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Tour participants: Tom Brereton (leader) with five Naturetrek clients 

Day 1 Thursday 22nd September 

Weather: warm and sunny 

Our mid-afternoon flight from Gatwick left on time, arriving at 8pm in La Palma, for the start of our sub-

tropical adventure. We met up with Linda who had flown from Manchester, then picked up the minibus and 

travelled west across the island to the Hotel Sol de la Palma situated in sunny Puerto Naos. At the hotel, we 

checked in to our sea-view rooms then headed to the restaurant where a welcome cold buffet meal had been laid 

out for us. 

Day 2 Friday 23rd September 

Weather: warm, sunny and breezy 

After the first of many excellent buffet breakfasts over the week, our plan today was to visit ancient laurel forest 

which occupies much of the higher ground of La Palma on the eastern side of the island. After breakfast we 

made a short seawatch from the hotel grounds where Cory’s Shearwaters were passing south in quantity and a 

subdued group of three Bottlenose Dolphins headed north. Tom spotted a Monarch in the hotel car park as he 

went to pick up the minibus. 

 

We left the hotel a little after 9am and headed east towards the Cubo de la Galga. We stopped briefly in the 

capital Santa Cruz to scan the harbour. There were several loafing Atlantic Herring Gulls, whilst brightly 

coloured Red Rock Crabs were present along the rocky foreshore and a flock of Choughs were seen over the 

hillside. At Puntanella we picked up supplies for lunch, the short stop giving the group a chance to stretch their 

legs and look for wildlife, with Barbary Falcon, Island Canary and Humming-bird Hawk-moth all seen.   

 

As we arrived at Cubo de la Galga the weather was sunny, so we prioritised butterfly watching in scrub habitat at 

the mouth of the gorge. A flowering Lantana camara was particularly attractive, hosting Indian Red Admiral, La 

Palma Brimstone, several Canary Blues, Lang’s Short-tailed Blue and Canary Large White, with all giving 

excellent views. A further highlight was a rather worn American Painted Lady. This species has been resident on 

La Palma at times in the past, but died out some years ago and is now only a trans-Atlantic vagrant. One was 

seen here on the 2015 tour and it is possible this individual may have been the progeny of last year’s female, 

which was seen egg-laying.   

 

Lunch was taken in a picnic area by the visitor centre.  After lunch, we followed a steep track through beautiful 

woodland, en route admiring some giant old trees draped in Lianas. Woodland birds were being quite secretive, 

but eventually we started to pick up a number of the specialities, including Canary Island Chiffchaff, Chaffinch (a 

local subspecies), Canary Island Goldcrest, White-tailed Laurel Pigeon and Dark-tailed Laurel (Bolle’s) Pigeon. 

Other forest birds detected included Sparrowhawk, Buzzard (heard only), Blackcap and Blackbird. The highlight, 

though, was seeing the islands only endemic bird (and considered a full species by some authorities), La Palma 

Blue Tit, with around eight seen or heard. 
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It was sunny over much of our woodland walk, with plenty of butterfly activity. Canary Blue and Canary 

Speckled Wood were much in evidence, whilst there were further sightings of Canary Red Admiral and Canary 

Large White.  

In the evening we followed what was to be our routine for the week, with a log call over drinks and the last of 

the evening sun by the pool, followed by a delicious buffet meal in the hotel restaurant. 

Day 3 Saturday 24th September 

Weather: warm and sunny, but windy 

The view from breakfast this morning was enhanced by the sighting of a Monarch which floated past the 

restaurant balcony. Our plan today was to explore the southern part of the island. The visibility was good in the 

morning, so it seemed sensible to visit St Antony’s Volcano first, as fine weather is essential to make the most of 

time spent here and experience the spectacular views that can be had walking the trail along the perimeter of the 

crater. The group walked the volcano and learnt more about the island’s volcanic history from the exhibition in 

the visitor centre. Whist the group were visiting the volcano, Tom explored the farmland and slopes around the 

car park picking up Chough, several Berthelot’s Pipits, numerous Island Canaries and a Lesser Emperor 

dragonfly. After visiting the volcano, a brief stop was made in Fuencaliente, where the group went for a coffee 

whilst Tom picked up supplies for lunch. 

