janet Kirby,

Janice Morritt,

Peter Richmond,

Malcolm Roger.

Sat. 10th  June.

Everyone was checked in on time but the plane left half an hour late. At Zaragoza airport, the group started birding while they were waiting for the buses` paperwork to be sorted-a few distant Griffon Vultures floated past and Alpine Swifts were seen and Spotless Starlings were spotted!.

As we headed north lots of Red Kites and a few Black Kites were seen close enough to the bus to point out the critical features for separating these similar species. We were to see both species on a daily basis. A stop at some harvested fields in the afternoon heat gave us flight views of Calandra Larks, 4 Hoopoes, a dozen White Storks following the combine harvesters and a fantastic male Little Bustard spotted by Ken as it ran yards from the bus. Everyone had stunning views of this elusive bird on the ground and we saw it flying on several occasions though few heard the distinctive sound of its wings. 

Even better was to come. Peter`s  shout of Stop meant one busload of guests could  see a male Pintailed Sandgrouse standing in full view less than 10 yards away. The other busload got out further away and walked back to scope it. It remained motionless for a long time and only got anxious as the outside birders got closer and closer. Even then, all it did was crouch down before walking off slowly into the stubble. We were off to a fantastic start and Josele`s plan to look for these elusive steppe birds in the afternoon heat had paid off. The Sandgrouse remained a highlight right to the end of the trip.   

The scenery changed from arid semi-steppe with distant views of the Pyrenees to green meadows and pinewoods as we entered the valley where our hotel lay, surrounded by massive vertical rockfaces. A male Red-backed Shrike was waiting outside the hotel on our arrival.  

Relaxing at the hotel, before our dinner of locally-produced fresh food, allowed us good views of distant Chamois and starter views of Lammergeier as well as numerous Griffon Vultures floating around their rocky homes.

 Day list of   47 species with the Little Bustard and Pintailed Sandgrouse being the unanimous highlights.

Sun. 11th  June.

An optional early start saw many of the group ready for a short walk-Janice found a male Crossbill at the hotel and we all had a male Cirl Bunting with food. A Peregrine flew down the valley and an early Egyptian Vulture flew up. Serins were numerous but elusive for a while and Red-backed Shrikes were seen but not by all(Tony didn`t admit to seeing one well till day 3!)..

After breakfast, we went looking for Wallcreeper not far from the hotel, walking through woodland then up a rocky path for 45 minutes. Short-toed Treecreepers showed well then Crag Martins, Red-billed Choughs and more Egyptian Vultures appeared above us. We settled down for a long vigil waiting for action on the high walls above us. A buck Chamois posed for an hour or more on a high rock and, as we tried to glimpse a drumming and calling Black Woodpecker, Peter spied our main target, a Wallcreeper high on the rock chimney above us. It was the male and he was very restless, flicking his wings and flying to new perches on the vertical rockface but some people managed scope views before he flew off on his Red Admiral wings round the corner. We waited for him to return with food 3 times in the next hour and once we saw him give food to the female. Flight views were good and more people were able to see him through the scope despite his continual moving. 

We had lunch nearby with many species of butterflies and plentiful Griffon Vultures but we also had extended views of 2 Golden Eagles and a distant Lammergeier before driving up the Hecho Valley. We had a short walk further up the valley and saw Garden Warbler, 2 families of Black Redstarts (Pat`s highlight of the day) and a dozen Egyptian Vultures of various ages before Malcolm shouted Lammergeier and an adult bird soared down for several minutes before landing in the stream across the valley from us. It had come to drink and we had incredible views of this giant bird in the water showing off its orange trousers and the rest of its plumage. It took off after a while and spiralled up above the skyline effortlessly.   

Several folk saw big, fat Marmots among the rocks with Janice seeing a family of mixed-colour brown ones under a shady rock. Some guests chose, as their highlight of the day, a close Red Kite floating down the valley at stalling speed.

On the way home, Peter`s call of Wheatear had us all looking at a male Wheatear that proved after full discussion of Black-eared to be a Northern. It was very pale on the back and throat looking nothing like the ones we see at home. On the way down the valley back to our hotel we all saw a family of Black-bellied Dippers. Both these species served to make us aware how familiar species can look very different in other parts of their range.

Some people relaxed before dinner with some net practice - I mean catching (to be honest not catching !)  butterflies - as nearly all of our intended victims had gone to bed. We only caught Large White, Common Blue and Pearly Heath.

 Josele proposed we held a 5 Euro sweepstake guessing how many species we`d see or hear during the week-everyone supported this.

