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Tour Leader:   Peter Dunn  Naturetrek 

 

Participants:   Michael Bleaney  Nottinghamshire 

    Rae Swindley  Cheshire 

    Mary Morrison  Edinburgh 

    Nigel Smith  Hampshire 

    Isobel Smith  Hampshire 

Summary 

A new venture for Naturetrek, with an early winter visit to the plains and mountains of Extremadura, where 

wildfowl, cranes and waders gather away from the harsh northern winters. 

Day 1 Wednesday 17 November 

In flight to Madrid, then road journey to Trujillo. 

Foggy conditions the day before had caused havoc at northern airports resulting in Mary flying to Madrid via the 

City of London airport while, the rest of the group gathered at Heathrow Airport for the mid-morning Iberian 

Airways flight.  The flight was smooth and quick and we were soon loading our luggage into our nine seater 

Citroen minibus, having met up with Mary in the arrivals lounge. 

 

Prior to our arrival, Mary told us it had been raining heavily in Madrid with lots of surface water in evidence but 

as we left the airport and circumnavigated the city, the sun was out in a cloudless sky, although it was only seven 

degrees C outside. 

 

We swiftly headed south-west towards Trujillo with one comfort stop and managed to see our first Black-

shouldered Kite, hovering by the motorway.  We arrived at our secluded but well-appointed and warm hotel just 

north of Trujillo where we enjoyed our first delicious local meal before retiring to rest up for a full day in 

Monfragüe. 

Day 2 Thursday 18 November 

Monfragüe National Park 

We gathered for breakfast in the  conservatory and watched the winter sun slowly rise in a clear sky. The purpose 

for today was to join the other Naturetrek group in Trujillo to shop for a joint picnic and then to visit Monfragüe 

Natural Park with them.  Having completed the shopping we headed north on the 208 towards the park. 

 

Our first stop was on a bridge over the Rio Almonte where we started to pick up some Spanish species such as 

Southern Grey Shrike (now called Iberian Grey Shrike), Griffon Vultures, Blue Rock Thrush and Crested Lark, 

together with Stonechats, Black Redstarts, Chiffchaff and Grey Wagtail.  Continuing on we came across a ‘kill’ 

close to the main  road with a stack of grounded vultures, mostly Griffons, but with seven huge Blacks with 

them.  Fortunately there was a pull off at that point so we could watch them at our leisure. 
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David then took us to a high point near a rubbish tip outside Torrejón el Rubio where we could look across at 

some pylons.  This is where Spanish Imperial Eagles breed each year and we scanned to power lines to find two 

nice adults sat on a pylon with some Griffons.  Through telescopes we could see the large white patches on their 

shoulders and the golden crown and nape and occasionally the white in the tail.  They later took off and we 

could see all the identifying features as they soared into a thermal before drifting off. Congratulating our good 

fortune we retraced our route to continue to Monfragüe, ticking off a number of Hoopoe, Sparrowhawk and 

Green Sandpiper on the way.  

 

The first stop in Monfragüe was at the vulture-cliffs at Pennefalcon.  There were plenty of Griffons here and one 

or two Blacks and an adult Golden Eagle joined them on a thermal.  Crag Martins patrolled the cliffs and Blue 

Rock Thrushes called from vantage points. We stopped at the base of the castle and set up our first picnic lunch 

– always a favourite in Naturetrek trips, after which most walked to the castle to view the parks fantastic scenery. 

 

Following a short comfort stop at the Natural Park centre, we slowly made our way to a known Eagle Owl site, 

stopping on route to watch yet more Griffons and many confiding Red Deer.  We spent some time trying to find 

the Eagle Owl without success but were rewarded with good views of Golden Eagle, Red Kite, Kingfisher and 

about thirty Azure-winged (Iberian) Magpies. 

 

With the light beginning to fade and as we had booked an earlier dinner, we left the other group and headed 

back to our hotel via the motorway to enjoy another delicious local meal followed by the completion of the daily 

log before we retired to bed. 

Day 3 Friday 19 November 

Sierra Brava Reservoir and rice fields 

Following our breakfast with the sun starting to rise, we headed south past Trujillo to meet up with the other 

Naturetrek group at their hotel and then we all continued south to the Sierra Brava Reservoir and its’ associated 

rice and maize fields. 

 

The first impressions were of a huge area of water, teaming with duck.  Mallard, Gadwall, Shoveler and Pintail 

were present in their hundreds, with Coot and Great Crested Grebe following close behind.  The sound of 

Common Cranes filtered up from the rice fields and scanning the distance there appeared to be hundreds if not 

thousands, which was where we were aiming for.  As we slowly drove along the side of the reservoir checking 

the duck, we came across three Thekla Larks, sporting heavy streaking and the startled white bespectacled face.  

