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Introduction 

This review covers the highlights of a late spring/early summer tour covering two of the 

most biologically diverse regions of Northern Spain.  As usual, it was only possible to sample 

a tiny fraction of the wildlife potential of the regions, but even so we enjoyed some truly 

special encounters with the flora and fauna. 

On this tour we were at our maximum capacity of 14 clients and so it was always going to be 

a challenge to ensure that everyone got to see all of the major highlights, though in most 

cases we managed to achieve it.  As expected with such a big group, the individual interests 

of the clients varied considerably, with birders, botanists, entomologists and herpetologists 

Ŝǉǳŀƭƭȅ ǿŜƭƭ ǊŜǇǊŜǎŜƴǘŜŘΦ  !ǎ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǾƛŜǿ ǿƛƭƭ ƛƭƭǳǎǘǊŀǘŜΣ ƻŦǘŜƴ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ŎƭƛŜƴǘǎΩ ƻǿƴ 

photographs, we did pretty well on all these fronts. 

.ȅ ŀƴŘ ƭŀǊƎŜ ǿŜ ǿŜǊŜ ŦƻǊǘǳƴŀǘŜ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ƻƴ ǘƘƛǎ ǘƻǳǊ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀƴƪǎ ǘƻ ¢ŜǊŜǎŀΩǎ 

intimate knowledge of the weather systems in the Picos de Europa we were able to 

maximise our opportunities, which is one of the big benefits of working to a flexible 

itinerary. 

Review 

Sunday 24th June 

Teresa picked up three members of the group from Bilbao airport at about lunchtime, and 

then whisked them off to a nearby cider house in Loui for a delicious meal washed down 

with local brews straight from the barrel.  Whilst waiting for the remainder of the 

participants to arrive on a later flight, we explored an adjacent meadow, where we found a 

good selection of day-flying moths and butterflies, notably Fiery Clearwing, our first 

Hummingbird Hawkmoths, Latticed and Common Heaths, a host of Marbled Whites, 

Meadow Browns and Clouded Yellows, and an occasional Wood White and Large Skipper.  

Most of the meadow plants had already set 

seed but we did find several patches of 

Heart-flowered Serapias, one of the most 

spectacular of the tongue orchids.  An 

added bonus was the small group of 

Common Wall Lizards that were basking on 

the pavement nearby. 

We then drove back to the airport to collect 

Jeff and the majority of the tour group in 

ǘƘŜ ƭŀǘŜ ŀŦǘŜǊƴƻƻƴΦ  ¢ŜǊŜǎŀΩǎ Ƴƛƴƛōǳǎ ς only 

just collected ς  proceeded to develop a 

problem with the door, so we drove back to 
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the cider house so that the rest of the group 

could refresh themselves and explore the 

same meadow while she nipped back to the 

airport for a replacement.  Butterflies were 

still dancing all across the meadow, 

although by this stage in the day the 

majority were Marbled Whites.   

Luckily Teresa was back in short order and it 

was time to head off for our hotel ς Ψ9ƭ 

IƻȅŀƭΩ ς in Pesaguero.  As we made our way 

along the coastal highway we were already 

spotting interesting birds like Red Kite and 

White Stork. 

The entrance to the Picos de Europa for any 

initiate is both exciting and possibly a little 

daunting as you make your way through the 

vertiginous sheer-sided La Hermida Gorge 

as it winds its way narrowly through walls of 

limestone.  Then, once clear of the gorge at 

its southern end, suddenly you are presented with one of the most beautiful mountain 

ranges in Europe. 

We reached our hotel, unpacked, settled in and then did the next most important thing... 

get the weather forecast!  In this mountainous region the weather systems really dictate the 

itinerary and any plan is a moveable feast.  The good news on this occasion was that 

ǘƻƳƻǊǊƻǿΩǎ ǿŜŀǘƘŜǊ ǿƻǳƭŘ ōŜ ŜȄŎŜƭƭŜƴǘΦ  

The other thing people notice when visiting Spain is how late in the evening people dine. 

Very often we would be finishing our meal at something approaching 10.00pm and the 

locals would just be arriving to start theirs. 

Monday 25th June 

Normally on a tour you might choose to hold back some of the gems to end on a high, but 

on this tour we decided to go for one of the real highlights straight off the bat.  The sun was 

up and the day was already getting warm as we took on board some fresh supplies for our 

mountain-top picnic lunch.  Watching from the main square in Potes immediately 

demonstrated the promise of the region for birds of prey as we had excellent views of a 

Short-toed Eagle circling against the blue sky alongside the ubiquitous Common Buzzards. 

Fresh bread collected we set off for Fuente Dé.  We had about a 40 minute wait to board 

the cable car and whiled away the time enjoying the local Red Squirrels and attempting to 
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spot the Firecrests calling from the 

conifers around the lower station.  As we 

entered the cable car the anticipation 

about what might be seen at the top was 

obvious on the faces of most folks, 

although a few just seemed to be praying 

silently they would make it to the top! 

We exited the cable car and suddenly we 

were in a different realm.  Considerably 

higher than Ben Nevis, this is the domain 

of true mountain wildlife.  The first 

indication came from the chirruping calls 

of the Alpine Choughs as they wheeled 

around the upper cable car station.  

Having duly admired these confiding 

ΨŎǊƻǿǎΩΣ ǿŜ ǘǊƻƻǇŜŘ ƻŦŦ ŀŎǊƻǎǎ ǘƘŜ ƘƛƎƘ 

ǇƭŀǘŜŀǳΣ ŦƻƭƭƻǿƛƴƎ ŀ ƳƛƴƻǊ ǘǊŀƛƭ ŀǿŀȅ ŦǊƻƳ ǘƘŜ ǘƻǳǊƛǎǘ ǘǊŀŎƪΦ  !ǘ ǘƘƛǎ ŀƭǘƛǘǳŘŜ ƛǘΩǎ ŀƭƭ ŀōƻǳǘ 

quality, not quantity, and as a rule you have to put some effort into finding your quarry.  