Day list of 49 species with total of 70.

Mon. 12th June.                                                      

Another early start gave us excellent views of a male Red-backed Shrike and Cirl Bunting but Malcolm was frustrated in his long fruitless search for a singing Garden Warbler, locally scarce compared to the numerous Blackcaps.

After breakfast, we headed for the French border via Anso Valley. Our first stop gave us some good views of a Blue Rock Thrush doing his high song flight but he kept returning to a high pinnacle where we couldn`t quite see his finery! A pair of Egyptian Vultures were busy chasing off a Raven but showed very well then perched on a rock for us. House and Crag Martins were nesting in the road tunnel. 

At our next stop, we got better views of male and female Blue Rock Thrush on another pinnacle and good views of Red and Black Kites together.

Another stop gave us good views of Golden Eagle again and a low adult Lammergeier floated down the valley giving us a better impression of just how big they are. Further on, passing incredible rock formations and mind-blowing scenery, we got glimpses of Citril Finches before we got stunning views of 3 of these local specialities feeding by the road. 

 Also there were Water Pipits singing all around us and we got good views of this species` unstreaked summer plumage.

Ian heard a buzzy Tit call as we were driving and 3 people had a close view of a Marsh Tit-very scarce here. 

On to our lunch stop in the high Pyrenees just over the French border-not marked at all-and Josele found a singing male Alpine Accentor within seconds of getting out of the bus and we had fabulous views of this elusive bird. It remained around during our stop with Malcolm later seeing 2 birds. We had 24 Alpine Choughs flying around during most of lunchtime. 

Botanising was good with Frog and Burnt Orchids, Trumpet Gentians and Alpine Butterwort amongst a host of mountain flora and many Hummingbird Hawkmoths feeding on the Pyrenean Thistles. 

Returning through the Black Pine forests, a brief stop allowed excellent views of Crested Tits and fleeting views of Ring Ouzel of the alpestris race as 2 scaly birds flew down the valley.

A search for Rock Bunting allowed some guests an excellent view of a male but many people only got a flight view of it, showing its white head. However, everyone got superb views of a Western Bonelli`s Warbler in open pines over our heads.

The highlight of the return journey was undoubtedly Josele`s persistence in getting through major roadworks despite a roller, grader and truck on the single track road. The next  Closed  Road was neatly negotiated by a subtle opening of the barrier and a firm belief that the road would be open-as it was.

Many highlights today included the Alpine Accentor, Citril Finches and the close-up Lammergeier.

Daily total 57 species, total so far  83 species.

Tuesday 13th June.

Today, we were concentrating on birds in woodland and farmland and headed down the valley, stopping at an open area by the river. Apart from the stunning butterflies of many species, the birdlife was good with Raptors getting airborne in the hot morning air. As well as the ubiquitous Red and Black Kites, we had good views of a soaring Short-toed Eagle with many Griffons and once again prolonged views of Lammergeiers . Hoopoes, Nightingales and Long-tailed Tits showed well unlike a Subalpine Warbler that sang non-stop but refused to come out of cover. We`ll find one later said Josele confidently.

Ian stopped briefly on the road for 2 Booted Eagles that promptly disappeared and around the corner Josele stopped for the same Eagles-much better and longer views this time! 

However, the highlight was Josele shouting Ortolan and we could all watch through the scope as a male sang from the wire next to a Corn Bunting. We could all see the characteristic grey head and lemon moustache and eye-ring of this hard-to-find mountain species. It was not in a typical habitat at all but we found another singing male a mile further on and this was joined briefly by a female. 

Onwards past 3 close Bee-eaters towards San Juan de la Pena and we stopped halfway up to the monastery above some nesting Griffon Vultures. 

What a fantastic panorama from here all the way to the high Pyrenees where we`d be walking tomorrow and along the rock pillars with close Vultures. An adult Lammergeier was patrolling the cliffs allowing yet more views of this magnificent Raptor. Bright blue Pyrenean Bellflowers were growing by the roadside.

Into the shady woodland at the top for our picnic then a leisurely walk finding a brilliant singing Firecrest (it kept highlight status  the end of the week), a family of Nuthatches and of Short-toed Tree-creepers before coming out at a viewpoint with an even more superb view than previously. A Black Woodpecker was drumming loudly in the forest below us but allowed the briefest of glimpses only to Ian as it flew through the treetops.

