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Outline itinerary 

Day 1 Fly Porto and transfer Castelo Rodrigo 

Day 2/4 Côa Valley and surroundings 

Day 5/7 Serra da Estrela 

Day 8 Fly Porto to London 

 

 

 

Departs 

May 

Focus 

Birds, plants, butterflies. 

Grading 

Grade A/B. Easy/moderate day walks.  

Dates and Prices 

See website (tour code PRT10) or brochure 

Highlights 

 Cirl Bunting, Azure-winged Magpie, Hoopoe, 

Golden Oriole & Bee-eater, Côa Valley 

 Stay in two boutique hotels — swimming pools, 

stunning views & a spa among the facilities 

 Evening visit to view Europe’s largest collection 

of Paleolithic rock engravings, Côa Valley 

 A range of endemic flora 
From top to bottom: Egyptian Vulture, Rock Art and 

a view in Serra da Estrela 
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Introduction 

This is an 8-day holiday in search of the birds and other natural history in the steppes and valleys 

of north-eastern Portugal and the mountain habitats in the Serra da Estrela Natural Park. It offers a 

combination of some of Portugal’s finest and most contrasting habitats, from the open sun-

drenched steppes and impressive river gorges in the Côa Valley to the the rugged and wild Faia 

Brava reserve, combined with the imposing peaks and glacial valleys of the Serra da Estrela. We will 

explore these exciting and wild habitats during the course of this two-centre, week-long holiday, 

focusing particularly on the birdlife of the region, but also enjoying the abundant and unusual flora 

of both the plains and mountains, as well as any butterflies and mammals we encounter during the 

week.  

 

Itinerary 

Please note that the itinerary below offers our planned programme of excursions.  However, adverse 

weather & 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.   

Day 1  Depart London & explore Castelo Rodrigo 

We depart London Gatwick this morning on our scheduled flight to Porto. On arrival we will drive 

north-east for around three hours to Castelo Rodrigo and our base for the first 3 nights. We will 

drive through open country before enjoying views of distant peaks and enjoying the rich farmland, 

broken by olive groves and the Cork Oak woodland. As we approach Castelo Rodrigo we may see 

flocks of Azure-winged Magpies noisily feeding whilst numerous raptors hunt overhead and 

Southern Grey Shrikes are regularly seen on roadside posts and wires. 

 

Castelo Rodrigo is a picturesque, quaint, hill top town steeped in history and located in a 

wonderfully rural part of north-eastern Portugal. With stunning views out across the plains to the 

nearby Spanish border and the wide Duoro river valley, a walk around the narrow streets of this 

special town will be an ideal appetizer to the week ahead. We will stay within its walls at the special 

guesthouse Casa Cisterna, owned and cherished by Ana and António. This base ticks all the boxes 

and with Ana and António both biologists and having a leading role in protecting and enhancing 

the wild areas of their region, they make the ideal hosts.  

 

The Castelo (castle) from which the town gains its name dates from the early 15th century and stands 

at the highest point of the town. It is fascinating to ramble around. This castle found itself in a key 

position in the battle of territory between Spain and Portugal around 1760 and after being severely 

damaged the ruins were abandoned with a new town, Figuiera de Castelo Rodrigo, founded a few 

kilometers below the hill.  With this new, much larger town below, Castelo Rodrigo has regained a 

certain charm and character from centuries ago. 
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Whist the town is fascinating on a cultural and historical front, a walk around the narrow streets 

and the surrounding slopes outside the perimeter walls may produce numerous birds. Rock 

Sparrows and Blue-rock Thrush frequent the rocky outcrops whilst Cirl Buntings, Hoopoe and Black 

Redstarts may be encountered just outside the perimeter walls. 

 

Following our journey and after settling into our rooms, we should have time before dinner to 

venture out and explore the surrounding area. 

 

Day 2 Steppes & Valleys 

After an early breakfast we will leave the town and travel across the gently undulating plains and 

farmland towards the valley of the river Douro. Whilst crossing this rural landscape we shall enjoy 

anything we may come across before undertaking a walk in a sheltered river valley very close to the 

Douro itself. Many birds and butterflies can be seen here and may include Golden Oriole, Hoopoe 

and Sardinian Warbler whilst overhead we may see raptors in the form of Booted and Short-toed 

Eagles. 

 

Following a walk here we shall have our picnic lunch before travelling back towards the hotel to 

explore an area of steppe and river gorge not far from the hotel in the late afternoon and early 

evening. We shall take short walks from the vehicle to hopefully encounter some of the star species 

which may include Montagu’s Harrier and Black-shouldered Kite whilst Corn Buntings are still very 

common and Crested Larks fly up from the roadsides. 

 

Following a varied day in the field enjoying various different habitats we shall return to the hotel 

for dinner. This evening we shall have the option for a very special outing with Ana to see the rock 

art of the Côa Valley. This area is world famous as one of the best areas to see these rock engravings 

which were carved by the nomadic hunter gatherers in the Paleolithic period some 20,000 years 

ago! To see these ancient engravings is both interesting and thought-provoking by day but to see 

them by night brings added atmosphere and intrigue. Our host Ana will take us to this special site 

and explain about the engravings that are so special that they make the area a fully protected 

UNESCO world heritage site. 