The more botanically minded of the party were soon drooling over clusters of Trumpet and 

Spring Gentians, with less showy gems in the rock gardens including Pink Sandwort, Yellow 

Wood Violet, the dwarf stock Matthiola perennis, endemic to the Cordillera Cantábrica, the 

rock-jasmine Androsace villosa, Cone and Grooved Saxifrages, both of which are also unique 

to northern Spain, Pyrenean Spurge, Alpine Forget-me-Not, Leafless-stemmed Speedwell, 

Prostrate and Alpine Toadflaxes and even some late-flowering Spring Squill.  

The birders in the group 

were readily diverted by 

the Water Pipits and the 

Northern Wheatears, 

with the local race of 

Northern Wheatear 

looking very different to 

a British or Greenland 

bird, so much so that 

people often mistake 

them for Black eared 

Wheatears.  The 

occasional Griffon 

Vulture would appear 

along one of the ridge 
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lines, but the heat of the day meant that most were a very long way off and very high.  

After a time we reached one of the small pools on the plateau.  A Broad bodied Chaser 

dragonfly was scooting above the surface, and looking into the water we found one of our 

hoped-for targets in the shape of Alpine Newts. Other than a couple of distant and fast 

ƳƻǾƛƴƎ ΨǊƛƴƎƭŜǘΩ ōǳǘǘŜǊŦƭƛŜǎ ǘƘŜ [ŜǇƛŘƻǇǘŜǊŀ ǿŜǊŜ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ǘƘƛƴ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳƴŘΣ ōǳǘ ǿŜ ŘƛŘ Ŧind 

a Crowned Moth, a true high-altitude geometer. 

! ŦƭǳǊǊȅ ƻŦ ǿƘƛǘŜ ǿƛƴƎǎ ŀƭŜǊǘŜŘ WŜŦŦΩǎ ŀǘǘŜƴǘƛƻƴ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇǊƻȄƛƳƛǘȅ ƻŦ ŀ ƎŜƴǳƛƴŜ !ƭǇƛƴŜ ōƛǊŘΦ  

Very soon everyone was enjoying excellent views of a male Snow Finch, and this proved to 

be just the first of a great many seen during the day.  Then, for a bit of fun during our 

morning snack, we tempted in a few Alpine Choughs with some crushed hazelnuts and 

raisins.  If we flicked the nuts into the air, the birds wheeled up to catch them like dogs 

catching a ball. 

It was time to try for our big target for the locality.  A few folk seemed a bit sceptical about 

our chances as it was very hot and we were now heading for the doldrums of the day.  We 

selected our lunch spot and set up camp.  After a few minutes the distinctive high pitched 

whistle of a Wallcreeper could be heard faintly above our heads.  After a time we picked out 

one flying across a nearby vertical cliff face, and then Jeff found a couple of birds closer to 

hand, low down but a little away from our lunch spot. 

Very soon the entire party was being entertained by the most incredible and prolonged 

views of at least three Wallcreepers, a matter of metres from the group, even flying low 

over our heads at some points.  This is a real dream bird and one you can never tire of 

seeing, but you have to work 

for it, which makes seeing it 

all the better! 

At this point the party split, 

some choosing to descend to 

lower levels to look at a 

different flora and, hopefully, 

some butterflies, and the 

others electing to stay at 

elevation a little longer.  The 

latter group was rewarded 

with a rather distant view of a 

snow-bathing Southern 

Chamois (Isard) and rather 

better views of Alpine 

Accentor. 
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Meantime, the low-elevation group explored some of the superb meadows near Pido.  

{ƘŜŜǘǎ ƻŦ ¸Ŝƭƭƻǿ wŀǘǘƭŜΣ tȅǊŜƴŜŀƴ 9ǊȅƴƎƻΣ .ƭƻƻŘȅ /ǊŀƴŜΩǎ-bill, Pyrenean Germander, Round-

headed Rampion, Pyramidal Orchid, Sawfly Ophrys and English Iris were the botanical 

highlights here, but there was not much to be seen butterfly-wise, with a late Orange Tip 

and a Large Wall the best of the bunch. 

A superb day had simply flown by. 

Tuesday 26th June 

We began the day with a pre-breakfast 

ƳƻǘƘ ǘǊŀǇ ƻǇŜƴƛƴƎ ƻƴ ¢ŜǊŜǎŀΩǎ ǘŜǊǊŀŎŜΦ  

The Picos de Europa is justly famous for 

its wealth of butterflies but it is equally 

excellent for the diversity of moth 

species to be found there.  The sky had 

been clear and it had been relatively cool 

overnight so the catch was a little down 

on the norm for the time of year.  Even 

so we had a myriad species to enjoy and 

photograph.  Many of the smallest moths 

are incredibly beautiful but of course it is 

the larger species that initially catch the 

ŜȅŜΦ  Lƴ ǘƻŘŀȅΩǎ ŎŀǘŎƘ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ {ƻǳǘƘŜǊƴ 

Pine and Elephant Hawkmoths, Orache 

Moth and the dead-leaf-mimicking Lappet, as well as The Passenger, Three-humped 

Prominent and two Lesser Puss Moths. 

After breakfast the engine management 

warning light was causing concern on 

¢ŜǊŜǎŀΩǎ Ƴƛƴƛ-bus so we arranged to 

have it checked out in Potes.  Meanwhile 

WŜŦŦ ƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ ǇŀǊǘȅ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ƻƭŘ ΨǊƻŀŘΩ 

high above the Hermida gorge.  This 

track, as usual, contributed an 

interesting variety of sightings.  Birds-

wise, raptors traditionally feature here 

and on this occasion we were soon 

watching a pair of Egyptian Vultures 

drifting around the crags across the gorge.  Firecrests called regularly from the track-side 

bushes ōǳǘ Ƴƻǎǘ Ŧƻƭƪǎ ǎǘǊǳƎƎƭŜŘ ǘƻ ŎŀǘŎƘ ŀ ƎƭƛƳǇǎŜΦ  [ǳŎƪƛƭȅ ǘƘŜ .ƻƴŜƭƭƛΩǎ ²ŀǊōƭŜǊǎ ǿŜǊŜ ŀ 

little more co-operative. A Red-backed Shrike showed briefly to a few members of the group 

and a reeling Grasshopper Warbler remained, as usual, resolutely in deep cover. 
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This track can be very 

productive for reptiles, but 

today, despite our best 

efforts, only Common Wall 

Lizards put in an 

appearance.  Conversely the 

butterflies were very active 

and several species were on 

show, notably Lulworth 

Skipper, False Ilex 

Hairstreak, Holly Blue, 

Marbled White and 

Cleopatra.  Most, however, 

were hard to photograph as 

the day was heating up 

quickly and they were very 

active.  We also saw several fritillaries, but they were generally reduced to a black and 

orange blur as they rocketed by. 