At a brief stop by a glorious field full of Poppies, Josele said this was perfect habitat for Subalpine Warblers and sure enough, one was singing right outside his bus. It took a while to find him in the pine but he performed well for everyone to get a clear view and several guests who had been with me to Lesvos remarked how pale this bird was.

This Western race is indeed paler.

On to another forest area where we saw Black Woodpecker nestholes but no occupants although Peter could catch up with the Bonelli`s Warbler he missed yesterday. Butterfly and Fragrant Orchids were flowering and were very photogenic.

After another lovely dinner of local food at our hotel, we set off at dusk in search of Nightjars and Eagle Owl. On the way, Janice in one bus and Derek in the other both spotted Wild Boar feeding in a roadside field so we turned back and had excellent views of this family of both adults and a baby Wild Boar. Although they were very wary, the male showed off his large tusks and the baby showed off his striped pyjamas as they ran with their tails in the air. Without doubt, the best mammal spot of the week though Chamois was not far behind.

We waited in the growing dusk with an accompaniment of Marsh Frogs and a late calling Cuckoo and as well as Foxes barking and screaming, we could hear 2 Nightjars churring in the distance. We adopted the good old British trick of waving white hankies in the dark and luckily these Spanish Nightjars had heard about this and flew very close over our heads a few times before disappearing into the darkness. Pat said this was her silliest moment of the week! Before we left, we thought we could hear a Scops Owl calling but Josele pointed out the subtle differences of a calling Midwife Toad (see Collins Birds of Europe). No Eagle Owl appeared but everyone enjoyed the late shift and lack of light pollution.

Daily tally 62 species; overall total 93 species.

Wednesday 14th  June.

Off to France after breakfast past beautiful turquoise  mountain lake reflections and towering cliffs. The main target today was a strenuous walk high into the mountains looking for Snow Finches near snowfields. Josele knew that not all the group would be able to do the whole walk but urged everyone to go halfway at least and that`s what we did. Several people were pleasantly surprised by how far they climbed ( Peter took the lead !) and half of the group remained in a flower-rich valley  while the fitter ones disappeared from sight. Tony took advantage of the peace to inspect the inside of his eyelids and put a tablecloth on his knees in anticipation of his picnic!

A Rufous-tailed Rock Thrush was displaying on one hillside and was well scoped by half the group but played hard to get with the others. Small parties of Southern Chamois were visible on several mountain tops and we got close enough to see the head markings and horns of these animals.

 Both Alpine and Red-billed Choughs were constantly in the air around us permitting close analysis of their different wing-shapes and calls if you couldn`t see their bill colour.

Many of the lower group looked at the abundant flowers and butterflies (including Clouded Apollos) as well as finding nesting Crag Martins, Choughs and Kestrel while the walkers kept walking. They reached the snow-line and saw 2 Golden Eagles and very close Chamois but no sign of Snow Finches even at this altitude. Josele thought they had retreated higher and we were seeing the effects of global warming.

Heading back to the bus, various people (unnamed but they who they were) had taken the butterfly net without any success but providing some fun for those observing. Ian had gone off the path towards the small river and John had asked if he was going to try to cross it. Ian said he wasn`t going to try to cross the river, he would cross it and promptly slipped on the first stepping stone getting wet up to his knees!

Pat was resting above the river and was delighted when a Water Pipit parachuted down right beside her.

Half of the group went to the café in No Man`s Land between France and Spain where we could get postcards and Sharon bought French stamps but couldn`t write the cards quick enough to send from a French postbox!

Everyone had had a full day out and Ian`s bus stopped in Jaca on the way home to look at the plentiful Rock Sparrows in the Citadel.

Daily list 52 species; week total 95 species.

Thursday 15th June.

There was a good turn-out before breakfast for an early walk when at least one male Rock Bunting was seen in the scope very well as it sang on a twig, and a family of Crested Tits sat in the pines waiting to be fed. Crag Martins were perched on the rocks outside their nests and the babies jumped up in response to the camera`s flash!

We said Goodbye to our hotel in the shadow of the mountains and headed for the steppes with several planned stops en route. First, a stop for roadside Rock Sparrows produced the finest possible views of a male Rufous-tailed Rock Thrush, and a posing Griffon Vulture by the road soon joined a close squadron of 40 low Griffons as they flew down to join 40 more of their kind in a field below us. By lunchtime, we`d passed through spectacular scenery as we left the high mountains behind and seen a close Booted Eagle, several Woodchat Shrikes and had close views of well-marked Thekla Larks. 