 

After this, we took the winding road down from Fuencaliente through spectacular volcanic scenery to our 

birding destination, the Faro de Fuencaliente which forms the most southerly part of the island. In low scrub by 

the lighthouse, we looked for Berthelot’s Pipit and Spectacled Warbler, but it was too windy for passerines and 

an early lunch was taken by the more sheltered beach area. 

 

After lunch we walked around the salt pans, which are still worked in a traditional way. This yielded a small 

selection of passage waders, all giving stunningly close views, including Little Stint, Dunlin, Greenshank, 

Turnstone, Ringed Plover and Sanderling. Along the walls lining the saltpans, there were several more Berthelot’s 

Pipits. After visiting the saltpans we stopped for coffee and ice creams at the recently opened El Jardín de la Sal 

restaurant, which offers a panoramic view out to sea.  

 

It was too choppy to seawatch for cetaceans, and on the seabird front only Cory’s Shearwaters and Atlantic 

Herring Gulls were in evidence offshore. Back at the hotel several Monarchs and a dazzling Scarlet Darter were 

seen, whilst Val explored the scrub near the hotel, seeing a dozen or so African Grass Blues, Red-veined Darter, 

Scarlet Darter and more Monarch butterflies. 

Day 4 Sunday 25th September 

Weather: warm, sunny and calm 

Before breakfast, two presumed Madeiran Pipistrelles were seen flying around the hotel in the pre-dawn gloom. 

After breakfast, we had a quick seawatch to ‘get in the zone’ for our day looking for whales and dolphins out at 

sea, with Henrik spotting a distant group of breaching dolphins, that were most likely Atlantic Spotted, amongst 

a feeding frenzy of Cory’s Shearwaters.   
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We headed to the port of Tazacorte for the first of our three boat trips. The group had a leisurely coffee in the 

harbour café, before boarding early on the Fancy II to get our preferred seats on the fly bridge. After waiting 

apprehensively for two days on land, with fresh Trade Winds, it was a great relief to set out in good conditions – 

warm and sunny, with not much swell and just a few white caps (‘horses’) here and there. Small groups of Cory’s 

Shearwaters were resting on the sea as we first headed south, then north taking a zig-zag route. Sightings were 

infrequent, but the momentum was kept up with several snacks served by the friendly crew, followed by lunch 

which was a hearty fish/vegetable soup with crusty garlic bread. 

 

It was two hours before we had our first cetacean sightings, but this was more than worth the wait with stunning 

views obtained of a school of 30 or so Rough-toothed Dolphins swimming in groups of up to seven in chorus 

lines. This is a difficult species to see in European waters away from a few spots in the Canary Islands, and we 

were able to watch them at point-blank range for more than 20 minutes. The purple patch continued, with a 

large playful group of Atlantic Spotted Dolphins appearing soon after, giving excellent underwater views from 

the boats’ glass bottom. The group comprised numerous mother-calf pairs and juveniles. 

 

After this, our blood sugar levels were aided by cold drinks, fruit, ice creams and biscuits, served during the 

afternoon. Towards the end of the trip, we stopped briefly, allowing time for a swim in the sea, before returning 

to port at 4pm.  

 

Being friends of the Fancy II crew, we were delighted to be offered a complimentary late afternoon/early 

evening trip by owner and skipper José, with everyone keen to do this. No sooner had we landed in port, we 

were on our way back out to sea. We headed up the north coast, this time closer inshore, to explore the caves 

and coastline and to search for once more cetaceans.   The scenery was stunning, and once more we had great 

views of schools of Atlantic Spotted and Rough-toothed Dolphins. Other noteworthy sightings included Flying 

Fish, Common Sandpiper and a party of 12 Little Egrets heading north to roost, thus rounding off a really 

fantastic day at sea. 

 

Back at the hotel, Tom parked in the public car park, where sightings included Scarlet Darter, several Red-veined 

Darter, Blackcap and two Monarch butterflies going to roost. 

