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Summary
 
This epic journey through the highlands of Aragón and Catalonia rarely dipped in altitude or adrenaline! 
 
By the shores of a lake 1000m above sea level, we were haunted by the eerie song of Dupont’s Larks at 
sunrise, and the soft bugling of thousands of Common Cranes coming in to roost at sunset.  The sounds of Pin-
tailed and Black-bellied Sandgrouse, and multitudes of Calandra, Lesser Short-toed, Crested and Thekla Larks, 
Corn and Reed Buntings, Rock Petronias, and Tree Sparrows gave the soundtrack to our day. 
 
In the Cork Oak forests and sheer-sided gorges of the Pyreneen foothills, we were flashed at by Wallcreepers 
while Lammergeiers, Cinereous Vultures and Golden Eagles soared overhead, and Rock Buntings and Black-
bellied Dippers fed practically at our feet!
 
And at the giddy, snow-covered height of 2100m, we enjoyed peak birding amongst Red Crossbills, Crested and 
Coal Tits, Chamois, Alpine Accentor and a Black Woodpecker in the heights of Iberia.
 
Spectacular scenery, pretty villages, superb food and great humour abounded, and we made a great deal of 
mountainous memories in this truly unforgettable week.
 
Day 1
 
Simon and Niki gathered the group at the small, but perfectly formed airport at Zaragoza.  Soon we were aboard 
the bus and heading out into the arid, almost lunar landscape of the southern plains of Aragón region.
 
We drove across sweeping plains, and through ancient villages and almond and olive groves, eventually 
climbing up through mountain passes to the plains of Gallocanta.  The name of the area comes from ancient 
Arabic word allucant, meaning The Valley of Light, and as the sun began to lower over this vast high-altitude 
plain we could certainly see why.



 
We arrived at our first base, the lagoon-side village of Bello, in time to encounter hundreds of the area´s 
wintering Common Cranes gathering on stubble fields alongside the road, preparing to roost on the lagoon.  A 
male Hen Harrier escorted our final drive to our hotel in Bello – a quirky place built into a converted grain silo, 
offering a 6th floor bird hide from which to view the surroundings!
 
After a welcome drink we moved into our warm rooms high in the grain tower, before meeting up for our first 
delicious three-course meal of shared salad starters, local speciality meats and a choice of desserts including 
local favourite natillas, a cream custard with a biscuit and cinnamon topping!
 
Day 2
 
This morning we headed out on a dawn raid!  Our aim to try and find a Dupont’s Lark, a small population of 
which occupy the unusual heath of the area.  As we set out into the dark, a Barn Owl swept in front of us and a 
Granada Hare hopped along the frosty road in our headlights. Arriving at our site, we could hear Redwings 
calling as they flew over in the dark. 
 
But it was only a split second before we realised what else we were hearing – as pale light began to spread 
across the frosty morning, at least three Dupont’s Larks were singing close by!
 
Their magical, song was truly eerie as the sun rose on the frost-bitten plain.  These larks are notoriously difficult 
to see, and as their voices gradually died down to be replaced by the song of Crested and Lesser Short-toed 
Lark, we were more than happy with our early morning auditory experience!
 
We could hear the distant calls of Common Cranes waking up and heading off for breakfast, so we headed back 
for ours.  On the short drive back, we passed a handsome Red Fox, and also encountered a Carrion Crow – 
quite exciting for Simon and Niki as they are much harder to see in Spain, particularly around our guides’ home 
in Andalusía!



 
During a quick unscheduled stop by a derelict farm building, we made the most of a sudden wealth of farmland 
birds, enjoying superb views of Rock Petronias, Black Redstarts and Common Linnets. A Corn Bunting blasted 
out its jangly song and we could actually see the song rising from its beak in the cold air!  A Merlin swept 
through at lightning speed and dislodged literally thousands of Common Linnets from the ground. A distant Little 
Owl surveyed us from a rocky perch.
 
Breakfast was a warming revelation after our chilly start! Our hosts Miguel-Angel and Margarita did us proud, 
churning out a hearty selection of traditional tostada con tomate, ham, eggs, chips, or any combination of the 
above to thaw us out!
 
Now there was some down time for the group, giving chance to explore the ancient buildings of the picturesque 
village, or make use of the hotel´s genius 6th floor bird observatory, giving a view far across the plain.
 