Our picnic site gave us our final views of  Lammergeiers, the species of the week, with an adult flying over the rock with this year`s juvenile on one of  its` first flights. Egyptian Vultures were continually flying over with food and Tony had a good view of a male Golden Oriole when it flew across the field. Sharon also caught her first butterfly-a Pearly Heath-by successfully fighting it down to the ground! We all piled out of the buses for a Melodious Warbler but the wind made it hard  though a family of Nightingales showed well as compensation.

Next, we had a fabulous spell of Wheatear watching in a rocky gulley with Black, Black-eared and Northern all performing brilliantly, especially the unforgettable views of a Black Wheatear in the shade of a rock. 

Heavy traffic meant the two buses getting separated and so we made our own way to the hotel finding a similar range of waterside birds including brief views of Penduline Tits, Great Reed Warblers and good views of Marsh Harriers and Bee-eaters. We all passed Stork City-two unused pylons occupied by nearly 40 pairs of White Storks and their large offspring- which Pat quickly pronounced as similar to hanging baskets. Josele`s bus also found part of the Paris-Dakar Rally route on some rather sandy tracks resulting in an internal sandstorm in their bus!

Daily total 83 species; week total 121  species.

Friday 16th June.

Twelve guests had chosen the option of an early start at 530 am to listen for Dupont`s Lark (amongst other steppe birds) a short drive from our hotel and off we went in the darkness. At the first stop (still dark), a Dupont`s Lark was singing very distantly and was hard to distinguish from all the other singing Larks of 5 species!  We moved on to a better spot passing a Cuckoo-shape and a Roller-shape in the pre-dawn.

Here, we all got out into a steppe landscape just as dawn was lighting up the sky and there seemed to be hundreds of Larks singing everywhere-an Exultation indeed! Most of the songsters were Calandra, Short-toed and Lesser Short-toed but at least 2 Dupont`s Larks were singing their melancholy song and they could be heard once you filtered out the others. Daylight came and the sun started rising in a hazy sky and this was a magical scene as we began to see the inhabitants of this area. Several Stone Curlews could be seen walking around the stony fields and we heard their eerie cries, a group of at least 6 Little Bustards were located from the male`s raspberry calls and we had distant views of them, and many Larks could now be seen. We got good views of Calandras and Lesser Short-toed though they are always hard on the ground and Ian found a Great Spotted Cuckoo at the base of a bush. We approached it and got better views before it flew past us and landed in another bush. Nearby a Pintailed Sandgrouse flew up and we all saw the Golden Plover-like flight and heard the call. Next, 2 Black-bellied Sandgrouse flew up calling but were always going away from us. A Hoopoe flew by and showed off his raised crest as he landed on a ruin.

We had heard a Spectacled Warbler as we got out of the buses but we kept getting distracted by all the other birdlife-quite rightly so! We located a family of this small warbler and with patience got superb views of male, female and juvenile birds in what was now bright sunshine.

As we tried to leave for breakfast, we saw a distant Roller in a dead tree which , despite the distance, glowed in the morning light. Finally, a little Owl sat prominently on a post. We all felt as if we had had a full day`s birding of the highest order already and it was only 8 o`clock!

After breakfast, a more relaxed tour of the steppe area to find more local species and then a planned siesta after lunch.

We drove under the incredible cliffs visible from our hotel, stopping briefly to look at the many Storks` nests on the church roofs before enjoying the groups of trilling Alpine Swifts sweeping up to their nests in a cleft and out over our heads. We`d seen them many times during the week scything across the sky like mini-falcons but this was the first time we`d seen them close up. An Egyptian Vulture flew up to its nest on the cliff. 

Near the river below us, a Melodious Warbler sang and posed very well for us to see just how bright yellow they are and a Zitting Cisticola zitted in its display flight high over the wires. Bee-eaters flew around and we got clear views of a Southern Grey Shrike on top of a bush.

Back to the arid steppe, passing another Little Owl then Josele found 2 Pintailed Sandgrouse close to the buses but much harder to find than our stubble one on Saturday. We were all able to scope them and also found more Stone Curlews and Short-toed Larks. Janice had spotted an Ocellated Lizard showing off its bright green back with blue spots but it disappeared quickly into the rocks. Just as we were getting back into the bus, Josele saw a Buzzard that didn`t look like a Common and as we watched ,we could see the longer wings, pale tail and whitish marks on the upperwing that made it a Long-legged Buzzard. ID was  made easier when it joined 2 Common Buzzards soaring around and then, even better, a second Long-legged Buzzard joined the trio. The second bird was a darker plumaged bird but the wing length in particular was very helpful in separating the 2 species. Long-legged Buzzard is very scarce in Spain and the first time 2 had been seen together here.