By the time Teresa had returned it was obviously going to be a scorching day and we 

needed to find somewhere to have lunch which provided cover.  We changed our plan to a 

less arduous route and headed for the delightful village of Tudes.  Lunch under the canopy 

of Walnut Trees in the square gave us much needed shade, while above us the occasional 

Spotted Flycatcher or Black Redstart would sally out from the tree canopy to snatch an 

insect, but the fast rising 

temperature had sent most 

birds deep into foliage for a 

siesta. 

After lunch we attempted to 

locate the local Middle-spotted 

Woodpeckers but they too 

were keeping to deep cover, so 

we headed for one of the local 

water troughs.  After several 

minutes we had located a few 

giant Midwife Toad tadpoles 

and at least one Palmate Newt, 

but we were after a more 

ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎǳƭŀǊ ǇǊƛȊŜΦ  ! ƎƭƛƳǇǎŜ ƘŜǊŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜǊŜ ƎŀǾŜ ǳǎ ƘƻǇŜ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŜƴ ΨǎƻŦǘƭȅΣ ǎƻŦǘƭȅΣ ŎŀǘŎƘȅ-

ƳƻƴƪŜȅΩΧ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǿŀǊŘ ǿŀǎ ǘƻ ƘŀƴŘ ŀǎ WŜŦŦ ŜȄǘǊƛŎŀǘŜŘ ŀ ōǊƛƭƭƛŀƴǘƭȅ ƳŀǊƪŜŘ ƳŀƭŜ aŀǊōƭŜŘ bŜǿǘ 

from the depths of the trough. 
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We then set off on a walk of several 

kilometres which was thankfully 

mostly downhill and in the shade.  

This particular route can be very 

productive for birds and butterflies 

but on this day the exceptionally 

high temperatures limited our 

opportunities.  As we proceeded 

we would find something of note 

here and there, a Cirl Bunting 

showed for a few of the group, 

while Spanish Purple Hairstreak and 

Common Swallowtail butterflies 

both posed for photographs, the 

latter laying eggs.  Just off to one 

side of the track Teresa discovered 

a pair of Wasp Beetles copulating, which were later confirmed as Clytus rhamni, and a short 

while later a Roe Deer leapt from cover.  Amazingly at least half the group had passed within 

feet of the animal before it bolted from its resting place. 

We continued our descent until we reached an ancient stone wall , where we spent some 

time trying to locate basking reptiles, successfully adding Iberian Wall Lizard and Large 

Psammodromus to our trip list.  Just short of the bottom section of the walk we added 

Brimstone, Mallow Skipper and Blue-ǎǇƻǘ IŀƛǊǎǘǊŜŀƪ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇΩǎ ōǳǘǘŜǊŦƭȅ ǘƻǘŀƭΣ ŀǎ ǿŜƭƭ ŀǎ 

an attractive geometrid moth called the Narrow Rose-banded Wave and a couple of eye-

catching burnet moths: Southerly and White-collared (or Broom) Burnets.  A Goldenring 

dragonfly was also seen here briefly. 

As elsewhere in the 

lower parts of the 

Picos, many of the 

meadows had already 

been cropped for hay, 

but we did note one or 

two plants of interest 

as we descended, 

including the furry-

leaved stonecrop 

Sedum hirsutum, with 

lovely white, star-like 

blooms, the umbellifer 

Thapsia villosa, with 
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yellow globes of flowers, Round-headed Thyme, Etruscan Honeysuckle, trailing Dark 

Swallow-wort and the curious Cone Knapweed. 

By the time we reached the bottom most 

people were wilting.  Teresa and Jeff retrieved 

the minibuses with the aid of a pre-arranged 

taxi and cold drinks from the cool box were 

pressed against cheeks and necks (and other 

parts) that had been caught by the sun. 

After a refreshingly cool shower we 

reconvened ƻƴ ¢ŜǊŜǎŀΩǎ ǘŜǊǊŀŎŜΣ ŀǎ ǿŜ ŘƛŘ ƻƴ 

most nights in the Picos, for a review of the 

ŘŀȅΩǎ ǎƛƎƘǘƛƴƎǎ ŀƴŘ ŀ ǇǊƻǾƛǎƛƻƴŀƭ ƻǳǘƭƛƴŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

plan for the following day. 

Wednesday 27th June 

The idea for today was to stay high and try to 

avoid the excesses of heat that had affected so 

many people the previous day.  Our first port 

of call was a damp meadow en route to the 

Puerto de San Glorio, at around 1,550 metres.  This meadow is particularly good for orchids 

and butterflies and we became totally engrossed in recording and photographing both. 

Thankfully the altitude meant that several 

species of orchid were still in flower, with the 

vanilla orchid Nigritella gabasiana probably 

the most sought after.  Close by were many 

examples of Early Marsh Orchid, and although 

Ƴƻǎǘ ǿŜǊŜ ΨƎƻƛƴƎ ƻǾŜǊΩΣ ǎƻƳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎƛƳŜƴǎ 

were still in good condition.  A more careful 

examination also revealed the diminutive and 

very beautiful Burnt-tip Orchid to be well 

distributed on the drier slopes.  Other notable 

plants here included Globeflower, Horned 

Pansy, Irish Spurge, Large-flowered Butterwort, 

Whorled Lousewort and its close relative 

Pedicularis mixta. 