Later we headed out to the opposite side of the lagoon to eat our picnic lunch close to the shore.  Here we 
enjoyed views of many Common Cranes.  In the reeds, Water Rail and Cetti´s Warblers could be heard.  As the 
air warmed, we could see groups of Griffon Vultures rising from their rocky roosting sights, joined also by two 
Golden Eagles!  Farmland birds were abundant near the viewpoint, and we enjoyed large flocks of Linnets and 
finches in the orchards at the village edge.
 
After a coffee and comfort stop in the village of Gallocanta, we worked our way back around the shore of the 
lagoon.  In small stands of bare trees and bushes, we found huge mixed flocks of Reed and Corn Buntings, 
Common Linnets and Tree Sparrows.  After some searching, we found a group of Black-bellied Sandgrouse 
feeding on the fields – fantastic!  Climbing one of the tower hides, we enjoyed views of a Hen Harrier male and 
female.  But the stars of the show were of course the thousands upon thousands of Common Cranes, flying in to 
roost in long wiggly lines, filling the air with their soft, bubbling calls.
 
It was a spell-binding end to a day of spectacular birding, from sunrise to sunset.



 
Day 3

 
Today we breakfasted at a much more 
leisurely hour before saying goodbye to our 
charming hosts and heading north.
 
Our first stop was at the war-torn village of 
Belchite.  The site of an enormous battle 
during the Spanish Civil War, this whole 
settlement was obliterated.  The scarred 
remains of the buildings were kept as a 
memorial to the many thousands that were 
killed there. Today the artillery pock-marked 
buildings and skeletons of churches and 
dwellings are a sobering testament to the 
destructive force of war, but also home to 

Sardinian Warblers, Black Redstarts and Blue Rock Thrush, which we saw well.
 
After a coffee we moved on the Reserva Ornitológica el Planerón. The red-earth plain of this SEO/Birdlife-
managed nature reserve sweeps dramatically away to distant sheer cliff faces, and its heaths and low-intensity 
agricultural lands are home to a huge diversity of plains wildlife.  Indeed, as we arrived, we dived out of the bus 
to enjoy a low-flying Golden Eagle, only to discover the field next to us was full of Pin-tailed and Black-bellied 
Sandgrouse!
 
The landscape was positively stuffed with birds and the air full of the songs of Calandra, Thekla and Lesser 
Short-toed Larks and Skylarks.  While Simon and Niki prepared the picnic - a lavish daily treat, featuring several 
local meats and cheeses but also a fantastic selection of local olives, pickles and pulses and fresh bread, 



washed down with wines and fruit juices – the group enjoyed views of Iberian Grey Shrike, Meadow Pipits and 
Marsh Harrier. As if that wasn't enough we were even serenaded by a surprise midday Dupont´s Lark! 
 
Without further ado we headed north to explore the Pyrenees – although we did stop for a comfort stop where 
we found another Golden Eagle over the service station!
 
By dusk we were settled into our lovely hotel in the small town of Tremp in the Catalan Pyrenees.  Hotel Segle 
XX actually dates from the 19th Century, and we enjoyed the elegant art deco-style interior while we sipped a 
G&T or two and pored over our excellent bird list from the day.
 
Day 4

 
After breakfast we headed to a beautiful 
medieval village just a short drive from our 
hotel.  This morning was a misty one, and 
the elevation of our village on a ridge meant 
the blue sky came and went as the fog 
rolled up and down the ridge.
 
We headed for the church, whose many 
nooks and crannies host hibernating 
insects, and as a result often provides a 
home for a wintering Wallcreeper.  In the 
magical but chilly morning we enjoyed views 
of Black Redstart and a passing female 
Eurasian Sparrowhawk.  In the more 
prolonged glimpses of the sun, the odd 
Hummingbird Hawkmoth or Red Admiral 



butterfly drifted around the sides of the church tower.  Nancy-Ellen´s description of what reminded her of a 
“white-throated shorebird” peeking over the parapet, made us pretty sure that our favourite Wallcreeper was 
indeed present, but frustratingly for us it didn´t feel like revealing itself fully today.

 
We moved on towards our destination for the rest of the day – the stunning Mont-Rebei gorge.  As we drove 
along mountain passes and rose above the mist, we were greeted by many Griffon Vultures leaving their roosts 
– amongst them two enormous Cinereous Vultures.  As we enjoyed watching them soar overhead and perch on 
nearby trees and pylons, they were joined by many Red Kites and Northern Ravens, and a couple of Crag 
Martins.
 
