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Outline itinerary 

Day 1 Fly Bari and transfer to Otranto 

Day 2-3 Birdwatching and botanical walks in the 

Salento 

Day 4 Transfer to our hotel near Crispiano 

Day 5-7 Natural history walks in Le Murge 

Day 8 Transfer to Bari and fly London 

 

Departs 

Mid April 

Focus 

Plants, birds, butterflies, reptiles and a little local 

history and culture 

Grading 

Day walks only. Grade A.  

Dates and Prices 

See website or brochure for details 

Highlights 

• Explore a little-known area of Italy 

• A wealth of orchids and other flowers 

• Italy’s largest colony of Lesser Kestrel 

• Visit ‘sassi’ of Matera and ‘trulli’ 

 

 

Wildflowers near Otranto 

Matera  

Apulian Bee Orchid 
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N.B.  Please note that the itinerary below offers our planned programme of excursions.  However, 

adverse weather and other local considerations can necessitate some re-ordering of the programme 

during the course of the tour, though this will always be done to maximise best use of the time and 

weather conditions available.  

 

Introduction 
 

Southern Puglia, the ‘stiletto heel’ of Italy’s peninsula, is known for its bright sun, turquoise seas, olive trees 

and the curious conical-roofed trulli. It also has a profusion of spring flowers, including a wealth of orchids. 

The limestone rock gives rise to dramatic scenery with many karstic phenomena, including deep gorges 

(gravine), caves and dolines. The Gravina di Laterza is known as Italy’s Grand Canyon, while the ‘sassi di 

Matera’, just over the boundary into Basilicata, are thought to be the oldest continuously inhabited cave 

dwellings in the world. 

 

On this two-centre holiday we will explore this fascinating area, first the Salento which forms the tip of the 

Peninsula, then Le Murge which are the plateaux of the north of the region. The Salento offers some of 

Italy’s most beautiful coastline, increasingly popular in summer months but still quiet in springtime when 

the coastal maquis is in bloom and migrant birds are returning. Otranto is a beautiful, fortified, sea-front 

town, a few kilometres from our first hotel. Our second hotel, in the midst of carpets of flowers, provides a 

base from which to explore the gorges of Laterza and Matera, full of natural history and historical interest. 

On this week-long holiday we will enjoy walks of two to ten kilometres, with plenty of time to stop and 

enjoy our surroundings. 

 

Day 1             London – Bari 
 

We depart from London Gatwick for the short flight to Bari, where we transfer to our privately hired 

minibus(es) for the journey to Otranto; this takes about 3½ hours. Our hotel is a Masseria (a converted 

farm) set amongst fields and olive groves, with views across to the Adriatic Sea. We’ll settle in and enjoy 

the first of our delicious dinners together. 

 

Day 2            Capo D’Otranto; Le Cesine  

Today we will explore the area round the Capo d’Otranto which is Italy’s easternmost headland, closer to 

Albania and Corfu than Naples. It is a point where migrating birds often make landfall while others, 

especially raptors, may be sighted as they continue their flight along the coast to central Europe. We will 

start today with a walk to the lighthouse at Capo d’Otranto; the path drops steeply but the sheltered slopes 

are good for butterflies such as Italian Marbled White, while Italian Wall Lizards bask on sunny rocks. Plants 

here include the endemic Figwort Scrophularia lucidum. Just north of the headland, we will take a circular 

walk through coastal maquis and scrub, a small valley and an area of woodland. The maquis will be bright 

with Spiny Broom (Callicotome spinosa), pink and white Cistus species and Jerusalem Sage (Phlomis 

fruticosa). We will look for spikes of the bellflower Asyneuma limonifolium, while orchids are likely to 

include Pyramidal and Bug (Anacamptis pyramidalis and A. coriophora). 
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We will then drive north, skirting Otranto, to Le Cesine, a WWF Oasis site for overwintering wildfowl. Here 

we will walk along the northern edge of the lakes, down to the shore. We will look for migrating harriers 

and other raptors feeding over the wetland, a rare habitat in southern Italy. Kentish Plovers and Little Terns 

nest on the shore. Orchids grow in the dune slacks, including Ophrys fuciflora subsp. apulica and O. 

fuciflora subsp. candica, Bumblebee Orchid (Ophrys bombyliflora), Sawfly Orchid (Ophrys tenthredinifera), 

Lax-flowered Orchid (Anacamptis laxiflora) and many other species. We will probably visit the nearby 

coastal village of San Cataldo, before retracing our route to the hotel. 