Day 3  Faia Brava Reserve 

This morning we shall rise early and travel to the reserve of Faia Brava. With special permission we 

shall explore this area that is part of the Rewilding Europe project in Portugal and an important 

area of conservation.  This area is most important for its breeding raptors and a special feeding 

programme has been set up here specifically to benefit the Egyptian Vulture. This species has been 

in real decline across much of its traditional European breeding range. 

 

With luck we will enjoy excellent views of this special species. Griffon Vultures will also be in 

evidence and as we explore this area on foot other raptors may also be seen such as Golden Eagle 

and Bonelli’s Eagle (which both breed here) while Booted Eagle is also possible. 
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Other birds breeding here in the scrub and vegetation include Sardinian and Subalpine Warblers 

whilst Thekla Lark is also possible. The wild area is also rich in mammal species and although very 

difficult to see, Genet, Wild Cat, Otter and even Wolf have been seen in the park. 

 

Following lunch, we shall carry on exploring the area on foot before returning towards the hotel. 

Time permitting we shall further drive around the area surrounding the town and once again make 

the most of the late afternoon and evening to try and see species we may not have previously seen 

in the area.   

Day 4 Castelo Rodrigo – Serra da Estrala 

Today it is time to leave Castelo Rodrigo and travel south towards the mountains of the Serra da 

Estrela. If we haven’t had the chance previously we will take some time this morning to have a walk 

around the town to enjoy the views, castle and tucked away corners. After saying farewell to our 

hosts we shall travel around 2 hours and time permitting have a brief look at another of the regions 

special towns, Almeida. This town is surrounded by impressive walls and a dry moat and to access 

this castle fortress we must cross the moat via two tunnel gates. Just a drive in and out of the town 

is worth the trip! 

 

On the journey south we again cross some excellent habitat and will stop should any exciting birds 

be encountered. We will soon be climbing high into the mountains before arriving at our base for 

the next 4 nights. This hotel is a real contrast to our previous base being a boutique-style hotel that 

boasts a fine view towards the mountains and serves some of the finest food in the region and is 

again a perfect location to explore the area. A more modern hotel it has again been created and 

designed with a real passion. We shall be high in the mountains with easy access to the surrounding 

habitats and walks. There is also a small spa in the hotel which may interest you if you want some 

time off from the wildlife exploration! 

 

Depending on what time we arrive we may be able to walk from the hotel before enjoying dinner 

and again going through the daily checklist. 

Days 5-7 Serra da Estrela Mountains  

The Serra da Estrela natural park is the highest mountain range in Portugal and rises to just under 

2,000 metres. This stunning alpine environment creates a habitat for many specialist species that 

we shall hope to find.  The mountain range is a short one, rising dramatically and featuring some 

fascinating geological activity with clear and obvious glacial valleys and natural lakes. It is a 

geologist’s paradise with many of the features very obvious and easy to see.  

 

There are three distinct levels to the Serra da Estrela and each will be explored over 3 full days here.  

In the forested valley below our hotel we will search for Honey Buzzard, Goshawk, Western Bonelli’s 
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Warbler, Firecrest, Pied Flycatcher, Crested 

Tit, and Crossbill while moving higher we 

come to juniper-covered slopes and lovely 

mountain lakes with signs of more 

specialist alpine flora and fauna. Higher 

still the vegetation becomes sparser and 

we are able to look down the glacial 

valleys and enjoy the spectacular views 

whist searching for the special alpine 

flowers.  

 

Above the tree-line, we can hope for 

breeding Crag Martins, Rock and Ortolan Buntings, whilst higher still we will look for Black Redstarts 

and Rock Thrushes. It is at the higher altitudes that the really special plants and flowers may be 

found. By spending most of our time on this part of the holiday exploring on foot, by means of 

mountain walks, we can hope to see a wide range of wildlife focussing more on the excellent flora 

and attendant butterfly- and insect-life of this fascinating area. Everything we come across will be 

enjoyed and the mountain springs and pools also hold the impressive Marbled Newt which will be 

another treat should we be lucky enough to find one!  

 

Each day we will take a delicious picnic lunch with us and spend all day in the mountains, exploring 

them at gentle pace and enjoying all forms of its natural history.  

Day 8 Fly London 

Returning to Porto late morning and board our return flight to London Gatwick. 

 

Tour Grading 

Grade A/B. During our stay in the Côa Valley, we will be following the format of a traditional birding 

tour, with no strenuous walking involved, although we will be making a few early starts! During the 

latter part of the holiday, in the Serra da Estrela, we will be spending more time botanising and bird 

watching on foot, taking a number of easy/moderate day, or half day, walks.  

Food & Accommodation included in the price 

All food and accommodation is included in the price of this holiday with just alcoholic drinks and 

personal items being extra. We will be staying in excellent family-run establishments. All rooms in 

both hotels having private facilities and a swimming pool. Our Estrela hotel is also blessed with an 

award-winning restaurant which we are sure to enjoy!  

 

Serra da Estrela 
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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 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/
http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/

