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Tour participants: Simon Tonkin and Niki Williamson (leaders) with a group of eleven Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

This seven-day festive exploration of the plains, mountains and wetlands of Extremadura was a real Christmas to 

remember! As well as being treated to some stunning days of birding, the group enjoyed relaxed, sunlit days, 

taking in all the gorgeous wildlife, scenery, culture and cuisine that Extremadura has to offer. 

 

From the very first day we were treated to breath-taking views of star species like Great and Little Bustards, 

Black-bellied and Pin-tailed Sandgrouse, Golden, Bonelli´s and Spanish Imperial Eagles and Cinereous Vulture. 

It was also hard to beat the sight of dozens of Griffon and Cinereous Vultures taking to the air from the 

imposing crags of Monfragüe National Park, or hundreds of Common Cranes calling softly as they come in to 

roost against a setting sun. 

 

Other wildlife highlights included views of Red Deer, Iberian Grey Shrike, Black Storks, Blue Rock Thrush, 

Rock Bunting, Rock Petronia, Black-winged Kite, adorable Little Owls, Crested, Thekla’s, and Calandra Larks. 

The huge and varied aggregations of wintering wildfowl at the area´s picturesque reservoirs were a sight to 

behold, as were massive flocks of Common Waxbills, Red Avadavats, Corn Buntings and Spanish Sparrows 

adorning the trees like baubles! 

 

Each evening we relived our day´s experiences in front of the open fire in the welcoming surroundings of our 

home-from-home at Casa Rural Viña las Torres, before indulging in truly superb festive cuisine! 

Day 1 Sunday 22nd December 

Simon and Niki collected the group from their afternoon flight into Madrid airport and headed out of the city 

towards the plains and mountains of Extremadura. Once we had completed around half of our journey, we 

stopped for a coffee and enjoyed our first views of Spotless Starlings and White Wagtails. As we continued on 

our journey, the suburbs soon gave way to olive groves and Holm Oak dehesas, and we encountered our first Red 

Kites and Common Buzzards, and White Storks flying across us as the sun set. 

 

At our lovely hotel, Casa Rural Viña las Torres, just outside Madroñera, we were greeted by our host Jesús and 

his family. After settling into our rooms, we met in the cosy, firelit living room for a welcome drink and some 

delicious taster plates of local chorizos, hams and cheeses. Soon we were tucking into a delicious meal of 

traditional Extremadureñan fare, washed down with wine and a tasty acorn liqueur! 

Day 2 Monday 23rd December 

A fine sunny day greeted us, with Iberian Magpies and Eurasian Hoopoes showing off on the country roads 

around our hotel. 

 

We headed out to explore the plains of Santa Marta de Magasca. As we stopped at the first viewpoint we could 

immediately enjoy the experience of farmlands full of life, as we watched Spanish Sparrows, Iberian Magpies and 
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numerous Thekla’s Larks go about their days. Iberian Grey Shrikes perched calling on treetops and bushes, and 

we were lucky enough to catch two Rock Petronias doing their morning ablutions in a small pond.  

 

We were caught a little unawares by the sight of two huge Great Bustards flying along the skyline, our first of the 

trip! Large flocks of Pin-tailed Sandgrouse were also on the move, calling as they went. These two star species 

seemed mostly to be moving in the direction of our next planned stop, so we headed there without further ado! 

 

We were greeted there by the exuberant song of many Corn Buntings, Calandra and Thekla’s Larks. In the low-

intensity grazing land stood many Northern Lapwings and Golden Plovers – and a flock of nine Great Bustards! 

The group was a mixture of male and female birds, the males clearly showing whiskers and more intense colours. 

We enjoyed watching their stately strolling and grazing and they were eventually joined by three more birds. 

 

We were super-pleased to also find a Spanish Imperial Eagle at rest in a Eucalyptus tree, white-edged wings 

clearly visible in the scope. All the while the sandgrouse extravaganza continued, with a couple of hundred Pin-

tailed and Black-bellied Sandgrouse whirring around our heads. As well as fantastic flight views, both species also 

obliged us by landing within reach of our optics! 

 

Minds blown by a fantastic morning on the plains, we headed for a coffee in the sunshine in Santa Marta village, 

which we enjoyed while watching Crag Martins swooping overhead. We took our lunch in a pretty river valley, 

where the group admired Hawfinch, Grey Wagtail and Serin while Niki & Simon prepared a lavish picnic! 

