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Tour Leader:    Julian Gayarre 

 

Participants:    Henry Chester 

    Julia Burton 

Judith Cavey  

Frances Read 

Day 1 Sunday 15th March 

Biarritz Airport – Prochac Josbaig – Isaba: Overcast. Snow, wind & mist in Pyrenees 

The flight arrived on time at Biarritz Airport and after passing through immigration we started our journey 

towards Isaba. We drove along the northern side of the Pyrenees crossing the French countryside with plenty of 

farms and corn fields. Some interesting mammals were spotted on our way: Roe Deer, European Hare, and an 

Otter which was crossing a corn field towards the river in its characteristic running style. 

 

Our first stop was in Prochac Josbaig where we spotted a pair of Black-shouldered Kites. The quality of the light 

was still pretty good and we were able to take pictures of the kites both perched and in flight. It was an amazing 

sunset with a completely circular and red sun falling over the horizon. Other species seen included Barn Swallow, 

Green Woodpecker, Great Spotted Woodpecker, Great White Egret, Grey Heron and Cattle Egret. 

 

We then continued our driving towards the highest point of our trip, the pass of La Pierre Saint Martin at 1,800 

metres. There was a big snow storm at the top but we finally managed to cross the Pyrenees to the southern, 

Spanish side which was much warmer than the French side. We spotted multiple Hare footprints in the snow, 

and our first Fox crossed the road just in front of us. 

 

We arrived in time to have a very nice dinner at Restaurant Tapia. 

Day 2 Monday 16th March 

Isaba – Belabarce Valley - Linza Valley – Izalzu: Sunny morning; overcast 

We started our day trying to find Wallcreeper around the village church but we couldn’t find it. Whilst trying a 

group of migrating Cormorants in V formation flew northwards over our heads, and other migrants such as 

Black Kite and Wood Pigeon were also very actives in their flights towards their breeding territories. 

 

From Isaba we drove across the Belabarce Valley to Zuriza Pass where Coal Tit, Crested Tit and Crossbill gave 

us their welcome. On the opposite hills a group of Chamois were spotted on the edge of the forest, looking for 

the fresh grass. In the sky we spotted Griffon Vulture and Alpine Chough. 

 

From the gorge of Espelunga we drove towards Linza Mountaineers Refuge where, before having a warm lunch, 

we enjoyed a Red Squirrel feeding on pine nuts.  

 

After lunch we returned towards Zuriza Pass and were very lucky to spot a male Black Woodpecker in flight, and 

we were able to watch it for more than 15 minutes perched in the very top of a Fir tree. We continued and as we 
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were driving up the Zuriza Pass, an adult Lammergeier was seen from the vehicle. Once out of the vehicle we 

had time to enjoy looking at his plumage and flight pattern. A second adult Lammergeier was also spotted at a 

very high altitude perched on the ridge of the cliff. 

 

We again crossed the Belabarce Valley and spotted the big male Wildcat sunbathing at the top of a field. We 

parked the vehicle and stayed there enjoying the Wildcat for more than an hour and a half. It made several 

hunting attempts with at least two positive catches and several failures. We saw it sitting, sunbathing, laying in 

the ground, walking, running, moving his ears, and looking at us with his magnificent green coloured eyes. 

Day 3 Tuesday 17th March 

Mintxate Gorge – Belagua – Eraiz Pass – Burgi Gorge: Sunny 

We started our third day visiting the Mintxate Gorge where we spotted Griffon Vultures and a couple of 

Dippers. We then moved northwards to visit the subalpine areas we had crossed on our first day. As we crossed 

the Belagua Valley, four different Red Foxes were spotted and we decided to call that event ‘The Fox 

Conference’. We realised how much snow had been falling on the Sunday when we saw it during day light! 

 

Our third stop was at La Contienda, located in a subalpine Pine forest of pinus uncinata. This place is particularly 

good for Crossbills and we had incredible views of a big family party with very good reflections of the light on 

the snow. Other species spotted on our way to the very top of the pass were Alpine Chough, and Alpine 

Accentor feeding on the salt on the road. Thanks to the very good light quality we could enjoy watching his 

colours. 

 

After an early lunch we revisited the place where we had seen the Wildcat yesterday. Whilst the Wildcat was 

missing we did enjoy watching a pair of Red Kites with the male carrying branches to a new nest for the year. 

 

We then drove southwards to the Burgi Gorge where the weather was much warmer.  The main species seen 

here were Griffon Vulture, Red-billed Chough, Raven, Firecrest, Goldcrest, Hawfinch, Blackcap, Dipper and 

Long-tailed Tit. The path we followed was full of hepaticas and hellebores in flower. 

Day 4 Wednesday 18th March 

Las Coronas Pass – Lumbier – Gabarderal – Izalzu – Larra: Cloudy & still 

Today we were to visit the Gorges in the south. The main geologic composition is limestone and the big 

Pyrenean rivers of Esca, Salazar and Irtati have created some gorgeous canyons, nowadays inhabited by raptors 

and many other characteristic birds of the cliffs. 

