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Tour Leaders:    Andy Harding (Naturetrek) 
Tino Garcia (Local Guide) 

 
Participants:    Adrian George 
     Pat George 
     David Parish 
     Catherine Patrick 

Day 1  Thursday 20th September 

For some reason everybody arrived at Stansted much earlier than necessary. The check-in, surprisingly, was open 
so nobody hung around to meet the other members of the group. However, we met up without effort in the 
departure lounge and were able to sit together on the flight out. A slightly late take-off did not stop us arriving 
early in Santander. The hire minibus was swiftly secured at an otherwise deserted Europcar, in contrast to the 
ravening horde at the Hertz desk! Despite doing an unnecessary circuit of the airport car-park, we made good 
time and arrived in day light to find Tino and Rosa still watering the lawn at Las Casas Rurales. Individual 
accommodation was swiftly organised and we unpacked to wait dinner. Tino and Rosa live about a mile away 
and they bring a large heatproof container about the size of a fridge with all the hot courses in it. After we 
finished a super meal, washed down with a decent Rioja (with a similar pattern every night) the dirty dishes are 
stacked for Rosa to deal with when we go out birding the next day. Tino’s plan for a six o’clock start everyday is 
quickly ruled out, but we agree to one or two of these during the week to try to see Bear and Wolf just after 
dawn. However tomorrow it will be an eight o’clock start  

Day 2  Friday 21st September 

The agreed late start of 8am allowed most of the group to sleep more soundly in their beds, but after the tiring 
journey of yesterday, it was still something of a challenge! However we set off on time in Tino’s sizeable 4x4. We 
climbed high into the forest and our first stop saw us take a delightful circular walk. Our first surprise was the 
large number of Mistle Thrushes, which, in the UK, we generally associate with open parkland. Our second was 
the regularity with which we saw Pied Flycatcher; some of these were moulting adult males, with no black on 
their heads, so we presumed all were local birds. A Firecrest, 2 Crested Tits and 2 Short-toed Treecreepers were 
the highlight in terms of scarcity, but over the day the huge number of Nuthatches astonished us. The highest 
part of our journey saw lots of Stonechats and a few Dartford Warblers in the comparatively open areas. 
 
We took our super picnic lunch at a ‘refugio’ which afforded us a table and rough benches, in a simply beautiful 
spot. Subsequently an uphill walk proved more troublesome than it would have done before lunch: more 
frustrating we heard several times, but never saw, the Black Woodpecker we were seeking. 
 
Our final significant stop yielded a Red Kite, 2 Booted Eagles and a Black Redstart, and just as we were about to 
pull into a small village a Rock Bunting gave itself up superbly in contrast to a few ‘possibles’ earlier in the day. 
A surprising number of splendid butterflies enhanced this late September day, while just a metre outside our 
accommodation a single ‘autumn crocus’ reminded us of hundreds of these gorgeous flowers seen during the 
day. And … five minutes after we returned ‘home’ after a glorious sunny day … the heavens opened. 
Dinner was green beans followed by stewed oxtail with carrots – muy rico. 
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Day 3  Saturday 22nd September 

After a very early start, we moved into 4-wheel drive mode in total darkness into normally inaccessible parts of 
the ‘Natural Park’ in search of Brown Bear. It was a very exhilarating journey and when we finally drew to a stop 
we had to wait a while, in silence, for it to be just light enough to follow one another. The roars of Red Deer 
stags echoed around us, as we made our way along cliff ledges to a point overlooking a valley – which we never 
saw. Poor viewing due to mist became even more impossible. What caused the stampede of horses we shall 
never know!  
 
We gave up at 0930, made our way back to the Land Rover and then to lower ground. The river and fields 
around Ventanilla provided super views of Dippers, Grey and White Wagtails and two male Black Redstarts 
competing in the singing stakes. We then moved up a nearby valley, where we eventually took lunch in a 
‘refugio’: Choughs flew overhead. Mistle Thrushes still abounded, but were out numbered by Jays. There were 
good views to be had of Rock Bunting and there was no mist. 
 
A chance sighting of 2 White Storks near Vado, led to us eventually walking the track into the hills: this was 
rewarded by 2 immature and an adult Booted Eagle, which occasionally jousted with both Buzzards and Ravens, 
while c.50 Griffons patrolled overhead. A young Red Backed Shrike and several Whinchats and another family 
party of Woodlarks provided excellent passerine entertainment. A few kilometres later a Woodchat was seen 
from the Land Rover. We enjoyed this … not least Tino, who had not seen one locally for over two years. A 
Southern Grey Shrike also appeared here, making of a full house of the area’s Shrikes in just 30 minutes. 
 
The group enjoyed a large bowl of olives, with a glass or three before the dinner arrived, and it was worth 
waiting for: macaroni and chorizo for starters, followed by Hake and Clams – superb, with one of Rosa’s 
coconut loaves to follow. 