 

Appetites sated, we explored another section of the plains, where many Little Owls surveyed us from nestboxes, 

managing to look livid most of the time! 

 

Having filled our first day with a host of star species, we headed back to Viña las Torres to relax and take a pre-

dinner drink in front of the open fire. 

Day 3 Tuesday 24th December 

We drove through the pretty dehesa-covered landscape enjoying the winter sun, and soon reached the edges of 

Monfragüe National Park, arguably the jewel in the crown of Extremadura´s natural heritage. As we approached, 

mist was pouring off the high plateaus of the park and down into the valley, giving the appearance of a waterfall 

– quite breath-taking.  

 

As we arrived at the famous rocky promontory of Peña Falcón, we were shrouded in this same mist, and we 

could see the dark shadows of the first of the day´s Griffon Vultures swirling through it. For most, it was still 

too cold to be on the wing and many could be seen roosting together in trees - definitely our kind of Christmas 

decoration! 

 

Two large flasks appeared out of Niki´s van – a Christmas miracle! As the sun broke through the mist, we 

warmed up with a coffee while dozens of Griffon Vultures took to the air. As more thermals formed, they were 

joined by several majestic Cinereous Vultures. 
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A Blue Rock Thrush, elusive at first, was finally seen extremely well shining in the sun. For the rest of the day 

they were seemingly everywhere! 

 

We picked up Dunnock and a handsome Black Redstart during our loo stop at Villareal de San Carlos, before 

moving on to our picnic site at Mirador de Tajadilla. Here, as we lunched, we enjoyed Red Deer and a Clouded 

Yellow butterfly as well as calling Hawfinch and Rock Bunting. Crag Martins were many, as were the ever-

present giants, Griffon and Cinereous Vultures. 

 

We reached our final stop at Portilla del Tietar in time to watching the masses of vultures coming in to roost, 

making use of the many ledges on the strange, twisted rock formations before us. Blue Rock Thrushes sang, and 

this time we were able to catch up with a Rock Bunting, getting fantastic views. 

 

Another fantastic day, celebrated by a superb selection of gastronomic delights to honour Nochebuena, the 

“good night” - a Spanish-style Christmas Eve to be remembered! 

Day 4 Wednesday 25th December 

Happy Christmas! Santa had been this morning, presenting each of the guests with a bottle of local wine!  

 

After a hearty breakfast – which today featured delicious churros (a kind of doughnut) and chocolate – we started 

the day with a visit to another section of plains, at Campo Lugar. Again we found the farmland brimming with 

life, as so many Calandra and Skylarks sang on the wing. A distant male harrier made us happy. We spotted a 

single Great Bustard in flight - for most of the group weighing more than their hold luggage! 

 

We headed down to the reservoir at Alcollarín, where the water was dotted with hundreds if not thousands of 

Northern Shovelers. Amongst them we could pick out Eurasian Wigeon, Eurasian Teal and Gadwall. We could 

also see Black-necked Grebe amongst the Great-crested and singing Little Grebes. 

 

Flocks of White Stork spiralled over us and Common Cranes called as they flew over. A single Black Stork 

surprised us all by not being in Africa! Along the shores we could pick up several Great Egrets and a charming 

Common Kingfisher. Unusually, a group of Kentish Plover were feeding on the shore. We were thrilled to pick 

up two Golden Eagles in flight over the far hillside, and they stayed circling on thermals for some time, giving us 

fantastic scope views, later being joined by a Bonelli´s Eagle! 

 

Today´s picnic spot was by a peaceful inlet in a patch of oak woodland where Eurasian Siskins, Short-toed 

Treecreepers and Long-tailed Tits could be heard. Simon and Niki pulled out all the stops for our Christmas 

lunch, which – as well as the usual fresh bread, salads, wines, local meats and cheeses – also featured a locally-

famous cheese known as Torta del Casar. This creamy yet feisty-flavoured sheep´s cheese won the hearts of the 

group and was washed down with a pleasing cava! 