 

Before arriving at Lumbier we spotted two Roe Deer by the road close to the pass of Las Coronas, a nice 

viewpoint from where a wide-angled view of the Pyrenees was enjoyed. At the viewpoint we saw Mistle Thrush 

and Song Thrush. 

 

Continuing on, we saw how the vegetation changed as we climbed, becoming warmer and a more 

Mediterranean-like ecosystem. Before we got to the Gorge of Lumbier we stopped at a Romanesque bridge by 
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the Salazar River. Here we spotted signs of activity from a beaver family that inhabits the area: some trees cut 

buy them and foot prints. A very active dark morph Red Squirrel was spotted in the riverside forest looking 

nervously for food. 

 

Along our track to the Gorge we found Cirl Bunting, Corn Bunting, Blackcap, Wren, Green Woodpecker and 

Griffon Vulture. There are a lot of cereal fields surrounding the Gorge entrance where we saw Crested Lark. 

Even though we knew that the Gorge is a wintering place for Wallcreeper, we didn’t expect to spot one so close. 

At the entrance of the gorge, before the first of the two tunnels, a male Wallcreeper moulting into breeding 

plumage welcomed us for more than one hour! We had time to enjoying its plumage and behaviour, catching 

moths and insects on both sides of the cliff. Wonderful! During this time we also saw an Osprey fly over our 

heads into the gorge. 

 

Other characteristic species that we spotted were Blue Rock Thrush, Rock Sparrow, Jackdaw, one of the last wild 

Rock Doves, and a group of more than 50 Black Kites circling in their migration flight. After watching a couple 

of Common Kestrels and many Griffon Vultures, we moved on. 

 

Next we went to Gabarderal where a dam in the Aragon River causes some still water, and oxbows and 

meanders that are very good for river otters. On our way we spotted a very rare leucistic Crested Lark with all 

the distinguishing patterns of crested larks, but completely white. The riverside forest in Gabarderal was very rich 

and we enjoyed the drumming and calling of Lesser Spotted Woodpecker, and a female Marsh Harrier flew 

behind us looking for food. We also heard Short-toed Treecreeper. 

  

We took our picnic by the river and then drove northwards to look for Wildcat. On the way we spotted three 

Egyptian Vultures by the road at a Griffon Vulture feeding station. 

We arrived at the Wildcat’s territory at 4.15pm and after scanning the slopes for ten minutes we founded it. This 

Wildcat was not as big as the one we had seen on our first day, but we enjoyed another hour and a half watching 

the typical behaviour of this iconic species. 

 

In the evening we had a night excursion to try and see more mammals. Thanks to a torch we spotted a Badger 

and five different Red Deer. 

Day 5 Thursday 19th March 

Isaba – Eraiz Pass – Issaux Forest – Izalzu: Sunny 

Today we started by visiting the church as Henry had spotted a Wallcreeper on his pre-breakfast walk. We 

enjoyed watching our second Wallcreeper of the tour and listening his calls and songs. 

 

On our way to the Issaux Forest we spotted a family of Chamois at the Eraiz Pass. They were a little scared by 

the skiers but the sighting was good enough to distinguish their winter fur and characteristics. Once in the forest 

we watched a male Black Woodpecker as it flew over our heads. We heard his flight calls, song and drumming. 

Further along the road we heard another drumming, this time the White-backed Woodpecker, one of the most 

elusive woodpeckers and here a Pyrenees subspecies. We also saw Nuthatch, Firecrest and Short-toed 

Treecreeper. 
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Later at La Molina we had incredibly close views of an adult Lammergeier flying over our heads. 

Day 6 Friday 20th March 

Las Coronas Pass – Arbaiun Gorge – Lumbier – Plaiaundi – Biarritz: Sunny & overcast 

On our way towards Biarritz Airport we again stopped at Las Coronas Pass and saw Rock Bunting and 

Stonechat whilst enjoying incredible views of the snowy Pyrenees. 

 

Before we arrived at Arbaiun Gorge we enjoyed watching a colony of Crag Martins by the river. A very nice 

surprise was waiting for us in the gorge: a partial eclipse of the sun was seen and we realised how the wildlife 

activity drops when an eclipse occurs. 

 

From there we headed northwards. We drove parallel to the Bidasoa River which creates one of the most 

interesting estuaries in the Spanish Cantabrian Sea. We reached the city of Hendaie on the border between 

France and Spain, and in an abandoned quarry we were delighted to see a female Eagle Owl on the top of the hill 

taking care of chicks. 

 

Next we drove towards the Airport and stopped in the estuary to enjoy the waders and wildfowl. We saw Tufted 

Ducks, Whimbrel, Curlew, Greenshank, Redshank, and plenty more new species for our trip. 

 

We arrived at Biarritz Airport in time to catch our flight back to the UK. We had enjoyed our tour and the 

wildlife, having watched two different Wildcats for more than two and a half hours, and having seen 100 

different species of birds. 