Day 5 Monday 26th September 

Weather: warm and mostly sunny 

Early morning, a Madeiran Pipistrelle was seen flying around the hotel by Val.  After breakfast a short visit was 

made to the scrubby area by the beach car park close to the hotel. This proved excellent for wildlife, with 

highlights including Red-veined and Scarlet Darter dragonflies; Maize Moth; Monarch, African Grass Blue, 

Lang’s Short-tailed Blue and Geranium Bronze butterflies; and Sardinian Warbler and Turtle Dove, the latter 

being the first sighting for this species on these tours. 

 

In the morning Tom dropped off the group at the Caldera de Taburiente National Park visitor centre above El 

Paso. Tom then went to buy picnic lunch items from a large supermarket in El Paso, whilst the group explored 

the visitor centre, enjoying the informative display about the island’s history and wildlife. Afterwards, given the 

windy conditions, we drove to El Pilar to look for forest birds and to have a picnic lunch in sheltered conditions. 
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It was foggy and cold, but there were plenty of woodland birds of interest including Raven, Chough, Chaffinch, 

Canary Island Goldcrest and La Palma Blue Tit. 

 

After lunch we returned to Los Llanos to make a circular walk through scenic farmland. The mixture of 

cultivated fields, pasture and Tree Lucerne groves proved attractive to birds, with Linnet, Island Canary,  

Berthelot’s Pipit, Canary Island Chiffchaff and 50 or so Chough recorded.  Despite plenty of suitable habitat, we 

failed to locate any Stone-curlew, which was the target bird for this area.  It was too windy for butterflies, with 

just a solitary Meadow Brown seen.  

 

In the late afternoon we headed back towards Puerto Naos, stopping for a short wander around the quaint and 

unspoilt fishing village of La Bombilla. In the evening, another excellent dinner was had in the hotel, where the 

food on offer included roast rabbit – a local speciality, with a beautiful sunset as a backdrop. 

Day 6 Tuesday 27th September 

Weather: warm and sunny 

Today we headed to the port of Tazacorte to board the Fancy II for our second boat trip in search of seabirds 

and cetaceans. On the way to the harbour we stopped off at Las Martellas, where there are a series of banana 

plantation irrigation ponds. Though not the most scenic of places, this can be a productive area for wetland 

birds, with a number of rarities having been recorded in recent years.   The water levels of the ponds have been 

very low this year, making them not so attractive to waders, none the less we had a decent selection including 

Ruff, Greenshank, Green Sandpiper, Wood Sandpiper and Common Sandpiper, together with 16 Little Egret 

and a Grey Heron. A Moorhen was also seen by Tom. 

 

After a coffee at Tazacorte port, we got to the boat in good time to be in prime position for spotting and 

photographing sea animals. By 11am we were on our way in lovely weather, on what was to be one of the best 

days ever at sea on these tours. Our first cetacean sightings came at 11.45, when a group of approximately 50 

Atlantic Spotted Dolphins came to bow-ride the boat, giving superb views, especially from the underwater ‘glass-

bottom’ viewing area. Twenty minutes later there was much excitement when at least three Cuvier’s Beaked 

Whales surfaced close to the boat. They surfaced around a dozen times (either side of a longer, but relatively 

shallow dive) in perfect light, giving incredible views. The animals could be seen taking a deep dive, with their 

bodies at an angle of 70 degrees from the underwater viewing area. Soon after this excitement, a Blainville’s 

Beaked Whale surfaced half-a-dozen times, though was somewhat distant. At 12.45 we had the first of two 

Loggerhead Turtle sightings. A couple of Manx Shearwaters had been seen earlier in the day, but our first quality 

seabird of the tour was spotted just before 1pm when a Barolo (Macronesian Little) Shearwater was seen 300m 

off the starboard side. Luckily, everyone got onto this increasingly rare seabird, with all of the key features noted 

as it tracked south-west. Just a few minutes later we had our third whale species of the day, when three Short-

finned Pilot Whales were seen by eagle-eyed skipper David. They were elusive at first, but eventually came very 

close affording fantastic both above and below water at point-blank range. Amazing stuff! 