 

It was time to start heading back as the sun began to drop low. We made more stops on the way, picking up a 

selection of waders, including Pied Avocet, Little Ringed Plover, Common Greenshank, Common Snipe and 

Green Sandpiper. A few Egyptian Geese waddled in the shallows and a Marsh Harrier put in an appearance, 

panicking ducks. 
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We hadn´t thought that Jesús and the team would be able to top the Nochebuena banquet, but somehow they 

did! A three-course banquet fit for Yule, featuring a selection of cheese and mushroom starters, succulent local 

meat, tofu and wild rice for the vegetarians, and two deserts each!! Once we could eat no more, we retired to the 

fireside and indulged in a few rounds of our newly-invented game, Bird Charades! Hilarious contributions from 

everyone, but we feel Miles´ Spectacled Warbler and Liz´s Fairy Tern stole the show. 

Day 5 Thursday 26th December 

This bright and sunny Boxing Day, we headed down onto the ricefields of Fernando V just as the Common 

Cranes were leaving their roosts to feed on the stubble fields. Many hundreds of them flew over us in wobbly 

lines, calling to one another as they went.  

 

In the reedy channels alongside the fields, Cetti’s Warblers and Common Waxbills could be heard, and we saw 

Common Kingfisher. 

 

Looking up towards the nearby plains, we could see an enormous flock of 34 Great Bustards! We were able to 

drive much closer to the slopes and view them really well. We were even treated to a foam bath display by an 

overenthusiastic male! 

 

Driving on through the fields, we caught up with charming flocks of Common Waxbills and Red Avadavats as 

well as almost unimaginable numbers of Spanish Sparrows and Corn Buntings and a handful of Tree Sparrows. 

Many Common Cranes walked cautiously nearby. A gorgeous male Hen Harrier stole the show. 

 

We picnicked at Moheda Alta interpretation centre, amongst the dehesa forest, while many Common Cranes 

called gently and flew around us. From the hides over-looking the reed-fringed paddies, we had nice views of 

Red Avadavat in semi-moulted breeding plumage, leaving it speckly red. Reed Bunting and Bluethroat were also 

seen briefly. A Woodlark gave energetic song flight and Kath´s keen eyes tracked down a Dartford Warbler we´d 

heard calling. Many hunting Marsh Harriers could be seen as well as a female Hen Harrier. A single Black Stork 

was spotted flying off into the sunset.  

 

This was our cue to head for the rice fields at Vegas Altas. Here, as the sun set, we were spellbound by hundreds 

of Common Cranes pouring over our heads towards their roost site. A magical end to Boxing Day! 

Day 6 Friday 27th December 

By now we were agreed that we had seen such a huge variety of things this Christmas - but Extremadura is the 

gift that just keeps on giving! 

 

More plains awaited our exploration and we headed out to a section near La Aldea de Obispo. Sure enough we 

had barely arrived when we spotted a group of six Little Bustards! A couple of them were males, moulting but 

with breeding colours already apparent. They were hunkered down against the chill but an approaching herd of 

sheep caused them to take flight and we got to see their white plumage and get photos showing the black comma 

on their wing. 
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We took our al fresco mid-morning coffee at a high point overlooking the plains and enjoyed the expansive views. 

 

On the plains around Belén, we happened upon another group of Little Bustards, this time twelve and very close 

to the road! We lowered our voices and kept within the footprint of the vans, allowing us to watch them 

preening undisturbed, until such time as they decided it was time to go.  

 

Higher on the plains, huge numbers of vultures and Red Kites patrolled the sheep farms, looking for spoils of 

the lambing season. We got great views of Griffon Vultures and the hulking mass of Cinereous Vultures flew 

close as they left the site of a carrion item.  

 

After lunch overlooking the plains, we headed into Trujillo itself. A small, understated park surprised us with 

views of Black-winged Stilts and fifteen Little Ringed Plovers, as well as Grey Wagtails and a solitary Mute Swan! 

We took time to explore the town´s picturesque medieval streets while our leaders explained a little of its rich 

conquistador history. White Storks bedecked the rooftops as Crag Martins came into roost on the decorative 

medieval buildings. 

 

Climbing the winding stairs and alleys we reached the top of the hill as the sun was starting to set, and thousands 

upon thousands of Spotless Starlings poured in to roost in trees and on rooftops, filling the air with their 

chattering and squeaking. A spell-binding end to our last full day in this magical part of Spain! 