Bird wise it was fairly quiet at this spot, 

although a Common Whitethroat was singing 

from the nearby bushes and a few people did 
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manage to get brief views.  

The reptile hunters were 

scouring the upper reaches of 

the meadow where it melded 

into heathland, keeping a 

ŎƭƻǎŜ ŜȅŜ ƻǳǘ ŦƻǊ {ŜƻŀƴŜΩǎ 

Viper.  Unfortunately they 

failed on that score, but John 

Hanratty had a most unusual 

find in the shape of a little 

black lizard.  Many reptiles 

have black, or melanistic, 

forms, often associated with 

high altitude or cold regions.  

After a struggle to extricate it 

from the thatch of grass, this 

little lizard posed beautifully 

ƛƴ WƻƘƴΩǎ ƘŀƴŘ ƭƻƴƎ enough 

for a few photographs and for most people to see it.  Teresa quickly solved the mystery of 

its identity by noting the tiny pin-like scales on the back and the strongly keeled tail scales.  

It was a Viviparous Lizard, a species often referred to as  Common Lizard in the UK: a 

brilliant find! 

As usual the meadow 

contained a number of 

species of butterflies and 

day flying moths.  The 

most noticeable and 

distinctive moth was the 

Chimney Sweeper, with 

its dusty black wings 

tipped with white.  Most 

of the restless blue 

butterflies appeared to 

be Common Blues, at 

least those that settled 

long enough to get a view 

of the underwing.  

Alongside them was 

another lycaenid, the 

rather smart looking 
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Purple-edged Copper.  Jeff then managed to secure and identify one of the passing ringlets 

as De PrunnerΩs Ringlet, and showed some of the group its distinguishing features. 

The fritillary butterflies are always sought after and a number were dancing around the 

field, although ς as usual ς many kept just too far away for certain classification, with the 

ŜȄŎŜǇǘƛƻƴ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ vǳŜŜƴ ƻŦ {Ǉŀƛƴ CǊƛǘƛƭƭŀǊƛŜǎΣ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘŜƛǊ ƭƻǾŜƭȅ ΨƳƻǘƘŜǊ-of-ǇŜŀǊƭΩ ǇŀǘŎƘŜǎ 

under the wings.  Thankfully several of the other species paused atop flower-heads for more 

prolonged periods and this enabled Provençal, Small-pearl Bordered and Glanville Fritillaries 

to be positively identified.  The latter perched attractively on the top of an Early Marsh 

hǊŎƘƛŘΣ ƳǳŎƘ ǘƻ ǘƘŜ ǇƘƻǘƻƎǊŀǇƘŜǊǎΩ ŘŜƭƛƎƘǘΦ 

There was so much to see in this little meadow that the only thing to get some folks out was 

the lure of elevenses.  We drove the short distance to Puerto de San Glorio and kept a 

watchful eye for Citril Finches as we snacked.  Several of the keen herpetologists 

disappeared up a nearby slope in pursuit of vipers and Jeff took a short walk down the track.  

He soon picked up a Citril Finch in flight which landed conveniently on the Armco at the side 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊƻŀŘΦ  IŜ ƎŜǎǘƛŎǳƭŀǘŜŘ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƻǳƎƘǘ ƘŜΩŘ Ǝƻǘ ǘƘŜ ƎǊƻǳǇ ƻƴǘƻ ǘƘŜ ōƛǊŘ ƻƴƭȅ ǘƻ ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊ 

that they had actually been watching a Linnet at much closer quarters.  After elevenses, the 

group split with the birders joining Jeff in an attempt to catch up with the Citril Finch and 

the rest headed off in pursuit of botanical and reptilian treasures lower down the valley.  

The birders gave San Glorio a chance to reveal its avian treasures, but things were pretty 

quiet in the heat of the day, so after an extended period of time keeping quiet, a change of 
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plan was required.  A bout of high volume pishing from Jeff did draw out a few birds from 

the pine woodland, mostly Coal tits and Chaffinches.  We had pretty much given up the 

ghost when a Citril Finch did a brief fly-by, so we redoubled our efforts, but with limited 

success. Most of the group did latch on to the birds as they passed quickly by on a couple of 

occasions, but they were little more than silhouettes. 

A two-way-radio message 

from Teresa encouraged a 

re-gathering of the group, 

as they had found one of 

their major targets.  We 

came back together in 

another damp meadow to 

the west of the pass.  Along 

the banks of the stream 

here stealthy figures were 

peering intently towards a 

pile of boulders.  The 

object of their attention 

was a stocky green lizard 

ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ōƭǳŜ ƘŜŀŘ ŀƴŘ ŀ ōǊƻǿƴ ǘŀƛƭΥ ŀ ƳŀƭŜ {ŎƘǊŜƛōŜǊΩǎ DǊŜŜƴ [ƛȊŀǊŘΣ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ ŜƴŘŜƳƛŎ ǘƻ 

north-western Spain.  It calmly stayed put while a careful adjustment of position enabled a 

few photographs to be secured by most of the camera-toting brigade in the group.   

¢Ƙƛǎ ƳŜŀŘƻǿ ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ Ŧǳƭƭ ƻŦ ƛƴǾŜǊǘŜōǊŀǘŜǎΣ ƛƴŎƭǳŘƛƴƎ ƳƻǊŜ ƻŦ ǘƘƻǎŜ ΨǇŜǎƪȅΩ ǊƛƴƎƭŜǘ 

butterflies!  Really the only way to identify most of them is to get a really good look at the 

ŀǊǊŀƴƎŜƳŜƴǘ ƻŦ ƻŎŜƭƭƛǎ όΨŜȅŜǎΩύ ŀƴŘ ƻǊŀƴƎŜ ǇŀǘŎƘŜǎ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ǿƛƴƎǎΣ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǎ Ŝŀǎier said than 

done when they are so restless.  