 

The sightings just kept on coming, with the afternoon yielding bow-riding Bottlenose and Atlantic Spotted 

Dolphins, Flying Fish and Loggerhead Turtle. A cooling swim in the sea at Tazacorte rounded off a truly 

memorable day at sea. 
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After the boat trip, we took the steep road that climbed above the Aridaine Valley, stopping at the Mirador El 

Time. From the café there is a magnificent view over the Aridaine Valley, Tazacorte, the Cumbres (the entrance 

to the Caldera) and the coast past Puerto Naos towards Fuencaliente. We have had excellent views of Barbary 

Falcon at this site in the past, but were out of luck this time. After scanning for birds of prey, we headed down a 

steep road by the Mirador café in in search of other wildlife. This yielded two Lang’s Short-tailed Blue butterflies, 

Red-veined Darter, numerous Canary Island Wall Lizards and a calling Sardinian Warbler. Back at the Mirador, 

we had a coffee/ice cream, admired the spectacular view and scanned the sky once more for raptors, picking up 

a lone Chough.   

Day 7 Wednesday 28th September 

Weather: warm with sunny spells 

Just before dawn, several of the group assembled by the seaward hotel pool, looking for Madeiran Pipistrelle 

bats, though only Henrik manged to spot one, whilst Tom recorded a Gecko. 

 

Today the focus was once again the sea, with our final boat trip planned from Tazacorte, on-board the Fancy II.  

We departed a little after 11am and, thankfully, once again the weather was fabulous and ideal for spotting 

animals. We took a due westerly coast, hoping to get well out into deep water in search of larger whales. This was 

to prove an inspired choice by skipper David. After 40 minutes or so, we had our first sightings, these being a 

bow-riding group of 15 Bottlenose Dolphins which gave fantastic views, especially underwater, from the glass-

bottom viewing area. It was possible to watch the dolphins turning their bodies through 360 degrees and rubbing 

themselves against the ship’s bow, with sucker and other fish in attendance. 

 

A few minutes after leaving the dolphins behind, we were overjoyed when a group of four Blainville’s Beaked 

Whales were spotted, these being our top target for the day. All four animals surfaced right beside the boat 

giving awesome views. We could see the erupted teeth and heavily scarred body of an adult male, plus a female, a 

younger animal and one other, presumably another juvenile of this family party. Henrik was bit worried though, 

as he had volunteered to do a banana boat ride, should good views be obtained of an adult male Blainville’s!  

Later analysis of scar patterning revealed that we had seen this group in the same general area on previous tours!  

 

Over the remainder of the trip, we had four Loggerhead Turtle sightings and a good number of Cory’s 

Shearwaters, some showing really well. Close to shore Tom had a swim and Henrik completed his banana boat 

challenge, much to the amusement of the rest of the group! 

 

After the boat trip there was ample time to have a wander around Tazacorte, the highlight being the 15th 

Century church of St Michael the Archangel, which is the oldest religious building on the island.  Several of the 

group had a coffee on an outside terrace, with a panoramic view overlooking banana plantations and the sea.  

 

We arrived back at the hotel in the late afternoon, giving plenty of time for the group to pack for the journey 

home the next day and have some relaxing downtime; swimming in the hotel pools was a particularly popular 

choice. A search of the scrub near the hotel by Val produced two more Monarch butterflies, African Grass Blue, 

plus 12 Red-veined Darters and eight Scarlet Darters. 
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We had missed Mary’s birthday on the 22nd, having arrived late on that night in La Palma.  To compensate for 

this and to celebrate what had been a memorable tour, especially for whales and dolphins, Tom hosted the log 

call with pre-dinner sparkling Spanish wine (Cava) and nibbles at his hotel room on the fifth floor. A group of 

distant Atlantic Spotted Dolphins were visible from Tom’s balcony, along with a hundred or so Cory’s 

Shearwaters. 

Day 8 Thursday 29th September 

Weather: warm, but mostly cloudy 

After checking out of the hotel, there was time for one final scan of the sea, where approximately 80 Cory’s 

Shearwaters were sighted, rounding off an excellent stay at the hotel. 

 

For our final day, Henrik and Mary planned to go out on the Fancy II, whilst the rest of the group aimed to take 

a leisurely route to the airport making several natural history stops along the way.  