Day 7 Saturday 28th December 

After a relaxed breakfast and some packing time, it was sadly time to say goodbye to Jesús and the team!  

 

We headed to the airport, but with time for one last birding stop on the way at the reservoir of Arrocampo. Here 

we made an impromptu roadside stop to enjoy a smart little Black-winged Kite, perched on a fencepost! 

 

At the reed-fringed edges of the reservoir, we enjoyed the sights and sounds of Western Marsh Harrier, Cetti´s 

Warblers, Zitting Cisticolas, Purple Swamphen, Common Waxbill and Penduline Tit. 

 

Then without further ado it was off to Madrid, where Simon and Niki bade this lively, fun group a Happy New 

Year and a fond farewell! 

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/
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Species Lists 

Birds (✓=recorded but not counted; H = heard only) 

      December 

  Common name Scientific name 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 

1 Greylag Goose  Anser anser      3  

2 Egyptian Goose Alopochen aegyptiacus    6    

3 Northern Shoveler  Spatula clypeata    ✓    

4 Gadwall  Mareca strepera    20    

5 Eurasian Wigeon  Mareca penelope    10   ✓ 

6 Mallard  Anas platyrhynchos  1 10 ✓ ✓ ✓  

7 Eurasian Teal  Anas crecca  10  50    

8 Common Pochard  Aythya ferina    5    

9 Red-legged Partridge  Alectoris rufa  c.15 5   6 ✓ 

10 Little Grebe  Tachybaptus ruficollis    ✓  10 ✓ 

11 Great Crested Grebe  Podiceps cristatus    ✓    

12 Black-necked Grebe  Podiceps nigricollis    6    

13 Black Stork  Ciconia nigra    1 1   

14 White Stork  Ciconia ciconia 4 1  200 20 20 ✓ 

15 Western Cattle Egret  Bubulcus ibis ✓    ✓ 1 ✓ 

16 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea   8 4 4 6 ✓ 

17 Great Egret  Ardea alba    6    

18 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta    4 4   

19 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo 3 6 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

20 Black-winged Kite  Elanus caeruleus       1 

21 Griffon Vulture  Gyps fulvus   214 50 20 80 4 

22 Cinereous Vulture  Aegypius monachus   10 1 6 10  

23 Spanish Imperial Eagle  Aquila adalberti  1      

24 Golden Eagle  Aquila chrysaetos    2    

25 Bonelli's Eagle  Aquila fasciata    2    

26 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus     2 1  

27 Western Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus  1  1 10 2 5 

28 Hen Harrier  Circus cyaneus    1 3   

29 Red Kite  Milvus milvus 20 100 ✓ 20 ✓ ✓ ✓ 

30 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo 2 4 5 3 ✓ ✓  

31 Great Bustard  Otis tarda  14   38   

32 Little Bustard  Tetrax tetrax      18  

33 Water Rail  Rallus aquaticus     1   

34 Purple Swamphen  Porphyrio porphyrio       2H 

35 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus    1 2 3 2 

36 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra    10  2  

37 Common Crane  Grus grus 4 2  50 941  ✓ 

38 Black-winged Stilt  Himantopus himantopus      6  

39 Northern Lapwing  Vanellus vanellus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

40 European Golden Plover  Pluvialis apricaria  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

41 Little Ringed Plover  Charadrius dubius    1  15  

42 Kentish Plover  Charadrius alexandrinus    8    

43 Common Snipe  Gallinago gallinago    4   2 

44 Common Greenshank  Tringa nebularia  1  6 3   

45 Green Sandpiper  Tringa ochropus  2 1 4 5 2  

46 Common Sandpiper  Actitis hypoleucos    2    

47 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 
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      December 

  Common name Scientific name 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 

