
Wild Portugal: Birds, Alpine Flora & 
Prehistoric Art 

Naturetrek Tour Report 7 - 14 May 2018 
 

 

 

Naturetrek Mingledown Barn Wolf's Lane Chawton Alton Hampshire GU34 3HJ UK 

 T: +44 (0)1962 733051  

 E: info@naturetrek.co.uk W: www.naturetrek.co.uk  
 

     

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

   

  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Report & images collated by Toby Collett  

 

Schreiber's green lizard (Lacerta schreiberi) 

Crag Martin 

Montagu’s Harrier 

UNESCO cave carvings 

mailto:info@naturetrek.co.uk
mailto:info@naturetrek.co.uk
file:///C:/Users/Peter/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/2NR7BARZ/www.naturetrek.co.uk
file:///C:/Users/Peter/AppData/Local/Microsoft/Windows/Temporary%20Internet%20Files/Content.Outlook/2NR7BARZ/www.naturetrek.co.uk


Tour Report  Wild Portugal: Birds, Alpine Flora & Prehistoric Art 

 

 

© Naturetrek     March 19 1 
 

Tour participants: Toby Collett (tour leader), Fernando Romão (local guide) with 15 Naturetrek clients 

Day 1 Monday 7th May 

Arrival and travel 

With bags collected and the group gathered after touch-down in Porto, it was time to hit the road. For many this 

was a taster tour, their first foray abroad to see what Naturetrek can offer. The gentle pace and intriguing 

locations lent themselves well to a toe-dipping and we all excited to get moving. With the vans packed, we were 

soon in convoy and heading east towards the Spanish border. As we travelled, it was noticeable how sparse the 

vegetation was. A refreshment stop and catch-up with our guide Fernando revealed the bare trunks and lack of 

greenery were the result of some intense forest fires in the previous year. A few raptors were noted on the 

journey but the birds were thin on the ground as we headed along the toll roads. Castelo Rodrigo is a 

magnificent village, perched high on a hill with a castle at its centre; it proved to be a wonderful base for the next 

few nights. With an hour or so to unwind and stretch our legs, the group freshened up and had a little explore 

before supper. One hearty homecooked meal later, we were all synchronising watches for a pre-breakfast stroll in 

the morning. 

Day 2 Tuesday 8th May 

Duoro Valley  

We gathered in the courtyard at 6am and, while our eyes may have been a little blurry, our ears were being 

treated. Nightingale, Blackcap, Cuckoo, Rock Bunting and Black Redstart were all in full voice in the gardens. A 

short walk to the highest point gave us displaying Serin below and an unusual bird’s-eye view of two Black Kites 

cruising below us. Red-rumped Swallows mixed in with the more familiar Barn Swallows and House Martins. 

The final stretch around the base of the castle afforded us good views of the super, stripy Rock Bunting and 

some distinctly unmarked Spotless Starlings. Corn and Cirl Buntings sang from the fields and our final bird 

before breakfast was the always-wonderful Hoopoe.  

 

A beautifully presented and equally tasty breakfast was polished off and we were on our way to the Spanish 

border and the dramatic landscape around the Duoro river. A stunning pale-phase Booted Eagle circling over us 

while we fuelled proved a nice distraction and a great start to our journey. A few stops proved to be fruitful. At 

the first, we spotted some White Storks, which were followed by good views of Red Kite, Black Kite and 

Griffon Vultures moving overhead. The second was at a small watering trough where Fernando’s local 

knowledge came in to play and we soon enjoying some wonderful close-up views of both Marbled and Bosca’s 

Newts. This spot was also productive for birds, with singing Melodious Warbler, Woodchat and Iberian Grey 

Shrikes and a small group of Bee-eaters overhead.  

 

The twists and turns of the roads along the steep gorges meant we had ample stopping opportunities to drink in 

the vistas. As well as the views, our stops also allowed us to enjoy Blue Rock Thrush, Sardinian and Subalpine 

Warbler and Crag Martins.  

 

Lunch was taken close to a Griffon Vulture colony where we also enjoyed out first Egyptian Vultures of the trip. 

Swallowtail butterflies and Sardinian warblers flicked around us, while Alpine Swifts sheared along the steep 
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cliffs. A Peregrine was an unusual addition to the day list and a nice surprise for Fernando: always good to get 

something different for the tour’s host. A gentle stroll after lunch allowed the group to get up close to some of 

the special wildflowers of the region, with a few lucky eyes glimpsing a basking Montpelier Snake before it 

quickly disappeared into cover.  