Large flocks of sparrows turned out to be Spanish Sparrow and during the day we were to come across flocks in 

excess of 500. 

 

As the weather became brighter a squadron of Griffon Vultures cruised into view, whilst the local shepherd 

removed a dead sheep and we also noted good numbers of Marsh Harriers, a Merlin and a pair of Hen Harriers 

hunting the rice fields.  However the cranes were the main quarry and we watched hundreds feeding in the fields, 

young birds still following their parents around. Amongst them we found a few White Storks and we even came 

across three Black Storks, all busily hunting the numerous Marsh Frogs we could hear calling. 
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We had our usual picnic lunch close to a small lake where we found good numbers of the estralid finches which 

inhabit Spain, with both Red Avadavat and Common Waxbill and one bird which suspiciously looked like Indian 

Silverbill that needs to be investigated further. Some of the group saw a male Bluethroat and Fan-tailed Warblers 

were common.  After a short walk following lunch, we drove down to a small estate to look for the local Black-

shouldered Kite and it was not long before they appeared and were well ‘scoped.  The cranes began to move and 

we got the impression that there were thousands, with large numbers moving towards the reservoir, calling.  

 

Hoping to see the roost we headed back to the reservoir but most had landed and stayed in the rice fields where 

they began their pre-roost dancing. With the light fading and no sign of the cranes moving any further we 

headed back towards our hotel, picking up some provisions for tomorrows picnic on the way. 

 

That evening we tucked into a typical Spanish meal of vegetable soup, tortilla with sausage and flans before 

completing our daily log and retiring to bed. 

Day 4 Saturday 20 November 

Saucedilla and Belen Plains 

We woke to heavy rain and low cloud but by the time we had finished breakfast, the rain had decreased to a 

drizzle and when we met the other group at Trujillo bull ring it had all but stopped. However the plan was to 

head towards Almaraz and Saucedilla to visit a reserve which had hides, in case the rain continued. 

 

We arrive at Saucedilla and collected the key to the hides.  Although the sun was now out and the sky clear, there 

was a cold fresh wind blowing.  As we started along the trail, an adult Purple Swamphen showed extremely well 

with its young chick and a Squacco Heron flew in and landed on a tree in full view for a couple of minutes.  We 

checked out two hides but it was quiet and cold so we decided to head into the hills and have a picnic in the 

Sierra de Platones near Campillo de Delietosa.  This was a fine stop for lunch, with both Griffons and Black 

Vultures patrolling the hills and Siskin in the valley.  After lunch we continued over the Sierras stopping for 

some breath-taking views (scenery and Black Vultures) and then back to the motorway to head for Belen Plains. 

 

Arriving at Belen, the first bird was a Black Vulture stood near a pregnant ewe and we saw a large flock of 

Calandra Larks, flushed from the same field.  We started the slow drive over the plains looking for bustards but 

kept drawing a blank.  Michael suddenly spotted a flock of birds showing white wings flying away from us which 

proved to be about 30 Little Bustards but they soon disappeared from view.  More checks and a few Skylarks, 

Spotless and Common Starlings and we decided it was best left for another day.  As we set off, Isobel spotted 

four Great Bustards in a field, and as we all got onto them a flock of 15 Little Bustards flew around and landed 

nearby.  We then had both Great and Little Bustards in the scope.  An excellent end to the day, with a further 

two Great Bustards seen before we left to Trujillo to get picnic provisions for Sunday and a brief visit to the 

town. 

 

That night another nice home cooked traditional meal of bean soup and chicken and chips!  This was followed 

by our log call and a welcome night’s sleep.  
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Day 5 Sunday 21 November 

Plains at Santa Marta de Magascar 

The sky was starting to clear as the sun rose and we headed out after breakfast to meet up with the other group 

and a planned visit to the plains around Santa Marta de Magascar.  As the ‘crow flies’ this was not too far from 

our hotel but we had to travel around Trujillo to get there.  The main ‘plains’ road is off the old Caceres road and 

the initial two kilometres is through mature olive groves where we had a good number of Azure-winged Magpies 

and plenty of Spanish Sparrows. 

 

As the vast fields of the plains opened out we flushed three Great Bustards that were close to the road and we 

parked at the first track across the area for a walk.  Immediately we found many larks, most of which were the 

large Calandra Lark with a few Skylarks to compare.  We were able to study the plumage details of birds sat in 

the fields as well as the many that were flying past.  Another two Great Bustards were flushed as we walked 

down the track and Michael spotted some flying Black-bellied Sandgrouse that landed on a far ridge, which when 

scoped also had some Pin-tailed Sandgrouse skulking in the vegetation.  Walking back to the vehicles another 

nine Great Bustards flew past. 