However, at least one consented 

to be photographed and this 

proved to be quite special: 

/ƘŀǇƳŀƴΩǎ wƛƴƎƭŜǘΣ ŀ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎ 

endemic to the Cantabrican 

Mountains.  Other butterflies 

recorded here included Lesser 

Marbled, Dark Green and Marsh 

Fritillaries, Turquoise Blue and 

Purple-edged Copper, while the 

marshy margins of the stream 

turned up Beautiful Demoiselle 

and Large Red Damsel. 

SSSccchhhrrreeeiiibbbeeerrrΩΩΩsss   GGGrrreeeeeennn   LLLiiizzzaaarrrddd   ©©©    JJJeeefff fff    CCClllaaarrrkkkeee   
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Other winged invertebrates, like a 

cross between a dragonfly and a 

butterfly, were also zooming around 

above the meadow.  These were Owl-

flies.  There are several species to be 

found locally and they can be hard to 

separate, but the one photographed 

in this meadow proved to be 

Libelloides coccajus.  They perform 

similar insect-catching sorties to 

dragonflies, but up close the 

distinctive antennae help to 

distinguish them. 

Botanically speaking, the highlight of 

this meadow was undoubtedly the 

Great Yellow Gentians, although they were not quite in flower yet, but we also encountered 

Water Avens, the bluish Pyrenean form of Spiked Rampion and Chives. 

As we travelled on further west we had one of the big surprises of the tour.  Just on the 

boundary of the Picos de Europa, Rob Smith spotted a movement on the rocks above a 

narrow pass.  There, in full view, was a herd of Spanish Ibex.  This wild ungulate became 

extinct in the region  

After such a busy morning we were all glad to relax at the picnic site just south of the Puerto 

de Pandetrave for lunch.  Even then, the potential of the site had some members of the 

group scouring the surrounding 

scrub for reptiles, and with good 

reason, as Jeff turned up a 

rather large Smooth Snake 

under a slab of rock, although as 

it promptly made a rapid escape 

into the undergrowth, not 

everyone saw it, unfortunately. 

After lunch we spent an hour 

exploring the meadows around 

the Arroyo de Mostajal, where 

Sue and Teresa located more 

{ŎƘǊŜƛōŜǊΩǎ DǊŜŜƴ [ƛȊŀǊŘǎΣ ŀƴŘ 

we also spotted yet another 

species of Owl Fly, this time 

Libelloides hispanicus.  We then 

OOOwwwlll ---fff lll yyy   LLLiiibbbeeelll llloooiiidddeeesss   cccoooccccccaaajjjuuusss   ©©©    TTTeeerrreeesssaaa   FFFaaarrr iiinnnooo   

 

OOOwwwlll ---fff lll yyy   LLLiiibbbeeelll llloooiiidddeeesss   hhhiiissspppaaannniiicccuuussssss   ©©©    TTTeeerrreeesssaaa   FFFaaarrr iiinnnooo   

 



made a slow return towards Pesaguero stopping at likely looking places along the way in a 

bid to spot a Wildcat.  At one of our stops we had excellent views of Rock Bunting, but the 

best mammal we managed was a Red Fox, doing its best to imitate a cat.  

Thurdsay 28th June 

Once again we started the day with a pre-ōǊŜŀƪŦŀǎǘ Ǌǳƴ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ŎŀǘŎƘ ŦǊƻƳ ƭŀǎǘ ƴƛƎƘǘΩǎ 

moth trapping session.  As usual there were some splendid moths to enjoy but there was 

one in particular that really caught the eye, the large and strikingly marked Privet Hawk-

moth.  Other species of note included Dusky Marbled Brown, Lobster Moth and several 

species of emerald: Blotched, Small and Jersey.  Often when sorting through the moths of a 

morning we hear a Black Woodpecker calling from a patch of nearby pines; we live in hope 

of actually spotting it from the terrace one day... 

After breakfast we headed towards Beges, stopping en route at one of the spectacular 

viewpoints overlooking the La Hermida Gorge.  Rather menacing cloud was spilling over the 

tops of the peaks to the north, though this had the bonus of bringing some of the birds of 

prey down to lower levels.  From here we had excellent views of Honey Buzzards, Common 
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Buzzards and the ever-

present Griffon Vultures.  

Among the vultures we 

could see swifts scything 

through the sky, and careful 

examination showed that a 

number of these birds were 

Alpine Swifts, distinguished 

by their greater bulk and 

white bellies. 

This is often an interesting 

spot botanically, notable 

for its limestone fissure 

flora. The Fairy Foxgloves 

were in full flower and 

other plants of interest 

included the northern 

Spanish endemic Blue-

leaved Petrocoptis, the 

mauve-flowered wall-

lettuce Lactuca tenerrima, 

and the lovely yellow 

Pyreneaƴ IŀǿƪΩǎ-beard. 

With a few anxious glances at the tumbling cloud we proceeded up the mountain towards 

Beges.  As we approached the village it became pretty obvious that before very long we 

were going to be engulfed by the descending cloud.  We mulled over the possibilities as we 

parked at the edge of the village watching an actual catfight.  One of the protagonists did 

look very much like a Wild Cat. Was 

it one? Very doubtful but perhaps its 

mother had had a dalliance with tall 

dark stranger one night!   

Teresa is very good at reading the 

weather in these mountains and we 

made a smart decision to head back 

down towards the gorge, stopping in 

another layby en route to 

photograph the Fairy Foxgloves.  

Other plants seen at this locality 

included both Woodcock and Bee 
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Ophrys, the lemon-yellow snapdragon Antirrhinum braun-blanquetii, Sticky Flax, Harebell, 

Spreading Bellflower and Malling Toadflax. 

A few butterflies were active, despite the low cloud, and a Spanish Purple Hairstreak sat just 

below eye level on a bracken frond with its wings fully open, the deep purple iridescence 

glowing on its upper wings.  A short while later, a False Heath Fritillary posed nicely on top 

of some Narrow-leaved Valerian growing out of the cliff wall.  Stone turning can be 

productive at this spot but on this occasion we found little other than a smart Slow-worm. 