As we descended into the Mont-Rebei area for lunch we were greeted by a Woodlark and a Cirl Bunting, which 
both showed well.  After our picnic we went for a good old leg-stretch, walking the kilometre or so to the 
dramatic gorges.  Along the wooded footpath we picked up Crested Tit, Short-toed Treecreeper, Eurasian 
Nuthatch and Song Thrush.  Many Griffon Vultures and a Golden Eagle soared overhead.  The dramatic sheer-
sided gorges were a wonder to enjoy, even if they sadly didn’t seem to be sheltering any wintering Wallcreepers 
this time.
 
We headed back to Talarn for a final scan of the church, and a couple of us received an impromptu tour of the 
medieval tower from the friendly local lady who inhabits it!  Our elusive Wallcreeper still did not put in an 
appearance, accentuating how hard it can be to find these flamboyant little mountain dwellers.  Tomorrow was 
another day, so we returned to Hotel Segle XX for a second sample of their extraordinary four-course taster 
menu, featuring local delicacies such as breaded calçots (a type of scallion or green onion), salad with local 
goat´s cheese and cured duck, and local vegetable tempura with romesco sauce – a type of Catalan pesto 
using almonds, hazelnuts and two varieties of red pepper – nommm!

 



Day 5
 
A clear, frosty morning greeted us for our travel still further to the heights of the Pyrenees.  We said goodbye to 
our friendly host Gemma and headed out to make the journey to our third base, via a day full of much birding!
 
We headed first to another nearby gorge.  The precipitous sides were shaded and frosty.  Perched on them, we 
could make out an Iberian Green Woodpecker, and Griffon Vultures slowly awakening.

Then at last the shout went up – a Wallcreeper!!  The tiny bird was foraging on a nearby cliff face, chasing down 
insects in the crevices and flashing its claret-coloured upper wings.  It soon moved off, but another was found 
shortly afterwards.  Much more distant, its mothlike movements and red flashes could still be made out as it 
foraged.
 
We stopped for a warming coffee, at maybe the best café in the world!  On the sunlit terrace overlooking a 

babbling river, we soon thawed out, and we enjoyed views 
of Black-bellied Dipper and some extremely close Rock 
Buntings.  As the day warmed and raptors left their roosts, 
we were overjoyed to spot our first Lammergeier amongst 
the Griffon Vultures!  As it cleared the ridge another 
replaced it and we watched them both soaring high above 
us.

We set off up a high mountain pass shrouded in Cork oak 
and conifer forests, making a brief village-edge stop to 
admire many finches, sparrows and buntings, and another 
Lammergeier overhead.  After wending our way a little 
further along picturesque frozen slopes, we arrived at the 
Buseu Project, a conservation project whose aims include 



managing the land between the Parc Natural de l’Alt Pirineu and the Serra de Boumort-Collegats to be a 
conservation corridor.

One of the provisions made by the project is a weekly vulture feeding session in line with conservation 
objectives, a spectacular event our visit was timed to coincide with.  And what a sight.  Griffon and Cinereous 
Vultures whooshed low overhead and were joined by around 18 glorious Lammergeiers, the adult birds glowing 
golden in the bright mountain sun.  We enjoyed outstanding views of these beauties, both overhead and feeding 
on the deck, as well as Northern Ravens, Red-billed Chough and a Peregrine Falcon.  They continued to wow 
us by circling overhead while we enjoyed our mountaintop picnic.
 
Then it was on to our third base – a spacious and tastefully-converted farmhouse in the village of Borredá, high 
in the Catalan Pyrenees.  Our hosts Ignacio and Nuria greeted us with warmed rooms and an open fire, and it 
wasn’t long before we were enjoying outstanding food at their pleasure.

Day 6
 
Today featured one of the best breakfasts of all time, with chef Ignacio laying on local pastries to dip into hot 
chocolate, poached eggs, and crunchy fresh local bread on which to spread a selection of the 70+ flavours of 
jam and marmalade produced on the premises!  We even got a tutorial on the techniques for creating the area´s 
special version of tostada con tomate!
 
Niki, coming back from the bakery, reported three species of tit in one tree – Blue, Great, Crested and Coal!  At 
the edge of the village while loading the bus, a flock of Citril Finches whizzed by!  The omens were certainly 
good for today, the grand altitudinal climax of our trip, during which we were to head for a nearby high mountain 
pass at 2,100m. 
 
En route we stopped to search some farmland meadows at the edge of the forest, where amongst the many 
Common Chaffinches we picked out Brambling and Cirl Bunting.