 

We continued along the Magascar road checking all the fields.  There were good numbers of Hoopoe and many 

Calandra Larks and single Golden Eagle and Golden Plover.  We had our picnic lunch alongside the Rio 

Almonte before retracing our route over the plains.  The Golden Plover was found again as was the Golden 

Eagle and we had great views of Calandra Larks at eye-level in good light.  Best were four Black-bellied 

Sandgrouse flushed from a field close to the road which everyone saw, and in the same field a Merlin relentlessly 

chase a Lapwing. 

 

As we were close to our hotel we bid farewell to the other group and called in for a coffee, before we had a walk 

over the hotel land down to a small stream.  It was relatively quiet but an immature Hobby was a surprise find as 

it race across the fields being chased by passerines and we were able to study the features of both Thekla and 

Crested Larks in good light. 

 

Once again we had a typical Spanish meal of mixed meat soup and dorada sea fish, before completing the daily 

log and retiring for our last full day in Extremadura, the next day. 

Day 6 Monday 22 November 

Sierra Brava Reservoir 

For our last full day in Extremadura we decided to not meet the other group and to revisit the reservoir and its’ 

cranes. We also tried to get closer to the thousands of duck on the water and managed to find a track on the 

north side used by fishermen.  However the duck were still a good distance away and we could see that most of 

the flock was made up of Mallard, with Gadwall, Shoveler, Wigeon, Teal and Pintail also present. This side of the 

reservoir was a good area for Hoopoe and Azure-winged Magpies and we could hear one or two Woodlark 

singing.  Amongst the many Chiffchaffs present, we found a particularly pale bird which was probably of the 

north-eastern race abietinis. On route to this site we happened across our only Dartford Warblers of the trip. 
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We returned to the rice fields to marvel at the sight and sound of thousands of Common Cranes and we met the 

other group as we found a male Bluethroat, which entertained us all.  We decided to have our picnic lunch close 

to the finca where the Black-shouldered Kites were and sure enough one was perched in a tree in  great light.  

Having witnessed this spectacle we decided to check some plains out near to the village of Campo Lugar where 

the other group had some success with bustards. 

 

As we travelled across the pot-holed road, Isobel spotted the first Little Bustards close to the road in clear view, 

at the same time a Great Bustard flew across the road in the distance  A little further on and Isobel found 

another thirteen Little Bustards.  As we descended the vehicle to watch these birds, two flocks of  Black-bellied 

Sandgrouse (totalling 30 birds) took to the wing.  Finally Isobel’s sharp eyes found four Black-bellied Sandgrouse 

sitting near to a watering hole and this time we were able to view them through telescopes. 

 

This had been a fabulous end to our tour to Extremadura and to round it of Peter dropped the group in Trujillo 

for an hour or so to look around the town and its’ castle. 

 

That night we had splendid meal, soup, steak and ice cream, rounded off with some drink and we thanked 

Francisco and his mother for looking after us.  The final log and ‘housekeeping’ completed we turned in for the 

night ready for the journey home via Madrid. 

Day 7 Tuesday 23 November 

Travel back to the UK 

We bid farewell to Francisco after breakfast and joined up with the second group to travel in convoy back to 

Madrid where we caught the 2.20pm flight back to London.  All went smoothly and this inaugural visit to 

Extremadura in winter was a resounding success.  Oh, and the under-floor heating in our hotel was a great 

bonus!!! 

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. 

Naturetrek Facebook 

We are delighted to launch the Naturetrek Facebook page so that participants of Naturetrek tours can remain in 

touch after the holiday and share photos, comments and future travel plans.  

 

Setting up a personal profile at  www.facebook.com is quick, free and easy. The Naturetrek Facebook page is 

now live; do please pay us a visit!  

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Naturetrek-Wildlife-Holidays/9765181485
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Species Lists 

Birds 

      November 

  Common name Scientific name 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 