Day 4  Sunday 23rd September 

A later start today, at 8am – and today’s zone of activity was the hills and huge outcrops south of Cordovilla. 
Since it was Sunday, woods and other hunting grounds were to be avoided. We set off up a valley near Goma, 
with Cirl Buntings in obvious attendance, including a couple of songsters. Two Blue Rock Thrushes could be 
seen on the huge outcrops on either side as we moved up the valley. Rock Buntings were even more in evidence, 
and that applied to most of the next couple of hours. Choughs flapped and called overhead in different sized 
flocks.  
 
We then moved to a different area and valley close to Becerill de Carpo. Before we entered the valley proper we 
watched a whole host of Griffon Vultures waiting for sufficient heat to produce the necessary thermals, and 
more importantly, two Golden Eagles surveying their territory. After a good period enjoying these super birds 
we eventually moved up the valley with Rock Bunting, Woodlarks and Black Redstarts as our companions. Two 
Praying Mantis provided something of a diversion as did some amazing rock formations. An adult Tawny Pipit 
and Peregrine were the only significant new birds as we made use of the four-wheel drive on the high tops.  
 
We took a very late lunch near the fantastic church at Rebolledo de Torres, and explored the church and its 
environs afterwards. We then meandered back to Aguilar de Campoo, but the birding offered little new except a 
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rather gruesome vulture feeding station with 50+ Griffons and a Little Owl as a road casualty. We then spent a 
while in the colonnaded centre of Aguilar, became too bound up in a funeral service in the amazing church (they 
do have funerals on Sundays in Spain) before returning for a fabulous dinner – a multi-vegetable stew, with lots 
of veg and little stew! Followed by Spanish Black Pudding and croquets of Chicken breast … and then to bed! 

Day 5 Monday 24th September 

Today was a fairly long haul to the south, but an 8am start was acceptable. We drove about 70km, seeing a few 
Buzzards and Crows, before Tino indicated we should give more attention to the birds. Between Becerill de 
Campoo and Fuentes de Nova we found two Rock Sparrows in a most unlikely spot, then a few Yellow-type 
Wagtails, lots of Corn Buntings and then some Great Bustards, which eventually totalled 16 on one side and 17 
on the other side of the road – fantastic birds, and the main reason for our journey south! The Bustards gradually 
walked away enabling us to move on with good conscience to Laguna de Nova. This reserve immediately 
produced two Black Storks, with which Tino was so pleased, and two juvenile Great Bustards flying over. We 
then went to the reserve centre, accompanying the ringers on the late morning trapping round, saw the operation 
of the Heligoland trap and watched the processing of fifteen birds back at HQ. 
 
Willow Warblers were fine, Pied Flycatchers were interesting, Tree Sparrow a surprise, Great Reed Warbler 
another surprise by its very size, a Cetti’s Warbler because we were not expecting it and then a fabulous 
Bluethroat….Red-spotted and very blue for the time of year. The mass of information and help from the staff 
there was hugely appreciated. We hope their four MP3 players with Aquatic Warbler song proved successful in 
the following few weeks. 
 
After lunch at Capilla – the usual delicious picnic – Laguna de Boada produced a few ‘wading’ type species as 
well as c.1000 Mallard! Two Spoonbills, 300 Black-tailed Godwits, 6 Greenshanks, some Redshanks and Ruff, 8 
Ringed Plovers and 2 Dunlins provided our wader sightings for the trip. Two Hobbies hawked overhead and a 
modest selection of ducks were identified. Thence to home, and wine, beer, chick pea soup, roast lamb and a 
mixed spice pudding! 

Day 6 Tuesday 25th September 

Although a very early start provides the best chance to see wolf or bear, we left somewhat later to revisit the site 
we had climbed to in the darkness a few days previously. No mist today and the views were spectacular.  We 
could see the Red Deer stags and not just their roars echoing all around us. Most of the views were distant, but 
two different stags came amazingly close as we sat silently perched on our watchpoint. Two Alpine Choughs 
playing on a nearby cliff, a few ‘ordinary’ Choughs and a couple of Ravens provided some ornithological 
diversion. However, the main event happened once a few gunshots were heard. Trophy hunters are allowed, at a 
huge price, and accompanied by Rangers, to shoot one stag at this time of year. They take the head for their wall, 
the state gets the money, and the vultures get the rest of the deer: the vultures have learned this. Around 200 
were watching over the area where the shots were heard, by the time we left.  
 