Day 3              The Ionian coast and Otranto 

This morning we will make another stop at the Capo d’Otranto. The Capo, according to Geographers, is 

where the Adriatic meets the Ionian Sea; others say the seas meet at the southernmost tip of the peninsula. 

We then drive over to the west coast of Salento, which is definitely on the Ionian Sea. Here we will explore 

an area of salt marsh and coastal heath, the Palude di Capitane. This Regional Nature Park has several 

dolines, collapsed caves, which are now marshy areas or small lakes. This area is also known for its orchids 

and often has fine displays of Serapias, as well as an interesting range of salt marsh and coastal species 

such as Silene colorata, Sea Aster (Aster tripolium) and Sea Heath (Frankenia laevis). The coast is also home 

to the rare endemic Alison Aurinia leucadum. 

We will also drive a little further down the coast, to visit one of the coastal defence towers, part of a series 

round the Salento coast built by Emperor Charles V, or his Spanish Viceroy, in the sixteenth century to 

protect the area from invasion. Set on an elevated point (about 50 metres above the sea!), it offers great 

views along the coast. 

We will finish the day with some time in Otranto to explore this historic town, its cathedral with a twelfth 

century mosaic, its castle and port, or maybe to enjoy a drink in a seaside bar. 

 

Day 4           Transfer to Crispiano 
 

Today we say farewell to the Salento, to move north to our second base. Our hotel, the Parco delle Querce, 

lies in the rolling hills of Le Murge, the limestone plateaux that characterise the area. Situated several 

kilometres from the small town of Crispiano, its extensive grounds encompass acres of deciduous 

woodland and grassland where flowers, especially orchids, abound. The hotel dining room has been 

created from a series of conjoined trulli, the circular, conical-topped buildings characteristic of the area. 

 

We hope to arrive at the hotel by lunchtime, and will spend the afternoon exploring the grounds. Orchids 

here include Pink Butterfly (Anacamptis papillionacea), Naked Man (Orchis italica), Beaked Ophrys (Ophrys 

fuciflora subsp. oxyrrhyncos), Ophrys fuciflora subsp. parvimaculata and Bertoloni’s Bee Orchid (Ophrys 

bertolonii) and, no doubt, many hybrids. Birds include Golden Orioles, Hoopoes and Sardinian Warblers. 

There may even be the opportunity for a dip in the hotel pool! 

 

 

Day 5                 Matera 



The Apennines: Italy's Abruzzo National Park Tour Itinerary 

 

 

© Naturetrek   November 16 3 
 

 

Today we will visit Matera, just over the border into Basilicata. A UNESCO World Heritage site and the 

European Capital of Culture 2019, Matera is best known for its sassi (literally meaning ‘stones’). These are 

the houses and churches cut into the limestone rock; some very ancient. About a 1½ -hour drive from the 

hotel will bring us to the Parco Murgia Materana, the rocky plain above the city, separated from it by a 

deep gorge. From here we will look over to the areas of sassi on the cliffs opposite. Italy’s largest colony of 

Lesser Kestrels may be found here, along with other raptors such as Red and Black Kites, plus Calandra Lark 

and Blue Rock Thrush. The pseudosteppe grassland is characterised by the endemic Feather Grass Stipa 

austroitalica, along with other plants of dry habitats such as Silver Sage (Salvia argentea), Pale Golden-

drops (Onosma echioides) and the endemic Rock-rose Helianthemum jonium. We will spend time 

exploring this area, visiting the remains of a Neolithic village and the small visitor centre. 

 

We will then drive down to the town of Matera, where we will have time to visit the sassi area, to visit some 

of the ancient rock-cut dwellings and churches (entrance charges may apply), and to enjoy the atmosphere 

of this city.  