 

First off, we checked the banana irrigation ponds one last time at Las Martellas, seeing our first Snipe of the 

holiday amongst several other wader species. We dropped Henrik and Mary at Tazacorte then headed inland, 

passing through Los Llanos and into the Barranco de Las Angustias, which offers stunning views of the Caldera 

de Taburiente, though today it was a little hazy. We made a lovely walk along a broad mountainside trail and 

subsequently stopped at several points as we drove to the bottom of the Caldera. Highlights in this area included 

our first Plain Tiger butterfly of the holiday, plus Sardinian Warbler, La Palma Blue Tit, Canary Island Chiffchaff, 

Island Canary, Chaffinch and Chough. 

 

We then headed east, stopping in El Paso, where Tom got supplies for lunch and the group had a coffee in a 

local bar. From El Paso, we made a scenic drive along the steep and winding LP301, which links El Paso with 

Santa Cruz de la Palma, passing through laurel forest, pine forest and lava fields.  We stopped for a picnic lunch 

at the El Pilar recreational area, set within Pine forest. What a contrast it was from three days ago, with the 

weather now warm and sunny. A little sunny, flowery patch proved attractive to butterflies, with sightings 

including Clouded Yellow, Cardinal, Small Copper, Canary Blue and Brown Argus, together with a Robber Fly.  

 

After lunch, we continued in an easterly direction, descending first though laurel forest, then small-scale 

cultivated farmland in the suburbs of Breňa Baja. We stopped at an astronomical viewpoint on the eastern slopes 

overlooking dense laurel forest, where a House Mouse was seen. Our main objective for the afternoon was to 

see the famous ‘Dragos Gemeleos’ Dragon Tree situated between Breňa Baja and Breňa Alta. This tree lived up 

to our expectations - towering high above the surrounding farmland, it was simply stunning! A small arable field, 

next to the tree, supported our only Bath White of then holiday, together with Small White for comparison. 

 

From Breňa Baja, we dropped down to the coast and to a rocky area near the small holiday resort of Los 

Cancajos, south of Santa Cruz.  Along the rocky coastline there were large numbers of brightly coloured Red 

Rock Crabs resting on the tideline. 
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We had a coffee/ice cream at Restaurante Nuevo Aeroclub, overlooking the sea at Punta de las Palmas where we 

rendezvoused with Henrik and Mary, who had got a taxi from Tazacorte after their additional boat trip. We 

learnt that they had another superb day on the sea with more Rough-toothed and Atlantic Spotted Dolphins and, 

best of all, a Swinhoe’s Petrel, which appeared briefly close to the boat. 

Our final wildlife stop of the holiday was a small area of disused gravel pits located immediately adjacent to the 

airport. We scanned the muddy margins of the pools for waders, recording Turnstone, Common Sandpiper, 

Whimbrel, Sanderling and three Ringed Plover. From here it was onto the airport, where at 9pm we boarded our 

flight bound for London. 

 

At Gatwick we collected our baggage and said our final goodbyes, from what had been a fantastic holiday with 

some special wildlife encounters. 

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!  
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Species Lists 

Sea life (=recorded but not counted; H = heard only) 

      September 

  Common name Scientific name 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 