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 

Mammals (= recorded but not counted; H = heard only) 

      March 

  Common name Scientific name 15 16 17 18 19 20 

1 European Hare  Lepus europaeus            

2 Eurasian Wildcat  Felis silvestris           

3 Red Fox  Vulpes vulpes           

4 European Roe Deer  Capreolus capreolus          

5 Red Deer  Cervus elaphus            

6 Eurasian Red Squirrel  Sciurus vulgaris           

7 Eurasian Otter Lutra lutra            

8 Water Vole Arvicola terrestris           

9 Badger Meles meles            

10 Pyrenean Chamois Rupicapra pyrenaica           

Birds               

1 White Stork  Ciconia ciconia           

2 Mute Swan Cygnus olor            

3 Little Grebe Tachybaptus ruficollis            

4 Western Cattle Egret  Bubulcus ibis            

5 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea          

6 Great Egret Ardea alba            

7 Little Egret  Egretta garzetta            

8 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos          

9 Northern Shoveler Anas clypeata            

10 Gadwall Anas strepera            

11 Tufted Duck Aythya fuligula            

12 Great Cormorant  Phalacrocorax carbo         

13 Grey Plover Pluvialis squatarola            

14 Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula             

15 Redshank Tringa totanus            

16 Greenshank Tringa nebularia            

17 Turnstone Arenaria interpres            

18 Dunlin Calidris alpina            

19 Eurasian Curlew Numenius arquata            

20 Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus            

21 Osprey Pandion haliaetus            

22 Black-winged Kite  Elanus caeruleus            

23 Red Kite  Milvus milvus       

24 Black Kite  Milvus migrans       

25 Lammergeier Gypaetus barbatus           

26 Egyptian Vulture  Neophron percnopterus            

27 Griffon Vulture  Gyps fulvus       

28 Western Marsh Harrier  Circus aeruginosus            

29 Eurasian Sparrowhawk  Accipiter nisus           

30 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo        

31 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus           

32 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus            

33 Eurasian Coot  Fulica atra            

34 Black-headed Gull  Chroicocephalus ridibundus            

35 Herring Gull Larus argentatus            
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      March 

  Common name Scientific name 15 16 17 18 19 20 

36 Yellow-legged Gull  Larus michahellis            

37 Lesser Black-backed Gull  Larus fuscus            

38 Rock Dove  Columba livia            

39 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus       

40 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto       

41 Eurasian Eagle-Owl  Bubo bubo            

42 Tawny Owl  Strix aluco H     H     

43 Common Kingfisher  Alcedo atthis            

44 White-backed Woodpecker Dendrocopos leucotos         H   

45 Great Spotted Woodpecker  Dendrocopos major  H        

46 Lesser Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos minor       H     

47 Black Woodpecker Dryocopus martius           

48 European Green Woodpecker  Picus viridis  H H      

49 Eurasian Jay  Garrulus glandarius          

50 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica       

51 Red-billed Chough  Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax            

52 Alpine Chough Pyrrhocorax graculus          

53 Western Jackdaw  Coloeus monedula            

54 Carrion Crow  Corvus corone       

55 Northern Raven  Corvus corax       

56 Coal Tit  Periparus ater          

57 Marsh Tit Poecile palustris           

58 European Crested Tit  Lophophanes cristatus            

59 Great Tit  Parus major        

60 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus        

61 Crested Lark  Galerida cristata           

62 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica           

63 Sand Martin Riparia riparia            

64 Eurasian Crag Martin  Ptyonoprogne rupestris        

65 Cetti's Warbler  Cettia cetti       H    

66 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus        

67 Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita         

68 Willow Warbler Phylloscopus trochilus            

69 Zitting Cisticola  Cisticola juncidis            

70 Eurasian Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla           

71 Common Firecrest  Regulus ignicapilla         

72 Goldcrest Regulus regulus            

73 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes          

74 Eurasian Nuthatch  Sitta europaea   H   H   

75 Wallcreeper  Tichodroma muraria           

76 Short-toed Treecreeper  Certhia brachydactyla        H   

77 Spotless Starling  Sturnus unicolor          

78 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula       

79 Redwing Turdus iliacus            

80 Song Thrush  Turdus philomelos        

81 Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus        

82 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula       

83 Black Redstart  Phoenicurus ochruros       

84 European Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola            

85 Blue Rock Thrush  Monticola solitarius            

86 White-throated Dipper  Cinclus cinclus            
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      March 

  Common name Scientific name 15 16 17 18 19 20 

87 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus       

88 Alpine Accentor Prunella collaris            

89 Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea        

90 White Wagtail  Motacilla alba       

91 Water Pipit Anthus spinoletta            

92 Meadow Pipit  Anthus pratensis            

93 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs       

94 European Serin  Serinus serinus           

95 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis        

96 Red Crossbill Loxia curvirostra          

97 Hawfinch Coccothraustes coccothraustes            

98 Corn Bunting  Emberiza calandra           

99 Rock Bunting  Emberiza cia            

100 Cirl Bunting  Emberiza cirlus            

 