We then tried to access the mountains from a track near Santibanez de Resoba, but were stopped by ‘Guardians 
of Nature’ with a successful hunter. Hunting and watching nature clearly do not mix, so we diverted to another 
high peak, four wheel drive route from Resoba itself.  
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Lunch was taken at a spectacular height, as usual, at a ‘refugio’ and most delicious it was; the sheep’s cheese 
being enlivened by membrillo, or quince jelly. A long walk subsequently produced a pair of Golden Eagles plus 
one of their youngsters. The male put on a spectacular display of territorial protection for about 15 minutes. On 
the other side of the track two apparently equally matched stags challenged and clashed without resolution. On 
the way home we took a drink in a hostelry in Cervera de Pisuerga before returning for dinner of ensalada mixta, 
cod and Spanish omelette, with a pudding of which the name I cannot remember, but which was also much 
enjoyed. Roll on the fried pork slices for breakfast …. 

Day 7 Wednesday 26th September 

A prompt start at 8am saw us heading to the north to a new area of extraordinary rock formations (we had seen 
them in the distance). The birding started well with 2 Green Woodpeckers of the distinctive Spanish race almost 
immediately. However, when we had climbed part of the way it became clear that the northern slopes of the 
Palentine range was getting a soaking with a driving wind. So we changed plans and spent most of the day 
between Barruelo and Banosera: and though still at altitude, we saw nothing more them some occasional fine 
drizzle.  
 
We walked on a great deal here and worked hard for our birds: our best yet views of Crested Tit, Marsh Tit and 
Short-Toed Treecreeper were perhaps scant reward. A Broom Hare was a good addition to the mammal list. 
After a late lunch under some large oaks we headed for Aguilar Reservoir, which we eventually viewed from 
both sides. While we added few species to the list, the best bird here was undoubtedly Osprey, which is 
something of a real rarity in northern Spain. In this area we twice came across two pairs of large dogs (breed 
unknown) which guard large and well-scattered herds of cattle, without human companions. Fortunately, there 
were no close encounters. We returned to ‘Las Casas Rurales’ a little earlier than on most days, to make plans for 
the final and, sadly, return day to England. 
 
Fortunately, dinner happens in the intervening period, and it was worth waiting for: Prawns, mushrooms and 
green beans held together in an eggy mixture was superb, the chicken de la casa (from Tino’s flock) with red 
peppers was the climax. The only problem was to do this justice left little room for the aniseed bread pudding. 

Day 8 Thursday 27th September 

The group was allowed to lie-in before the planned long walk around the village and surrounding fields – except 
it was raining. However, it was clearly sunny in the hills to the South, so we drove there and spent a couple of 
hours in the labyrinth of giant limestone chunks left as a result of the erosion of the softer rock surrounding it. 
The rain did sometimes move over us, but the fine drizzle was not really a problem. A few Woodlarks and Black 
Redstarts were the only passerines we saw at that altitude.  
 
Then we returned to Cordovilla to make lunch and do the final packing. We set off in the minibus for Santander, 
leaving plenty of time to deal with most possible problems, none of which fortunately materialised. The flight 
back was almost as punctual as the flight out, but a taxiing problem caused us some delay in getting to baggage 
reclaim and reluctant goodbyes.  
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Species Lists 

Birds 
      September 
  Common name Scientific name 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 
1 Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis   3           
2 Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus         2 x   
3 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo           15   
4 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea   x   15+   12+ x 
5 Black Stork Ciconia nigra       2       
6 Eurasian White Stork  Ciconia ciconia   2   12+       
7 Eurasian Spoonbill Platalea leucorodia       2       
8 Shelduck Tadorna tadorna       3       
9 Gadwall Anas strepera       4       

10 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos     x 1000 x x   
11 Northern Shoveler Anas clypeata       5       
12 Osprey Pandion haliaetus           1   
13 Red Kite Milvus milvus x x           
14 Eurasian Griffon Gyps fulvus 10 50 50|+ x 200 x x 
15 Eurasian Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus       10+       
16 Montagu's Harrier Circus pygargus       1       
17 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus 1   3+   1     
18 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo x x x x x x x 
19 Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos     2   3     
20 Booted Eagle Aquila pennatus 2 3           
21 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus x x x x   x x 
22 Hobby Falco subbuteo       2       
23 Peregrine Falcon Falco peregrinus     1         
24 Water Rail Rallus aquaticus       2h       
25 Common Coot Fulica atra   1           
26 Great Bustard Otis tarda       44       
27 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus       12+       
28 Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula       9       
29 Black-tailed Godwit Limosa limosa       20+       
30 Common Redshank  Tringa totanus       3   2   
31 Common Greenshank Tringa nebularia       3       
32 Ruff Philomachus pugnax       6       
33 Dunlin Calidris alpina       2       
34 Yellow-legged Gull  Larus cachinnans       1   10   
35 Black-headed Gull Larus ridibundus           12   
36 Feral Pigeon Columba 'feral'     x   x x   
37 Common Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus     x   x x x 
38 Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto x x x x x x x 
39 Little Owl Athene noctua     1d         
40 Green Woodpecker Picus viridis sharpei           2   
41 Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos major x x       x xx 
42 Black Woodpecker Dryocopus martius h             
43 Kingfisher Alcedo atthis   x           
44 Crested Lark Alerida cristata       x x x   
45 Wood Lark Lullula arborea 7 7 2   9   4 
46 Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica   x x x     x 
47 Eurasian Crag Martin Ptyonoprogne rupestris   6     5+     
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      September 
  Common name Scientific name 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 