 

After lunch we headed down to the Douro itself, meandering along the bottom of ravines as we explored the 

local flora further. We saw some striking rock formations near an old water mill, akin to something you would 

only see in geography text books: the layers of rock were twisted and curled like pastry nestled in the heart of 

rock faces.  

 

A relaxed drive home allowed those who wanted to a little more time to explore our host village while others 

caught some shut-eye prior to a night drive later that evening. After supper, we took those that wanted to out for 

an owl and nightjar hunt. While we didn’t catch up with the latter, we did hear both Little and Scops Owl. The 

biggest surprise of the night came under a streetlight when an enormous Peacock Moth fluttered out form the 

shadows. 

 

Having squeezed as much as we could out of our first full day, it was time to return to our beds and get some 

rest before the following day.  

Day 3 Wednesday 9th May 

Faia Brava, Coa Valley and UNESCO cave carvings 

With another late evening on the cards, we allowed everyone a good lie in before breakfast. 

 

Today’s daytime visit was to the rewilding project that Fernanado helped set up. Faia Brava is an 850ha area of 

the Coa Valley, fenced off to allow large herbivores, Garrano horses and Tauros cattle, to roam wild.  While we 

didn’t have the luck to stumble across any herds, we did enjoy a wonderful, albeit warm, walk through the 

reserve. The high peaks around us were the perfect habitat for what proved to be our best raptor day with four 

Booted, a single Bonelli’s and three Golden Eagles, Montagu’s Harrier, two Red and seven Black Kites, 

Peregrine, Egyptian Vulture and over 60 Griffon Vultures. The mid-day heat kept some of the smaller birds 

hidden away but our attentions were held by some new featherless friends. Large Psammadromus lizards were 

lounging on the bare rock walls while Iberian Water Frogs were found in the small springs.  

 

After lunch we hiked along to a church, with more incredible views down the gorge. Quails were calling from the 

fields and Bee-eaters chased over a flush of Green-winged Orchids.  

 

An early supper was taken to allow us to get ready and wrap up for the evening’s activities. We had a private tour 

to a site of Paleolithic rock carvings in the Coa Valley. Dating back to 22,000 BC, these carvings are best 

marvelled at under torchlight, when their subtleties can be better defined away from the glare of the sun. Our 

leaders on this tour were specialists in this field and had studied the carvings for many years. We split into three 

groups, allowing for a really intimate experience with our ancestors and interpreters. The explanations and 

descriptions were fascinating especially when you consider the timescales of the artists. Here you have examples 

of some of the oldest art in the world while on another rock a few metres away, you have more recent carvings 
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of planes and train. It is a living history book of human development and easy to see why it has been designated 

as a UNESCO World Heritage Park.  

 

A long day drew to a close and we headed back to our final night at Castello Rodrigo. 

Day 4 Thursday 10th May 

Almeida and Casa da Penhas Douradas 

After we had said our goodbyes and thank yous to our fabulous hosts, it was time to head south and upwards on 

to our next base. We made good time to the historic fortified town of Almeida. If the gorges of the Duoro and 

Coa were straight from a geography textbook, then Almeida would be double history. Remnants of several 

historical battles could be seen around the fringes of the castle which itself has stood for hundreds of years. Our 

little stay here for lunch and a stroll round the town summed up the tour wonderfully. It proved to be a fantastic 

location, with culture and history combined with some wonderful wildlife watching, highlighted in this instance 

by Crag Martins, Red-rumped Swallows, Serins and Black Redstarts swooping round the ramparts and singing 

from the rooftops as we had our lunch underneath soaring Black Kites. 

 

As much as we could have spent the whole day at Almeida, we needed to get back on the road and up into the 

mountains. When we arrived at Penhas Douradas, it could not have been more different from where we had left 

that morning: from arid scrub, shorts and t-shirts, to montane forests, jumpers and fleeces. Our base for the next 

few days would give us access to the highest peaks in Portugal and a setting entirely different from our first few 

days. The group settled into their rooms and had a few hours to explore the area or enjoy the facilities. After 

supper we organised ourselves for a pre-breakfast stroll and retired for the evening.  

Day 5 Friday 11th May 

Serra da Estrella and surrounds.  

A chilly start had us warming up with a brisk stroll around the hotel. The views down the valley were incredible 

and in this higher, canopied habitat, we spent a lot more time looking up for Western Bonelli’s Warbler, Crested 

Tit, Firecrest and Serin. 

 

After breakfast we went even higher still, until we could get no higher. Serra da Estrela is the highest point in 

mainland Portugal, and the abundance of ski lifts shows this must be quite a popular destination in the winter. 