The day was getting hotter all the time and by lunch at a shady casita, we had seen 2 more Great Spotted Cuckoos, 2 Hobbies, Tawny Pipit, more Bee-eaters and more views of Roller. 3 Black-bellied Sandgrouse had flown up from a field and we disturbed them again as we stopped. Their black bellies showed clearly as they flew off. Derek did well to find another Pintailed Sandgrouse on a hillside.

Malcolm was the only one to carry on birding over lunch and found us a close Little Owl before he found a Great Spotted Cuckoo in a nearby Almond grove. Many of us trudged the necessary 150 yards and had a bonanza of local birds- 2 Stone Curlews flew slowly off then a close Hoopoe before the Cuckoo, a juvenile flew into a Tamarisk, and we all saw its rusty wing tips. Finally, 2 juvenile Lesser Kestrels flew overhead.

In the meantime, Josele took the rest of the group to have a close view of a Roller.

Back for a siesta then out into a thundery sky for a short drive to a wetland reserve. The lightning, thunder and rain were dramatic as we drove but it remained mainly dry at the wetland until we left, having had our fill of a family of Penduline Tits near their delicate family home, numerous Purple Herons passing all the time, Great Reed Warblers flying past with food and a quick fly-by of several Bearded Tits (a recent discovery here). We all saw noisy Black-winged Stilts, Little Ringed Plover and a superb display by a dozen Black Terns, including some juveniles, as they dipped gracefully for insects in front of us.

We drove back to the hotel in more heavy rain and lightning, deciding at the last minute to stop at Stork City because the rain had stopped. Not much fun being on top of a pylon in a thunderstorm you`d think but the young Storks were stretching their wings balancing high up!

After a fine dinner of wonderful Aragon food, wine and cava, a few souls went out night birding in poor weather. We heard a distant Scops Owl and squealing Water Rails but nothing else. On our return, some of us added Barn Owl to the trip list as we had a final drink outside the hotel!

A great birding day that seemed to go on for ever but we had 82 species. Weekly total now  143 species.

Saturday 17th June.

The final morning with enough time to reach the airport by way of a colony of Lesser Kestrels. This species is being helped by the provision of special tiles on roofs but we are at the extreme northern edge of the range and numbers fluctuate. Night Heron and Little Egret were seen before we pulled in at the ruin housing the Lesser Kestrels. We saw at least 8 male Lesser Kestrels flying around, some with food for chicks, and there were one or two Common Kestrels for comparison. We could see the unspotted wings, grey wing panel and light underwing clearly and many showed the long middle tail feathers.

There`s always time for one more bird and Josele told us to watch out for Short-toed Eagles as we drove to the airport. Although we`d seen several distantly,it would be good to get one close. Sure enough, we found one perched on a pylon by the road and were able to see the pale colour and distinctively streaked underparts before it took off and circled low over our heads.

Time at the airport for a final Café cortado and a round of comments and highlights before a satisfied group boarded our plane back to London on time.

Daily total  32 species; final tally for the week was 144 species seen and 6 more   heard.

The sweepstake was won by Ian,  who, as an optimistic guide, had chosen the highest number and we exceeded it! He decided (with the group`s blessing) that the winnings should go on supporting a local project with SEO to study Dupont`s Larks.

A list of some personal highlights from the week:

Dennis - Pintailed Sandgrouse and Black Terns dipping.

Pat - the first day travelling to the hotel, stunning views of the Firecrest and her personal Water Pipit landing near her seat.

Janet -the views of Lammergeiers, especially the one in the stream.

Tony - the squadron of  Griffon Vultures low over our heads on Thursday.

John -  the magical early morning in the steppe.

Sharon - the Vultures from our first hotel, male Black-eared Wheatear, Hoopoe with its crest up and the Bee-eaters.

Malcolm - the Lammergeier in the stream, the Alpine Accentors and the Roller in the early morning sun.

Margaret – the Lammergeier, the Griffons and the mountain walk.

Derek – another vote for the Lammergeier and the Firecrest.

Janice – the Griffons and the mountain walk.

Ken – the early morning Roller and the Chamois.

Peter – the Spectacled and Melodious Warblers which had been on his Most Wanted list and generally the wealth of Butterflies.

Tom – Egyptian Vultures, good views of Nightingale, alpine meadows and the walk.

Ros – the close Roller and the Lammergeier. 