We then drove to a spot bathed in sunshine above Turieno. Even from where we had parked 

the minibuses we could see that there were plenty of butterflies on the wing close by, and 

ǿŜ ŎƻǳƭŘƴΩǘ ǿŀƛǘ ǘƻ ǘŀƪŜ ŀ ŎƭƻǎŜǊ ƭƻƻƪΦ CƻǊ ŀ ōǊƛŜŦ ƳƻƳŜƴǘ ŀ ŎƭŜŀǊǿƛƴƎ ƳƻǘƘ ǿŀǎ ŀƳƻƴƎ 

them but it promptly disappeared and remained a mystery. Checking out a scrubby corner 

Steve Dobson found a sunbathing lizard, we eventually got good enough views to confirm it 

ǿŀǎ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ƳŀƭŜ {ŎƘǊŜƛōŜǊΩǎ [ƛȊŀǊŘΣ ōǳǘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƴǘƛƳŜΣ WƻƘƴ IŀƴǊŀǘǘȅΣ ǘǳǊƴƛƴg rocks as 

was his wont, startled a fabulous female Ocellated Lizard.  It dashed into the bushes, but a 

few folks managed to get reasonable photos as it eyed us warily from its position of safety. 

We set off slowly up the 

track, which was full of 

flowering brambles and 

other good nectar-rich 

plants, looking for 

butterflies.  It was 

noticeable how many Long-

tailed Blue butterflies were 

on the wing, while a large 

orange, round winged 

fritillary showed well 

enough to confirm its 

identity as Marbled 

Fritillary.  We eventually 

found a good selection of 

fritillaries along this track 

including Queen of Spain, 

Glanville and another new 

one for the tour in the 

shape of Knapweed Fritillary. As ever Marbled Whites were in abundance and the Iberian 

form of the Speckled Wood ssp. aegeria, with its orange spots, not cream as in the UK ssp. 

tircis, was also on show.  Other species along this butterfly-rich trail included Cleopatra, 

²ƻƻŘ ²ƘƛǘŜΣ CŀƭǎŜ LƭŜȄ IŀƛǊǎǘǊŜŀƪΣ [ŀƴƎΩǎ {ƘƻǊǘ-tailed Blue, Mallow and Lulworth Skippers 

and Pearly Heath. 
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We were in pursuit of one particular butterfly, however, so we headed for a specific 

meadow known to Teresa as a good locality for the species.  After a period of prolonged but 

fruitless searching Teresa left to prepare the lunch, meanwhile Jeff took the opportunity to 

give the meadow one last going over. By now the lure of TeresaΩs homemade hummus had 

drawn everyone away, so there was nothing for it but to take it back to the lunch spot 

where Jeff was able to show everyone a pristine specimen of Large Blue. 

After lunch we headed off towards Brez.  We were now in the quiet period of the day bird-

wise but we were determined to try and find some of the specialities of the region before 

transferring to our next base in northern Castile.  As we worked our way down the trail 

towards the Pyrenean Oak woodland we could see the hay being harvested in the fields 

below us.  The farmers, with rakes in hand, were steadily creating piles of this valuable crop, 

ready for baling.  It was great to show people just why this area is still so special. No 

pesticides, natural manures, small machinery and sheer hard labour mean that the Picos de 

Europa remains a biological jewel. 

A little way along the track we also witnessed something quite remarkable.  A female 

Blackcap had captured a Great Green Bush-cricket and flown down to the path in front of 

us.  There was little difference in size between the two protagonists, but with deft flicks and 

twists of her neck the Blackcap slowly but surely dismembered the giant orthopteran. We 

were all clustered just a few metres from the bird as she carried on her task, seemingly 

oblivious to our presence.  It must have been similar to a human eating three Christmas 

dinners! 

Other than this episode, however, birds were hard to come by, so after a time Jeff resorted 

ǘƻ ŀ ōƻǳǘ ƻŦ ƭƻƴƎ ŀƴŘ ƭƻǳŘ ΨǇƛǎƘƛƴƎΩΦ  Lǘ ǿƻǊƪŜŘΣ ŀǎ ƛǘ ǎƘƻǳƭŘΣ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ŎƘŀǊƳ ŀƴŘ ŘǊŀƎƎŜŘ ƭƻǘǎ ƻŦ 

birds into view, including a couple of resplendent male Pied Flycatchers, squawking Jays and 
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a selection of Blue, Great and Coal Tits, 

but sadly no interesting woodpeckers.  A 

ƳŜƭŀƴŎƘƻƭƛŎ ΨǿŜŜǇƛƴƎΩ Ŏŀƭƭ ǎƛƎƴŀƭƭŜŘ ǘƘŜ 

ŀǊǊƛǾŀƭ ƻŦ ŀ ŎƻǳǇƭŜ ƻŦ .ƻƴŜƭƭƛΩǎ ²ŀǊōƭŜǊǎΦ 

Some quiet pishing pulled them closer 

and several members of the group 

managed excellent views of this little 

Phylloscopus warbler.  Not to be 

outdone, the botanists also turned up 

some real gems here, including Bloody 

/ǊŀƴŜΩǎ-bill, Pyrenean Germander, Large-

flowered Self-heal and Fly Orchid, a 

Slender Broomrape, as well as four 

species of oak in the space of just a few 

square metres: Cork, Western Holm, 

Lusitanian and the aforementioned 

Pyrenean. 

On our return along the track we were 

passed by a large butterfly which 

promptly settled on the path.  It was one 

ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ƳƻǊŜ ŘƛǎǘƛƴŎǘƛǾŜ ΨōǊƻǿƴΩ 

butterflies a Great Banded Grayling, an expected but nonetheless appreciated addition to 

our growing butterfly list, along with another new species for the day in the shape of Dark 

Green Fritillary. 