Due to very clear skies the vistas were absolutely stunning, and we weren’t the only ones to have picked a 

beautiful day to be out and about. After drinking in the views, we headed to a location to look for harriers. A 

small plateau is well known for breeding Ortolan Bunting, Rock Thrush and what would turn out to be the stars 

of the show, Montagu’s Harriers. A singing Rock Bunting greeted us and both the Ortolan and Rock Thrush 

were picked up on the boulders. The stage was set for our third target species and did they perform! Three males 

and two females gave excellent views as they chased, landed, chased some more and displayed overhead. As they 

departed we thought it was our time to move on for lunch, but a loud, and very stern, Portuguese voice halted us 

in our tracks. A local policeman was waving and preventing us from leaving our little area. It transpired, as we 

saw two black SUV’s zooming around the hairpin bends, that we were stuck in the middle of a Maserati 
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commercial for their newest model. It meant we had a little more time to enjoy the buntings and, when the brief 

window appeared when we could leave, we were on our way to lunch.  

 

The sheltered glade we ate at is a local picnic spot with a stream running through it and a few Camberwell 

Beauties dancing in the sun. A little walk afterwards produced nothing new for the trip, though we did stumble 

across some wood ants and bluebells, which allowed us to try the cool trick of encouraging them to spray formic 

acid, turning the blue flowers a pinky-purple, and that was the biology textbook ticked!   

Day 6 Saturday 12th May 

The Serra valleys 

The weather dictated things a little today, so we made the most of a good morning and headed down the 

mountains to hunt for shrikes. The sheltered valleys are spectacularly lush with far more broadleaved trees than 

around the hotel. Unfortunately, we didn’t manage to find any shrikes but did have our best day for Short-toed 

Eagles with three seen as we traversed the valleys. 

 

The group had been fantastic and enthusiastic since the start, but we were conscious that a lot of activity can be 

quite draining, and we wanted to offer the opportunity to experience the fantastic accommodation. Our 

afternoon walk around a local reservoir was optional, and while enjoyable, nothing new was added to our trip 

list, so those that went for a swim, or had a sauna didn’t miss out, especially as it did rain quite a bit later in the 

day. Luckily, we were all dried and toasty by supper, and ready for some sightseeing the next day. 

Day 7 Sunday 13th May 

Manteigas and the Burel factory. 

Our penultimate day gave us a chance to explore the nearest town in the sunshine prior to our visit to the world-

famous, if you know your textiles, Burel factory. While the trip was supposed to just be a chance to discover the 

town and pick up any souvenirs, it turned into something a wee bit different. Unbeknownst to us, the weather 

conditions were perfect for some raptor passage. As Fernando and I chatted around the vehicles, we picked up a 

distant raptor flying just over the ridge and through the valley. A Honey Buzzard, and only the second or third 

Fernando had seen in the Portugal. An hour and a half later we had clocked over eight, along with four Booted 

Eagles, two Short-toed Eagles, two Montagu’s Harriers and a single Griffon Vulture. It was tricky to get exact 

counts as often birds would loop back up the valley, but great to triple Fernando’s life-count of Honey Buzzards 

in under two hours. We enjoyed our lunch down by the river and made our way to the Burel wool factory. We 

were given a private tour around the factory and an insight into this absolutely fascinating project and story. The 

group were transfixed by both the history, methods and current outputs of the factory and the gift shop was well 

attended at the end.  

 

A final swim and sauna for some would ease them into their final night at Penhas Douradas and, with bags 

packed before supper, we would be ready to head out straight after breakfast. 
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Day 8 Monday 14th May 

Ria de Aveiro and return home 

And now for something completely different. We’d done dry, we’d done high and now it was time to get wet and 

low with a visit to the bustling coastal marshes south of Porto. This would be a final hurrah and give us a nice 

change of scene for our final day. As we left the main motorway and headed out towards the biological centre, 

we were amazed at the number of White Storks nesting on the pylons and buildings. We were then lucky enough 

to see two Black-winged Kites as soon as we got out of the vehicle and, as luck would have it, our picnic lunch 

spot meant we got even closer and enjoyed some fantastic views before we all tucked into our last meal. With a 

lot of celebratory cake eaten after a fantastic week, we really needed to walk some of it off before we got on the 

flight home. Purple Heron, Marsh Harrier, Hobby, Yellow Wagtails and Yellow-legged Gulls were the highlights 

of our final few hours and helped get us into three figures for the trip list.  