1 Bottlenose Dolphin Tursiops truncatus 3       3 15   

2 Atlantic Spotted Dolphin Stenella frontalis     55   80   30 

3 Rough-toothed Dolphin Steno bredanensis     30       30 

4 Cuvier's Beaked Whale Ziphius cuvirostris         3     

5 Blainville's Beaked Whale Mesoplodon densirostris         1 4   

6 Short-finned Pilot Whale Globicephala macrorhynchus         3     

7 Loggerhead Turtle Caretta caretta         2 4   

8 Atlantic Flying Fish Cheilopogon melanurus     1   1     

9 Yellow-finned Tuna Thunnus albacares         10     

10 Barracuda Sphyraena viridensis      1         

11 Red Rock Crab Grapsus grapsus 6           20 

Birds                 

1 Cory's Shearwater Calonectris diomedea 50 45 500 200 250 300 400 

2 Barolo Shearwater Puffinus baroli         1     

3 Manx Shearwater Puffinus puffinus         2     

4 Grey Heron Ardea cinerea       1 3     

5 Little Egret Egretta garzetta     12   17     

6 Great Egret Egretta alba             1 

7 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus 15 12 2 6 5 4 5 

8 Eurasian Sparrowhawk Accipiter nisus 1 1           

9 Barbary Falcon Falco pelegrinoides   1           

10 Eurasian Buzzard Buteo buteo 6 1           

11 Moorhen Gallinula chloropus         1     

12 Common Ringed Plover Charadrius hiaticula   1         2 

13 Common Greenshank Tringa nebularia   1     1   1 

14 Common Sandpiper Actitis hypoleucos     1   2   3 

15 Green Sandpiper Tringa ochropus         2     

16 Wood Sandpiper Tringa glareola         1     

17 Ruff Philomachus pugnax         1     

18 Ruddy Turnstone Arenaria interpres   6         5 

19 Sanderling Calidris alba   3         1 

20 Green Sandpiper Tringa ochropus         1     

21 Dunlin Calidris alpina   1           

22 Little Stint Calidris minuta   1           

23 Whimbrel Numenius phaeopus             2 

24 Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis 20 10 30 80 50 70 20 

25 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus 2             

26 Rock/Feral Pigeon Columba livia ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  ✓  

27 Bolle's (Dark-tailed Laurel ) Pigeon Columba bollii 2             

28 (White-tailed) Laurel Pigeon Columba junoniae 1             

29 Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto 5 3 1 8 10 20 18 

30 Plain Swift Apus unicolor 100 30 10 40 10 20 20 

31 Red-billed Chough Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax 25 2   50 1   3 

32 Northern Raven Corvus corax       1     1 

33 La Palma Blue Tit Cyanistes teneriffae palmensis 8     3     3 
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      September 

  Common name Scientific name 23 24 25 26 27 28 29 

34 Canary Islands Chiffchaff Phylloscopus canariensis 20 2 2 6 3   10 

35 Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla 4   1 1 1   1 

36 Sardinian Warbler Sylvia melanocephala   2   1 2   2 

37 Goldcrest Regulus regulus 10     10     5 

38 Common Blackbird Turdus merula 6 3 2 3 5 2 5 

39 Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea 1 3 2 1 2 1 2 

40 Berthelot's Pipit Anthus berthelotii   6   6     1 

41 Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs 4     1     3 

42 Atlantic (Island) Canary Serinus canaria 10 60 6 100 10   20 

43 Common Linnet Linaria cannabina       10       

Butterflies                 

1 Small White Pieris (Artogeia) rapae 15 1         1 

2 Canary Islands Large White  Pieris cheiranthi 5           1 

3 Bath White Pontia daplidice             1 

4 Clouded Yellow Colias crocea             1 

5 La Palma Brimstone Gonepteryx palmae 1           1 

6 Small Copper Lycaena phlaeas             4 

7 Geranium Bronze Cacyreus marshalli       2   2   

8 Lang's Short-tailed Blue Leptotes pirithous 1     1 2     

9 Canary Blue Cyclyrius webbianus 25 1         2 

10 African Grass Blue Zizeria knysna   12   3   10   

11 Cardinal Pandoriana pandora             1 

12 Canary Red Admiral Vanessa vulcania 6           1 

13 American Painted Lady Vanessa virginiensis  1             

14 Monarch Danaus plexippus  1 3 3 6 2 4 1 

15 Meadow Brown Maniola jurtina   1   1     1 

16 Canary Speckled Wood Pararge xiphioides 25           1 

Moths                 

1 Maize Moth Spoladea recurvalis       2 2     

2 Humming-bird Hawk-moth Macroglossum stellatarum 4             

3 Mint Moth Pyrausta aurata             5 

Dragonflies                 

1 Scarlet Dragonfly Crocothemis erythraea   5 1 5   8   

2 Red-veined Darter Sympetrum fonscolombei 1 20 10 10 2 12 2 

3 Lesser Emperor Anax parthenope 1             

4 Emperor Anax imperator       1 1 1   

 

Atlantic Spotted Dolphin 