 
At the base of the mountain, we went for 
a stroll along a track through mountain 
pastures.  Here we enjoyed Eurasian 
Jays, Firecrest and many Black 
Redstarts.  Continuing our ascent, we 
took a wander through the pines at the 
very top edge of the treeline.  Here, Red 
Crossbills positively glowed as they 
called from the treetops, and Coal and 
Crested Tits showed well.  We could also 
hear Goldcrest calling.  Overhead a 
Peregrine Falcon bombed through, and a 
young Lammergeier glided low over the 

slopes, where a group of Chamois were loafing.
 
After our picnic, accompanied by singing Coal Tits and passing Mistle Thrushes – not to mention the absolutely 
breath-taking view - we took a venture up to the very top of the pass, where the sun was catching the extensive 
snow slopes.  Griffon Vultures and Lammergeiers soared overhead and Alpine Chough could be heard calling.  
After a little searching we were thrilled to find a single, very confiding Alpine Accentor, foraging in the melting 
snow at the edge of a ski station.  What a mountain beauty!

But in the end a final stop on the way down brought us what was for some the bird of the trip!  An enormous 
male Black Woodpecker – resident in the area but incredibly difficult to see – was calling, prominently perched 
on the side of a conifer!  It hung around for several minutes, giving us all outstanding views. 
 



Thrilled, we headed back to base for another outstanding meal of Catalan specialities with a modern twist – 
tonight featuring roast vegetable salad in a pastry basket, and chicken breast stuffed with sobrassada – a cured 
sausage adopted by Catalonia from the Balearic Islands.

Day 7
 
Sadly the end of the trip was nigh, and we headed to Barcelona to get our American team members to the 
airport in plenty of time for their morning flight. 
 
The rest of us were able to make the most of the morning, birding some of the paths of the Llobregat Marshes, 
just a stone´s throw from the airport.  Along the reed-fringe creeks we found enthusiastically-singing Serins, 
Cetti´s Warblers, Reed Bunting and about a million wintering Common Chiffchaffs.  A Great Bittern briefly 
showed itself.  On the water were Common Teal and many Shovelers.  We reached the beach, from where we 
could see Balearic and Cory´s Shearwaters and some distant alcids. 
 
We took our final picnic by the beach, accompanied by a Hoopoe, and Sandwich Terns.  Then it was time to say 
“Hasta luego!” as we left everyone at the airport in plenty of time for their ongoing travel arrangements.
 
Simon and Niki massively enjoyed this epic mountain trip, in no small part due to the easy-going, friendly, 
humorous and endlessly enthusiastic gang we shared it with – thanks so much guys, we hope you loved it as 
much as we did, and we look forward to seeing you all again soon! 