48 Yellow-legged Gull  Larus michahellis ✓      ✓ 

49 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus  ✓ 2 3 2   

50 Pin-tailed Sandgrouse  Pterocles alchata  175    30  

51 Black-bellied Sandgrouse  Pterocles orientalis  c.50    2  

52 Feral Pigeon Columba livia ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

53 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

54 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

55 Little Owl  Athene noctua  8  2 2 6 2 

56 Common Kingfisher  Alcedo atthis  1  2 4  1 

57 Eurasian Hoopoe  Upupa epops  6 3 4 5 6 2 

58 Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major   1     

59 Iberian Green Woodpecker  Picus sharpei       1 

60 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus 1 3 4 2 ✓ ✓  

61 Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus   1     

62 Iberian Grey Shrike  Lanius meridionalis 1 10 10 5 ✓ ✓  

63 Eurasian Jay  Garrulus glandarius   5     

64 Iberian Magpie  Cyanopica cooki ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

65 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

66 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

67 Northern Raven  Corvus corax  14 10 6 20 15  

68 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus  2 4 6 ✓ ✓  

69 Great Tit  Parus major  3 4 4 ✓ ✓  

70 Eurasian Penduline Tit  Remiz pendulinus       1H 

71 Woodlark  Lullula arborea   1  2   

72 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

73 Thekla's Lark  Galerida theklae  4 3 10 4 10  

74 Crested Lark  Galerida cristata ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

75 Calandra Lark  Melanocorypha calandra  500 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

76 Eurasian Crag Martin  Ptyonoprogne rupestris  10 20   ✓  

77 Cetti's Warbler  Cettia cetti    2 6  4 

78 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus   ✓ ✓ ✓  ✓ 

79 Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita  10 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

80 Zitting Cisticola  Cisticola juncidis  1 1 2 4 2 3 

81 Eurasian Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla  2 ✓ 8 ✓ ✓ ✓ 

82 Dartford Warbler  Sylvia undata     1   

83 Sardinian Warbler  Sylvia melanocephala   4 5 4 2 ✓ 

84 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes   4 2 2   

85 Short-toed Treecreeper  Certhia brachydactyla       1 

86 Common Starling  Sturnus vulgaris  2      

87 Spotless Starling  Sturnus unicolor ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

88 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

89 Redwing  Turdus iliacus       3 

90 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos   4 2 3  2 

91 Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus   2 3 2 1  

92 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula  5 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

93 Black Redstart  Phoenicurus ochruros 1 6 ✓ 10 2 3  

94 Blue Rock Thrush  Monticola solitarius   6     

95 European Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

96 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓  

97 Spanish Sparrow  Passer hispaniolensis  ✓  ✓ ✓ ✓  

98 Eurasian Tree Sparrow  Passer montanus     2   
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      December 

  Common name Scientific name 22 23 24 25 26 27 28 

99 Rock Petronia Petronia petronia  2 1     

100 Common Waxbill  Estrilda astrild    2 ✓  8 

101 Red Avadavat  Amandava amandava     ✓   

102 Dunnock  Prunella modularis   2     

103 Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea  2 1 1  1  

104 White Wagtail  Motacilla alba alba ✓ 20 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

105 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

106 Water Pipit  Anthus spinoletta      1  

107 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs ✓ 10 ✓ 10 ✓ ✓ ✓ 

108 Hawfinch  Coccothraustes coccothraustes  3 10 5    

109 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris   4 10 2 4  

110 Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina  4 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

111 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

112 European Serin  Serinus serinus  6 ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

113 Eurasian Siskin  Spinus spinus    4    

114 Corn Bunting  Emberiza calandra  ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ ✓ 

115 Rock Bunting  Emberiza cia   3     

116 Cirl Bunting  Emberiza cirlus     1   

117 Common Reed Bunting  Emberiza schoeniclus     1   

Other Taxa   
       

1 Red Fox Vulpes vulpes      1  

2 Rabbit Orytolagus cuniculus 1 3  1    

3 Red Deer Cervus elaphus   6     

4 Common Bent-wing Bat Miniopterus schreibersii  1    ✓  

5 Long-eared Bat Plecotus auritus      ✓  

6 Kuhl’s Pipistellw  Pipistrellus kuhlii      ✓  

7 Iberian Pond Turtle Mauremys leprosa    1  1  

8 Iberian Frog Rana iberiica  1      

9 Small White Artogeia rapae      ✓  

10 Clouded Yellow Colias crocea   1     

11 Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta     1   

12 Small Heath Coenonympha pamphilus      1  

13 Egyptian Locust Anacridium aegyptium      ✓  

14 Firebug Pyrrhocoris apterus      ✓  

Social Media 

We’re social! Follow us on Facebook, Twitter and Instagram and be the first to hear about the launch of new 

tours, offers and exciting sightings and photos from our recently returned holidays.  

 

 

 