As we returned in the direction of our base but decided to take an alternative route in the 

ǎƘŀŘŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ Ƙƛƭƭ ŀƭƻƴƎ ǘƘŜ ΨƻƭŘΩ ǊƻŀŘ ǘƻ CǊŀƳŀΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǘǊŀŎƪ ǿŀǎ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ƴŀǊǊƻǿ ŀƴŘ ŀǘ ǘƛƳŜǎ 

needed the assistance of Rob SmitƘ ǘƻ ƎǳƛŘŜ ǘƘŜ ǾŜƘƛŎƭŜǎ Ψ!ǊƳȅ {ǘȅƭŜΩ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ 

narrowest of sections.   However, the big pay-off came a few minutes later when we were 

treated to an eye-ball to eye-ball encounter with a Short-toed Eagle.  It was so surprised 

about what we were doing thaǘ ƛǘ ŎŀƳŜ ōŀŎƪ ŀƎŀƛƴ Ƨǳǎǘ ŦƻǊ ŀƴƻǘƘŜǊ ŎƭƻǎŜ ƭƻƻƪΦ  LΩƳ ǎǳǊŜ ǘƘŀǘ 

this will be one of the most indelible wildlife encounters of the tour for almost everyone; it 

was simply brilliant! 

¢Ƙŀǘ ŜǾŜƴƛƴƎ ǿŜ ƘŀŘ ŀ ǎǇƭŜƴŘƛŘ ŀƴŘ ΨƴƻƛǎȅΩ ƳŜŀƭ ŀƴŘ ǘƘŀƴƪŜŘ ƻǳǊ Ƙƻǎǘǎ ŀǘ El Hoyal.  After 

ǘƘŜ ƳŜŀƭ ŀ ŦŜǿ ƻŦ ǳǎ ǎǘƛƭƭ ƘŀŘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŜǊƎȅ ǘƻ Ǝƻ ƻǳǘ ŀƴŘ Řƻ ŀ ōƛǘ ƻŦ ΨōŀǘǘƛƴƎΩΦ  ²Ŝ ŎŜǊǘŀƛƴƭȅ 

ǊŜŎƻǊŘŜŘ /ƻƳƳƻƴ tƛǇƛǎǘǊŜƭƭŜ ŀƴŘ 5ŀǳōŜƴǘƻƴΩǎ .ŀǘΣ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ŀƭǎƻ ǇƛŎƪŜŘ ǳǇ ŀ ƘƻǊǎŜǎƘƻŜ ōŀǘ 

on our detectors, which was probably Lesser Horseshoe.  It was on this walk that we 

ŘƛǎŎƻǾŜǊŜŘ ǘƘŀǘ {ǘŜǾŜ 5ƻōǎƻƴΩǎ ƴƛƎƘǘ Ǿƛǎƛƻƴ ŀƴŘ ƘŜŀǊƛƴƎ ŀǊŜ ƻŦŦ ǘƘŜ ǎŎŀƭŜ ŎƻƳǇŀǊŜŘ ǘƻ ƳŜǊŜ 

mortals.  He could hear the bats before we picked them up on the detectors, as well as 

observe them without any difficulty flying along in what, for most of us, was inky blackness. 
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Friday 29th June 

Transfer day.  We set off around 10.00am, by 

which time Steve Dobson had finally 

managed to get a glimpse of the Black 

Woodpecker that had taunted us all week.  

We were transporting that much kit that this 

was a three vehicle operation so we co-opted 

wƻō {ƳƛǘƘ ǘƻ ŘǊƛǾŜ ¢ŜǊŜǎŀΩǎ пȄпΦ  ¢ƘŜ ǊƻǳǘŜ ǘƻ 

our new base would take us through some 

fantastic habitats and we would in fact spend 

far more of the day looking for wildlife than 

travelling. 

Our first stop was by a small damp meadow 

just beyond the mountain pass of Piedrasluengas (1,345m).  We dispersed in various 

directions trying to find as much as we could. The herpetologists were intent on finding 

snakes but had to be content with a few Iberian and Common Wall Lizards, but did spot a 

Red Deer as it crashed out of the meadow, alarmed by our presence. 

The botanists located Spiked Star of Bethlehem and the woolly-leaved Hieracium lainzii up 

on the rocky slopes, the lovely bronze-coloured goatsbeard Tragopogon crocifolius in the 

verge, and sheets of Musk Mallow and Musk Thistle in the meadow proper.  Quite a number 

of butterflies were enjoying the sunshine here, including Piedmont Ringlet and Peacock, and 

some of us were also lucky enough to catch a brief glimpse of a Narrow-bordered Bee 
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Hawkmoth, although the related 

Hummingbird Hawkmoths were 

much more abundant, and Jean 

Bulmer got some of her fabulous 

photographs of them feeding on the 

±ƛǇŜǊΩǎ-bugloss here.   

As we cleared the pass the valley 

opened out somewhat and White 

Storks were immediately noticeable, 

after which we spotted a pair of 

Egyptian Vultures circling low close to 

the roadside.  A little further on we 

paused by some roadside poplars on 

ŀ ƘǳƴŎƘ ƻŦ ¢ŜǊŜǎŀΩǎ ŀƴŘ Řǳƭȅ ƭƻŎŀǘŜŘ 

a fabulous Hornet Clearwing, recently 

emerged from its pupa and resting 

on the trunk in the hopes of finding a 

mate.  One of the most startling 

mimics in the European fauna, this 

female was so convincingly hornet-like that most people could scarcely believe it was 

actually a moth.  By the number of shutters whirring on cameras it was a popular find. 

Just a short distance further down the road we stopped briefly in the village of Vañes to 

admire the locally breeding White Storks.  Well-grown young were standing patiently atop 

their huge stick nests waiting for the adults to return with a beak-full of regurgitated 

grasshoppers, or perhaps ς if they were lucky ς ŀƴ ǳƴǿŀǊȅ ŦǊƻƎΣ ƭƛȊŀǊŘ ƻǊ ǾƻƭŜΧΦ !ƭǎƻ ŦƭȅƛƴƎ 

the general vicinity was the Black Kite, a species well adapted to this farmland region. 