48 Northern House Martin Delichon urbicum   50+       25   
49 Tawny Pipit Anthus campestris     1         
50 White Wagtail Motacilla alba   x x x   x x 
51 Flava'Wagtail Motacilla flava       10+   1   
52 Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea   2+ 1         
53 White-throated Dipper Cinclus cinclus   3 1         
54 Northern Wren Troglodytes troglodytes   x     x x   
55 Dunnock Prunella modularis           2   
56 Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus 30+ 4+       12   
57 Common Blackbird Turdus merula x x x x x x x 
58 Blue Rock-thrush Monticola solitarius   1 2         
59 Bluethroat Erithacus svecicus       1       
60 European Robin Erithacus rubecula x x x x x x x 
61 Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros x 3+ 10+ x x x x 
62 Whinchat Saxicola rubetra   4   2 2     
63 Common Stonechat Saxicola torquatus 10 12 x x   x x 
64 Northern Wheatear Oenanthe oenanthe   1   12 1     
65 Spotted Flycatcher Muscicapa striata 1         1   
66 European Pied Flycatcher Ficedula hypoleuca 12 1   6       
67 Zitting Cisticola Cisticola juncidis       4       
68 Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti     h 1       
69 Eurasian Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus       2       
70 Great Reed Warbler Acrocephalus arundinaceus       1       
71 Melodious Warbler Hippolais polyglotta       1       
72 Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita 1         1   
73 Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus     1 3       
74 Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla 2 3   1   1 x 
75 Garden Warbler  Sylvia borin   1           
76 Dartford Warbler Sylvia undata 3             
77 Firecrest Regulus ignicapilla 1             
78 Marsh Tit Poecile palustris 1 h     h 2   
79 Coal Tit Periparus ater x         x   
80 Crested Tit Lophophanes cristatus 2       h 5   
81 Great Tit Parus major x x x   x x   
82 Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus x   x   x x x 
83 Eurasian Nuthatch Sitta europaea 30+ x     x x   
84 Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus 12 h       x   
85 Short-toed Treecreeper  Certhia brachydactyla 2         2   
86 Red-backed Shrike  Lanius collurio   1           
87 Southern Grey Shrike Lanius meridionalis   1           
88 Woodchat Shrike  Lanius senator   1           
89 Eurasian Jay  Garrulus glandarius x x x   x x   
90 Eurasian Magpie Pica pica x x x x x x x 
91 Red-billed Chough Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax   20 x   x h   
92 Yellow-billed Chough Pyrrhocorax graculus         2     
93 Carrion Crow  Corvus corone x x x x x x x 
94 Common Raven Corvus corax x x     x     
95 Spotless Starling Sturnus unicolor x x x x x x x 
96 House Sparrow   Passer domesticus x x x x x x x 
97 Eurasian Tree Sparrow Passer montanus       6+       
98 Rock Sparrow Petronia petronia     2 2       
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      September 
  Common name Scientific name 21 22 23 24 25 26 27 

99 Chaffinch   Fringilla coelebs x x x   x 50 x 
100 European Greenfinch Carduelis chloris   x x         
101 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis     12+ x   x x 
102 Common Linnet Acanthis cannabina   50+     1     
103 European Serin Serinus serinus x x x x x x x 
104 Common Bullfinch Pyrrhula pyrrhula 1   3         
105 Yellowhammer Emberiza citrinella           1   
106 Cirl Bunting Emberiza cirlus     6         
107 Rock Bunting Emberiza cia 4 2 12+   2 x x 
108 Corn Bunting Emberiza calandra       20+       

X = Seen 

Mammals 
Red Squirrel Sciurus vulgaris Brown Hare Lepus europaeus 
Wild Boar Sus scrofa Broom Hare Lepus castroviejoi 
Roe Deer Capreolus capreolus Stoat Mustela erminea 
Red Deer Cervus elaphus     

Butterflies 
Large White Pieris brassicae Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta 
Small White Artogeia rapae Great Banded Grayling Kanetisa circe 
Pale Clouded Yellow Colias hyale Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria 
Clouded Yellow Colias crocea Wall Brown Lasiommata megera 
Small Copper Lycaena phlaeas Meadow Brown Maniola jurtina  
Long-tailed Blue Lampides boeticus     

 

 