Spanish Pyrenees and Plains in Winter 2019

Day 1 Day 2 Day 3 Day 4 Day 5 Day 6 Day 7

Seq. Species Scientific Name

1 Greylag Goose Anser anser ✔

2 Common Shelduck Tadorna tadorna 50+

3 Gadwall Anas strepera 4

4 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca ✔

5 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos ✔ 4 ✔

6 Northern Pintail Anas acuta 30+

7 Northern Shoveler Anas clypeata ✔ ✔

8 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula 2

9 Red-legged Partridge Alectoris rufa ✔ ✔

10 Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis 1 4

11 Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus 2

12 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo ✔ ✔ 1+ 5+ 10+ ✔

13 Eurasian Bittern Botaurus stellaris 1

14 Black-crowned Night Heron Nycticorax nycticorax ✔

15 Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis ✔

16 Little Egret Egretta garzetta 2+

17 Great Egret Egretta alba 2

18 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea 2+ 10+ 2 3



19 White Stork Ciconia ciconia 2+ 5+ 20+

20 Red Kite Milvus milvus 2 3+ 5+ 20+ 5+

21 Bearded Vulture Gypaetus barbatus 15+ 2

22 Griffon Vulture Gyps fulvus ✔ ✔ 62 ✔ ✔

23 Cinereous Vulture Aegypius monachus 2 2

24 Western Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus 4+ 10+ 2

25 Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus 1 3

26 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus 1 2 1 1 1

27 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo 2 2 c.15 1+ 1

28 Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos 4 2 2 2 1

29 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus ✔ ✔ ✔ 4+ 1 2

30 Merlin Falco columbarius 1

31 Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus 2 1 1

32 Water Rail Rallus aquaticus 1 1

33 Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus 2 1 5

34 Eurasian Coot Fulica atra ✔

35 Common Crane Grus grus 200+ 5,000+ 1,000+

36 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus 10+ 20+

37 Black-headed Gull Larus ridibundus ✔ ✔ ✔

38 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus ✔ ✔

39 Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis 30+ ✔ 4 ✔

40 Sandwich Tern Thalasseus sandvicensis ✔

41 Pin-tailed Sandgrouse Pterocles alchata 20+



42 Black-bellied Sandgrouse Pterocles orientalis 4 2

43 Rock Dove Columba livia ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

44 Stock Dove Columba oenas

45 Common Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus 25 5+ ✔ ✔ ✔

46 Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 1+ ✔

47 Monk Parakeet Myiopsitta monachus 2

48 Barn Owl Tyto alba 1

49 Little Owl Athene noctua 2

50 Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis 1

51 Hoopoe Upupa epops 3

52 Black Woodpecker Dryocopus martius 1

53 European Green WoodpeckerPicus viridis 1 1

54 Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos major 2 1 1

55 Lesser Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos minor

56 Dupont's Lark Chersophilus duponti 7 1

57 Calandra Lark Melanocorypha calandra ✔ ✔

58 Lesser Short-toed Lark Calandrella rufescens ✔ ✔

59 Crested Lark Galerida cristata ✔ ✔ 4

60 Thekla Lark Galerida theklae 20+

61 Woodlark Lullula arborea 2 1

62 Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis 2 1

63 Eurasian Crag Martin Ptyonoprogne rupestris 2 4 10+

64 Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis ✔ ✔ ✔



65 Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea 2 1

66 White Wagtail Motacilla alba 1 3 ✔ 2 6+

67 White-throated Dipper Cinclus cinclus 3

68 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes 1+ ✔ ✔

69 Dunnock Prunella modularis 1 ✔ ✔

70 Alpine Accentor Prunella collaris 1

71 European Robin Erithacus rubecula 2+ ✔ ✔ ✔

72 Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros 2 3 2 4 10+

73 European Stonechat Saxicola rubicola ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

74 Blue Rock Thrush Monticola solitarius 1

75 Common Blackbird Turdus merula 4+ 4+ 1+ ✔

76 Song Thrush Turdus philomelos 2 2

77 Redwing Turdus iliacus 1

78 Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus 2 1 4 1 4

79 Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti 1 5+

80 Zitting Cisticola Cisticola juncidis 1

81 Sardinian Warbler Sylvia melanocephala 1 1 2

82 Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla 1 ✔

83 Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita 1 1 ✔

84 Goldcrest Regulus regulus 2

85 Common Firecrest Regulus ignicapilla 1

86 Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus ✔ ✔ ✔

87 European Crested Tit Parus cristatus 1 2+ 5+



88 Coal Tit Parus ater ✔ ✔ 5+

89 Eurasian Blue Tit Parus caeruleus 1 ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

90 Great Tit Parus major 2 1 ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

91 Eurasian Nuthatch Sitta europaea 1

92 Wallcreeper Tichodroma muraria 2

93 Short-toed Treecreeper Certhia brachydactyla 1 2

94 Iberian Grey Shrike Lanius meridionalis 1

95 Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius 2 2 1

96 Common Magpie Pica pica ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

97 Alpine Chough Pyrrhocorax graculus ✔

98 Red-billed Chough Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax ✔

99 Carrion Crow Corvus corone ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

100 Western Jackdaw Corvus monedula ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

101 Northern Raven Corvus corax 2 4 10+ ✔ ✔ ✔ 2

102 Spotless Starling Sturnus unicolor ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ 2 ✔

103 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris ✔ 2+

104 House Sparrow Passer domesticus ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

105 Eurasian Tree Sparrow Passer montanus 20+ 1+

106 Rock Petronia Petronia petronia 10+

107 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔ ✔

108 Brambling Fringilla montifringilla 1+

109 European Serin Serinus serinus 2 ✔

110 European Greenfinch Carduelis chloris 1 2 ✔
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111 Citril Finch Serinus citrinella ✔

112 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis ✔ ✔ ✔ 10+ ✔ ✔

113 Common Linnet Carduelis cannabina 10+ 1,000+ ✔ ✔ 15+

114 Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra ✔

115 Cirl Bunting Emberiza cirlus 2 1 2+

116 Rock Bunting Emberiza cia 4

117 Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus ✔

118 Corn Bunting Emberiza calandra ✔ ✔ ✔

Mammals 

Red Fox (Vulpes vulpes)

Red Deer (Cervus elaphus)

Granada Hare (Lepus granatensis)

European Rabbit (Oryctolagus cuniculus)

Chamois (20) (Rupicapra rupicapra) 

Lepidoptera 

Large Tortoiseshell (Nymphalis polychloros)

Small White (Pieris rapae)

Red Admiral (Vanessa atalanta)

Wall Brown (Lasiommata megera)


Hummingbird Hawkmoth (Macroglossum stellatarum)
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