 

A wonderful week had come to an end and as well as some fantastic wildlife watching, we all appreciated how 

lucky we were to have been treated to seeing this more remote and less visited part of Portugal. Our 

accommodation and itinerary were unique to our group and allowed us some very intimate experiences that you 

just wouldn’t get in the hustle and bustle of the more popular southern coast.  

 

We thanked Fernando for all his hard work to make it so special and headed into the airport to catch our flights. 

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. 

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.  

 

 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
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Species Lists 

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

      May 

  Common name Scientific name 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

1 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos               7 

2 Red-legged Partridge  Alectoris rufa     2       1   

3 Common Quail  Coturnix coturnix     H           

4 White Stork  Ciconia ciconia   4 1 2       50+ 

5 Purple Heron Ardea purpurea               5+ 

6 Great Egret Casmerodius albus               1 

7 Black-winged Kite  Elanus caeruleus               3 

8 Egyptian Vulture  Neophron percnopterus   4 1           

9 European Honey Buzzard  Pernis apivorus         1   7+   

10 Griffon Vulture  Gyps fulvus   30+ 60+ 20+ 1 2 1   

11 Short-toed Snake Eagle  Circaetus gallicus           3 4   

12 Booted Eagle  Hieraaetus pennatus   1 4 3 2 1 4   

13 Golden Eagle  Aquila chrysaetos     3           

14 Bonelli's Eagle  Aquila fasciata   1 1           

15 Western Marsh Harrier Circus aeruginosus               4 

16 Montagu's Harrier  Circus pygargus 1   1   3♂2♀   2   

17 Red Kite  Milvus milvus   1 2 1       1 

18 Black Kite  Milvus migrans   5+ 7+ 2+       20+ 

19 Common Buzzard  Buteo buteo 1     2   1     

20 Common Kestrel  Falco tinnunculus   1           1 

21 Eurasian Hobby Falco subbuteo               3 

22 Peregrine Falcon  Falco peregrinus   2 1           

23 Common Moorhen  Gallinula chloropus 1               

24 Yellow-legged Gull Larus michahellis               10+ 

25 Lesser Black-backed Gull Larus fuscus               2 

26 Rock Dove  Columba livia   √ √ √     √ √ 

27 Common Wood Pigeon  Columba palumbus   √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 

28 Eurasian Collared Dove  Streptopelia decaocto   10+ √ √       4 

29 Common Cuckoo  Cuculus canorus 1 1 2 √ √ H 2   

30 Eurasian Scops Owl Otus scopus   1             

31 Little Owl  Athene noctua   1             

32 Alpine Swift  Tachymarptis melba   4             

33 Common Swift  Apus apus √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 

34 European Bee-eater  Merops apiaster   6+ 4+ 7+         

35 Eurasian Hoopoe  Upupa epops   1+ H 1         

36 Iberian Grey Shrike  Lanius meridionalis   1+   1         

37 Woodchat Shrike  Lanius senator   1+ 1+ 1         

38 Eurasian Golden Oriole  Oriolus oriolus   ♫ 2           

39 Eurasian Jay  Garrulus glandarius   1   1 1 1 1 2 

40 Iberian Magpie  Cyanopica cooki   2+ 1+ 2         

41 Eurasian Magpie  Pica pica 1     3       2 

42 Carrion Crow  Corvus corone                 

43 Northern Raven  Corvus corax         2       

44 Coal Tit  Periparus ater       1 2 4 10+   

45 European Crested Tit  Lophophanes cristatus         1 5 4   

46 Eurasian Blue Tit  Cyanistes caeruleus   1 √   √ √ √   

47 Great Tit  Parus major   1 √   √ √   2 



Wild Portugal: Birds, Alpine Flora & Prehistoric Art Tour Report 

 

 

© Naturetrek     March 19 7 
 

      May 

  Common name Scientific name 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