Just above Cervera we stopped at a 

mirador, and almost immediately you 

could tell that we had entered a new 

climatic region as the butterflies were 

somewhat different.  Most noticeable 

was the fact that most of the Marbled 

Whites were in fact Iberian Marbled 

Whites and we also found its close 

ǊŜƭŀǘƛǾŜ 9ǎǇŜǊΩǎ aŀǊōƭŜŘ White, as well 

as Heath Fritillary and the day-flying 

Feathered Footman moth.  We took 

advantage of the shade here to have 

our usual scrumptious lunch. 
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²Ŝ ǿŜǊŜ ƴƻǿ ƘŜŀŘŜŘ ŦƻǊ ŀ ǊŜƴŘŜȊǾƻǳǎ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ƳȅǎǘŜǊȅ ΨƎǊŜŜƴΩ ƭƛȊŀǊŘ ŀǘ ǘƘŜ 9ƳōŀƭǎŜ ŘŜ 

Ruesga.  We disembarked the minibuses and slowly fanned out across the sloping ground, 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ǎŎŀǘǘŜǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƭƻǿ ǎǇƛƴȅ ōǳǎƘŜǎΦ  Lǘ ŘƛŘƴΩǘ ǘŀƪŜ ƭƻƴƎ ōŜŦƻǊŜ ǿŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ǘƘŜ ŦƛǊǎǘ ƻƴŜ 

and over the period of an hour or so we found several more, but what were they? 

Photographs were taken and close scrutiny of the salient features noted and the conclusion 

was Western Green Lizard, close to the southern limit of their range. 

¢Ƙŀǘ ǿŀǎƴΩǘ ǘƘŜ ŜƴŘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǊŜǇǘƛƭŜ Ƙǳƴǘ ƘƻǿŜǾŜǊ ŀƴŘ ǿŜ ƪŜǇǘ ǎŎƻǳǊƛƴƎ ƭƛƪŜƭȅ ǎǇƻǘǎ ǿƘƛƭǎǘ 

keeping an eye on the many butterflies that were fluttering about.  John and Jeff had the 

same idea of working the shoreline, which was alive with Iberian Water Frogs.  Lift enough 

stones and you will eventually find what you are looking for and sure enough below one of 

the waterside boulders was a young Viperine Snake, which ς on this occasion ς we were 

able to get almost the whole group down to see. 

Butterfly-wise we were encountering a few new species, most obvious being the many 

Silver-studded Blues.  Most of these were males, gathered in damp patches close to the 
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ǿŀǘŜǊΩǎ ŜŘƎŜ ǎǳŎƪƛƴƎ ǳǇ ƳǳŎƘ-needed moisture and mineral salts. Flitting around the 

grassland were Essex Skipper, Black-veined White, Turquoise Blue, Spotted, Small Pearl-

bordered and Knapweed Fritillaries and Chestnut Heath.  Notable day´-flying moths here 

included Clouded Buff and Zygaena nevadensis, recently christened Discrete Burnet by 

Patrice Leraut.  One or two dragonflies also put in an appearance: Black-tailed Skimmer, 

Broad-bodied Chaser, and Common and Azure Bluets. 

It was now seriously hot and people were beginning to wilt.  It was time to head for our new 

base at the El Convento de Santa María de Mave.  That evening we set the moth trap in the 

grounds and were delighted to have a Nightjar flying around us for a short time. 

Saturday 30th May 

Having set the moth trap the previous 

evening in the hotel grounds we were 

keen examine the nightΩs catch, although 

the cold start and heavy dew ǿŀǎƴΩǘ 

promising.  Indeed the returns from the 

trap were slim pickings compared to the 

Picos de Europa, with just Ruby Tiger, 

Rose-banded Wave and L-Album 

Wainscot really catching the eye, plus 

ΨƭŜǎǎŜǊ ƳƻǊǘŀƭǎΩ ǎǳŎƘ ŀǎ 5ŀǊƪ {ǿƻǊŘ-grass, 

Four-dotted Footman and The Vestal.  
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After breakfast we headed out 

to in the direction of the 

nearest of the páramos, known 

locally as ΨLas TuercesΩΦ  ²Ŝ 

started by exploring a farmland 

area along a road close to the 

Río Pisuerga.  We could hear 

Bee-eaters immediately but it 

would be a while before we 

caught up with them properly.  

One of the first birds decisively 

ƻƴ ƻǳǊ ƭƛǎǘ ǿŀǎ ŀ aƻƴǘŀƎǳŜΩǎ 

Harrier. These lightweight agile 

harriers do well in this low 

intensity arable landscape of northern Castile, and we would see them several times more, 

as well as adding plenty of other raptor species as the day progressed. 

Butterflies were already busy and we got good pictures of some very fresh Spanish 

Gatekeepers. Working our way along the road we added a few more species to our list, 

including the dainty Red-underwing Skipper.  We kept getting glimpses of one of the larger 

blue butterflies but they weǊŜ ǇǊŜǘǘȅ ǊŜǎǘƭŜǎǎ ŀƴŘ ƛǘ ǘƻƻƪ ¢ŜǊŜǎŀΩǎ ŜȄǇŜǊƛŜƴŎŜŘ ŜȅŜ ǘƻ Ŧƛƴŀƭƭȅ 

sort out the identification as !ƳŀƴŘŀΩǎ Blue. Thankfully one of the males finally settled 

down and consented to be photographed.  Here too we found the lovely little Slender 

Scotch Burnet moth. 

As ever the birders were alive to other 

possibilities and close scrutiny of bush 

tops revealed several sentinel-like 

Southern Grey Shrikes.  The skirl of 

Corn Buntings was ever present and we 

had excellent views of one with Bee-

eaters floating around behind it.  The 

occasional Quail could be heard calling 

άǿŜǘ-my-ƭƛǇǎέΣ ōǳǘ ŀǎ ǳǎǳŀƭ ƪŜǇǘ ǘƻ 

cover.  The botanists in the group were 

enjoying some of the wayside flowers 

such as Silvery-leaved Pink Convolvulus, 

Blue Catananche, the curry-scented 

Helichrysum stoechas, Pyramidal 

Orchids galore and some very 

extravagant Lizard Orchids.  
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