1 Red-legged Partridge Alectoris rufa   6 6 8 12     

2 Greylag Goose Anser anser     600        

3 Gadwall Anas strepera     C        

4 Eurasian Wigeon Anas penelope     C        

5 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos   3 C       

6 Northern Shoveler Anas clypeata             

7 Northern Pintail Anas acuta             

8 Eurasian Teal Anas crecca             

9 Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis   6 2 6 6 7   

10 Great Crested Grebe Podiceps cristatus             

11 Black Stork Ciconia nigra     3         

12 White Stork Ciconia ciconia 2   10     8 3 

13 Squacco Heron Ardeola ralloides       1       

14 Western Cattle Egret Bubulcus ibis 1 21 100      

15 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea   1 20 4 3 7 1 

16 Western Great Egret Ardea alba     1     1   

17 Little Egret Egretta garzetta    15     11   

18 Great Cormorant Phalacrocorax carbo   15 2       

19 Black-winged Kite Elanus caeruleus 1   2     2   

20 Red Kite Milvus milvus   2 6      

21 Black Kite Milvus migrans 1             

22 Griffon Vulture Gyps fulvus   C 35 30+ 30+ 20+   

23 Cinereous Vulture Aegypius monachus   12 1 9 2 1   

24 Western Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus     12 5   5   

25 Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus      2 1   2   

26 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus   1           

27 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo 1 2 6 3 3 6 3 

28 Spanish Imperial Eagle Aquila adalberti   2           

29 Golden Eagle Aquila chrysaetos   2     2     

30 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus 2   8     

31 Merlin Falco columbarius     2   1     

32 Eurasian Hobby Falco subbuteo         1     

33 Great Bustard Otis tarda       6 14 1   

34 Little Bustard Tetrax tetrax       45   18   

35 Purple Swamphen Porphyrio porphyrio       5       

36 Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus       H       

37 Eurasian Coot Fulica atra     C       

38 Common Crane Grus grus     4000     4000 20 

39 Northern Lapwing Vanellus vanellus 30 50      

40 European Golden Plover Pluvialis apricaria         1     

41 Common Snipe Gallinago gallinago       1       

42 Green Sandpiper Tringa ochropus   1 15   2 2   

43 Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos     1         

44 Dunlin Calidris alpina       1       

45 Black-headed Gull Chroicocephalus ridibundus   20   1   

46 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus         10  

47 Pin-tailed Sandgrouse Pterocles alchata         3     
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      November 

  Common name Scientific name 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 

48 Black-bellied Sandgrouse Pterocles orientalis         7 34   

49 Rock Dove Columba livia              

50 Feral Pigeon Columba livia 'feral'          

51 Common Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus  3    2  4 

52 Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto   4 8     

53 Little Owl Athene noctua       1       

54 Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis   1 2 1 1 1   

55 Eurasian Hoopoe Upupa epops   8 10 10 10    

56 Southern Grey Shrike Lanius meridionalis   10 10 8 9  2 

57 Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius   3           

58 Azure-winged (Iberian) Magpie Cyanopica cooki   50 4 30 40 30   

59 Eurasian Magpie Pica pica  4 8      

60 Western Jackdaw Coloeus monedula   6 5      

61 Carrion Crow Corvus corone       6       

62 Northern Raven Corvus corax   2 6   8   

63 Great Tit Parus major    1         

64 Eurasian Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus    2        

65 Calandra Lark Melanocorypha calandra       15 150 2   

66 Crested Lark Galerida cristata         

67 Thekla Lark Galerida theklae     3   4     

68 Woodlark Lullula arborea   H       H   

69 Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis     8 12 40     

70 Eurasian Crag Martin Ptyonoprogne rupestris   20 3 4 2 3   

71 Cetti's Warbler Cettia cetti     1 1   1   

72 Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus   8   1       

73 Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita   8       

74 Scandinavian Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita abietinus           1   

75 Zitting Cisticola Cisticola juncidis   1  2   2   

76 Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla     2   2     

77 Dartford Warbler Sylvia undata           2   

78 Sardinian Warbler Sylvia melanocephala   3 1   1 3   

79 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes     H   H     

80 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris       2       

81 Spotless Starling Sturnus unicolor C       

82 Common Blackbird Turdus merula    3 2 3 2   

83 Redwing Turdus iliacus   1           

84 Song Thrush Turdus philomelos         1   1 

85 Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus   6           

86 European Robin Erithacus rubecula       2   

87 White-spotted Bluethroat Luscinia svecica cyanecula     1     1   

88 Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros          

89 European Stonechat Saxicola rubicola          

90 House Sparrow Passer domesticus    -1     

91 Spanish Sparrow Passer hispaniolensis     500      

92 Common Waxbill Estrilda astrild             

93 Red Avadavat Amandava amandava     10        

94 Indian Silverbill Euodice malabarica     1         

95 Dunnock Prunella modularis       H 1     

96 Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea   3 1 1 1     

97 White Wagtail Motacilla alba   5      

98 Pied Wagtail Motacilla alba yarrellii       1       
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      November 

  Common name Scientific name 17 18 19 20 21 22 23 

99 Meadow Pipit Anthus pratensis          

100 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs          

101 European Serin Serinus serinus   4 2 2 4 4   

102 European Greenfinch Carduelis chloris   1 2         

103 Eurasian Siskin Carduelis spinus       12 1     

104 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis     C     

105 Common Linnet Carduelis cannabina          

106 Hawfinch Coccothraustes coccothraustes   1           

107 Corn Bunting Emberiza calandra 1       

108 Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus     2     1   

Other Taxa recorded 

Red Fox, Roe Deer, Red Deer, European Hare, Rabbit, Stripeless Tree Frog, Marsh Frog, lizard sp. Red 

Admiral, Clouded Yellow, Small White, Small Copper, Wall Brown, Devil’s Coachman beetle, Preying Mantis, 

Blue Flashwing Grasshopper 

 