 

Day 6               Gravine di Laterza 
 

Today we will visit another gorge, this one a reserve run by LIPU, the Italian equivalent of our RSPB. A 

journey of a little over an hour, retracing our route towards Matera, will bring us to the visitor centre on the 

outskirts of the town of Laterza, where we will meet our guide. We will walk the path along the top of the 

canyon, through woodlands of Holm Oak (Quercus ilex), Macedonian Oak (Quercus trojana), maquis and 

pasture, while to our side, the ravine plunges steeply down. The gravina is home to Egyptian Vulture, 

Lanner Falcon, Short-toed Eagle, Lesser Kestrel and Eagle-Owl amongst other raptors, while Black-eared 

Wheatear, Dartford and Eastern Subalpine Warblers are amongst the passerines. Peonies (Paeonia mascula) 

flower in the woods and orchids abound in the open scrub. 

 

We will picnic along the route, before retracing our steps. We may also descend part way into the gorge, 

where there is another cave-church. 

 

Day 7          Bosco delle Pianelle; Cisternino 
 

Today we visit a more local site: the Bosco delle Pianelle, which is a large dolina (collapsed cavern) and a 

local nature reserve. It comprises a significant area of woodland with Holm Oak (Quercus ilex) 

predominating on the borders, giving way to deciduous species such as Hop Hornbeam (Ostrya 

carpinifolia) and Manna Ash (Fraxinus ornus) where it is more humid nearer the bottom. A series of roads 

and paths wind through the reserve and we will follow a circular route, keeping our eyes and ears open for 

the woodland species to be found here. Sparrowhawk and Buzzard breed in the woods; Spring Cyclamen 

(Cyclamen repandum), Helleborines and Bird’s-nest Orchid (Neottia nidus-avis) can be found on the 

woodland floor. We will also visit the Trullo Grande which stands in a clearing near the wood edge; once 

used during the ‘transhumanza’, it is still in quite good condition. 
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After our picnic, we will drive north-east, taking minor roads through the Valle d’Itria, the main region for 

these characteristic conical-roofed trulli. Our destination is Cisternino, one of the hilltop ‘white towns’ of 

Puglia. Less touristy than Alberobello or Locorotondo, this charming town has many features of 

architectural and historic interest. We will have time to look round and maybe enjoy a drink or a genuine 

gelato, before we return to the hotel.  

 

Day 8                 Fly London 
 

Today we must leave the delights of Puglia, as we head back to Bari for our flight home. 

 

Tour grading 
 

On this tour we will be based at two different hotels. We will explore this beautiful region and enjoy its 

natural history, by means of walks of between two and ten kilometres in length. Our pace will be gentle 

and we will frequently pause to take a closer look at the plants, butterflies and birds. We may have the 

support of two minibuses (depending on group size) to allow maximum flexibility, and provide options to 

each day's programme. 

 

The tour is graded A. However, while most of the walks are relatively short, the terrain is rocky and the 

paths in the gorges (and steps in Matera) can be steep and potentially slippery if wet. All walks are 

optional. 

 

Weather 
 

We have chosen mid April as being the prime time for flowering plants, butterflies and birds in this region. 

Spring weather in the Mediterranean can be quite variable. Whilst we can expect mostly clear, sunny and 

hot (c 75ºF or 23ºC) weather, often with little shade, we should also be prepared for some wet, cloudy and 

cool weather, so bring a range of clothing! 

 

Food and accommodation 
 

All food and accommodation is included in the price of this holiday, except those taken in transit, starting 

with dinner on Day 1 and ending with breakfast on Day 8. 

 

How to book your place! 
 

In order to book your place on this holiday, please give us a call on 01962 733051 with a credit or debit 

card, book online at www.naturetrek.co.uk, or alternatively complete and post the booking form at the 

back of our main Naturetrek brochure, together with a deposit of 20% of the holiday cost plus any room 

supplements if required. If you do not have a copy of the brochure, please call us on 01962 733051 or 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
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request one via our website. Please stipulate any special requirements, for example extension requests or 

connecting/regional flights, at the time of booking. 

 

Receive our e-newsletter 
 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new 

dates, tour reports and special offers.  Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/