48 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus         2   1   

49 Woodlark  Lullula arborea     2 1 H H 1   

50 Eurasian Skylark  Alauda arvensis         5 H     

51 Thekla Lark  Galerida theklae     1 1         

52 Crested Lark  Galerida cristata   1             

53 Calandra Lark  Melanocorypha calandra     1           

54 Barn Swallow  Hirundo rustica √ √ √ √ √   √ √ 

55 Eurasian Crag Martin  Ptyonoprogne rupestris √ √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 

56 Common House Martin  Delichon urbicum   √ √ √ √   √ √ 

57 Red-rumped Swallow  Cecropis daurica   √ √ √ √   √ √ 

58 Cetti's Warbler  Cettia cetti               2+ 

59 Common Chiffchaff  Phylloscopus collybita         2       

60 Western Bonelli's Warbler  Phylloscopus bonelli         1 3 ♫   

61 Eurasian Reed Warbler Acrocephalus scirpaceus               2 

62 Melodious Warbler  Hippolais polyglotta   2             

63 Zitting Cisticola  Cisticola juncidis   H           6+ 

64 Eurasian Blackcap  Sylvia atricapilla           ♀ ♂ 2 

65 Dartford Warbler  Sylvia undata     2+           

66 Subalpine Warbler  Sylvia cantillans   4+ 4+           

67 Sardinian Warbler  Sylvia melanocephala   H             

68 Common Firecrest  Regulus ignicapilla         2 H     

69 Eurasian Wren  Troglodytes troglodytes   2+   1 1 1 1   

70 Short-toed Treecreeper  Certhia brachydactyla   1 1   1 H     

71 Spotless Starling  Sturnus unicolor   10+ √ √ √ 20   √ 

72 Common Blackbird  Turdus merula   √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 

73 Mistle Thrush  Turdus viscivorus           2 √ √ 

74 European Robin  Erithacus rubecula       1   1 1   

75 Common Nightingale  Luscinia megarhynchos   H H     H   H 

76 Black Redstart  Phoenicurus ochruros   4+ 2   3 2 4   

77 Common Redstart  Phoenicurus phoenicurus         1       

78 Common Rock Thrush  Monticola saxatilis         4       

79 Blue Rock Thrush  Monticola solitarius   4+ H           

80 European Stonechat  Saxicola rubicola   2+ 1   1   3 1 

81 Northern Wheatear  Oenanthe oenanthe         6       

82 Black-eared Wheatear Oenanthe hispanica       1         

83 Black Wheatear  Oenanthe leucura         1       

84 House Sparrow  Passer domesticus √ √ √       √ √ 

85 Spanish Sparrow  Passer hispaniolensis   2+             

86 Dunnock  Prunella modularis       1 4 1 5   

87 Western Yellow Wagtail Motacilla flava               3 

88 Grey Wagtail  Motacilla cinerea         1   4   

89 White Wagtail  Motacilla alba √ √ √   √ √ 4 √ 

90 Tawny Pipit  Anthus campestris         1       

91 Common Chaffinch  Fringilla coelebs   2+ √   4+ 10+ 10+   

92 European Greenfinch  Chloris chloris   10+           4 

93 Common Linnet  Linaria cannabina   10+ √ √   1     

94 Red Crossbill  Loxia curvirostra         2       

95 European Goldfinch  Carduelis carduelis   √ √ √ √ √ 6 √ 

96 European Serin  Serinus serinus   √ √ √ √ √ √ √ 

97 Corn Bunting  Emberiza calandra   √ √ √         

98 Rock Bunting  Emberiza cia   √ 2 √ √ 3+ 4+   
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 7 8 9 10 11 12 13 14 

99 Ortolan Bunting  Emberiza hortulana         H       

100 Cirl Bunting  Emberiza cirlus   1+ 1           

101 Common Reed Bunting Emberiza schoeniclus               4 

Mammals                   

1 Red Fox Vulpes vulpes     √           

2 Iberian Hare  Lepus granatensis     √           

3 Bat spp       √           

Reptiles & Amphibians                 

1 Marbled Newt  Triturus marmoratus    √             

2 Bosca's Newt Triturus boscai   √             

3 Common Toad Bufo bufo           √     

4 Natterjack Toad Bufo calaminta   √ √           

5 Iberian Frog Rana iberica           √     

6 Iberian Water Frog Rana perezi     √           

7 Spanish Terrapin Mauremys leprosa     √           

8 Moorish Gecko Tarentola mauritanica    √             

9 Large Psammadromus  Psammodromus algirus     √ √         

10 Schreiber's Green Lizard Lacerta schreiberi         √       

11 Iberian Rock Lizard Lacerta monticola         √       

12 Montpellier Snake Malpolon monspessulanus   √             

Butterflies & Moths                   

1 Spanish Swallowtail Iphiclides feisthamelii   √             

2 Brimstone Gonepteryx rhamni       √         

3 Berger's Clouded Yellow Colias alfacariensis     √ √ √       

4 Orange Tip  Anthocharis cardamines         √       

5 Small Copper Lycaena phlaeas     √           

6 Brown Argus Aricia agestis     √           

7 Camberwell Beauty Nymphalis antiopa         √       

8 Queen of Spain Fritillary Issoria lathonia     √           

 9 Giant Peacock Moth Saturnia pyri   √             

 


