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Introduction

This review covers the highlight§a memorable touin the Picos de Europaetween15™ and 26"

May 2011 In contrast to the 2010 tour we had excellent weather conditions throughout in what

proved to be a very early spring for the Picos de Europa. As@@NB 4 Qa Ay aGAYIFGS |
the weather systems in this mountainousgion ensured that we were able to maximise our
opportunities during the tour, which is one of the big benefits of working to a flexible itinerary.

Though the tour party was small in number this was more than outweighed by the friendly
atmosphere created yall of the participants. The swapping of interesting and often highly amusing
anecdotes among the party certainly contributed to a very enjoyable tour for bathqggpants and
leaders. As usuait was onlypossible to sample a fraction of the bigdrgty potential of the

region,but it has to be said that on this tour we enjoyed some truly special encounters with wildlife
Ay 2yS 2F 9dz2NRLISQa flad 3aINBFG WYIORSyaQo
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to join up with Pete Copley (who hailed all the way from South Australia) and Teresa at the port of
{FYyGFryRSNE 2y { LI AyQa y2NIK O2Fado

Sunday 15" May

We set out from Plymoutht
3.00pm and in no time at all we
were encountering good
numbers of seabirds. As
expected the mosabundant
species was the Northern
Gannet, with several hundred
birds counted before nightfall.
Once out into the Western
Approaches a variety of other
spedes put in an appearance,
including some reasonably close
Manx Shearwaters and a handfu
of Great Skuas. These were
backed up by small numbers of
Fulmar and Kittiwake.

Gannet ¢ Bay of Biscay © Jeff Clarke



Monday 16" May

An early start as we crossed the abyssal plain of Southern Biscayel®énto the sector of sea
GKSNB 2dzNJ OKIFy0Sa 2F OSiGlIOSry aA3akKaGAy3aa 6SNB
we had some superb close views of both Striped and Sheaked Common Dolphins, whose
exuberance and elegant markings were evidasthey rode the bow wave of the ship before

leaping playfully in the wake.

' = The ship docked at midd&panish
— R o time and we joined up with Pete and
Teresa. From here we headed to the
Liencres and dunes. The rising tide
was creating some wader activity
and small groups of summer
plumaged Dunlin skittered along the
shoreline, joined occasionally by a
few Ringed Plovers. Having feasted
2y GKS FTANRG 2F ¢SNB
picnic lunches, we heademit to
explore this superb dune system.

Short-beaked Common Dolphin Pete spotted a movement which

Bay of Biscay © Jeff Clarke eventually resolved itself into
Western Green Lizandacertabilineatad ¢ KS WiaAdzQ OFffta 2F WLOSNARI )
wind and soon we were watching a number of birds viadaks full of insects ready to feed to their
brooding young.

This dune system is well known for its flora and in particular its orchids. Charles quickly found the
first Small Flowered Serapias. A number of other species weoddeéntified, includig Heart
Howered Serapias and Robust Marsh, Lesser Butterfly and Bee Orchids.

The heat of the day meant that birds were pretty
hard to find, so we were delighted when a flurry of
retreating wings became a female Nightjar. The
incessant alarm calls of aréh betrayed its new
hideaway and we had reasonable views of it perched

planted pines.

The dunes held a number of interesting
invertebrates, including the impressivggwed
Northern Dune Tiger Beetl@icindela hybrida

Cicindela hybrida© Jeff Clarke
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more cooperative. A number of butterflies danced across the dgnape including a few Lulworth
Skipperswhich turned out to be the only ones we saw throughout the tour. As we headed back to
GKS OFNJLIN)]y ¢S 1SLWG | Ot2asS 6l GOK F2N 2yS 27
of reptiles. Eyes searched just in front of our striding feet and sameigh a number of Western
Threetoed Skinks whipped across our path.

We arrived at our hotet H Hoyalg in Pesaguero in the early evenjrggretched our limbs and

settled in for a fantastic toufThe hotel is wonderfully situated. It overlooks woodealleys,

pastures and hayneadows and makes a delightful base from which to explore this sumptuous area
2F WDNBSYy {LIAYyQod

Tuesday 17" May

The day started with a pre

breakfast check on the

contents of the moth trap set

2y ¢SNBal Qa G SNNI
selection of species, despite a

cool night, included the rich
red-brown Fox Moth and

subtly patterned Lobster

Moth.

The weather forecast
prompted a switch in our
itinerary and we headed for
the sundrenched mosaic of
meadows between Espinama
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Pete Copley exploring the Espinama meadows © Jeff Clarke

and Fuente Dé, part of which covers the glacial
moraine of Fuenfria. We were joined by local
naturalist and hotelier Lisa Stuart for our first full
day in the Picos de Europa.

Butterflies were much in evidence as we slowly
made our ascent. Fritillaries, so scarce and
threatened in the UK, were in abundance. The
spectacular Queen of Spain Fritillary was almost
constantly in view and regularly joined by Glanville,
Knapwee and Duke of Burgundy Fritillaries, though
the latter is not a trudritillary. Blues were also
abundant, especially Adonis, while the diminutive Glanville Fritillary © Jeff Clarke
skippers were represented by Iberian Grizzled and




RedUnderwing, that fairly fizzed over the flowdaeads. Geen Hairstreaks turned pirouettes each
time they landed and Clouded Yellows never seemed to settle for more than a few seconds. This
was in contrast to the gliddike Scarce Swallowtails that patrolled a favourite beat, chasing off
intruders and checkingut potential mates, before returning to a favoured lookout perch. Their
Common Swallowtail cousins vied for attention but these warge restive and camera shy.

The Picos de Europa is also a hotbed offtlagg moths so it was not unexpected thapeckled
Yellows, Burnet Companions and Small Yellow
Underwings were abundant amongst the riot
of colour in the meadows.

A feature of these meadow areas is the shear
abundance and diversity of invertebrates. The
meadows literally buzzed with life and the
incessant chirruping of Field Crickets was, at
times, quite deafening. You had to be patient
to get a decent view of the ates at their
burrow entrances as they prepared to
serenade passing females. The cassthped
shieldbugGraphosoma italicumsat openly on
umbellifer flowers, as di€lytra
guadripunctata a Chrysomelid beetle that
Burnet Companion on White Asphodel could possibly be mistaken for a ladybird

© Jeff Clarke

Cruising around the meadows with the butterflies
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cross between a dragonfly and an ant lion. The ‘
species found here wadsbelloides coccajus

was more cooperative and its cascading song
matched its parachuting dispy flight into the tops of
adjacent Pyrenean Oaks. Despite the good weather
conditions raptors were largely notable by their f ~
absence, though an Egyptian Vulture at close range Graphosoma italicum
looked dazzling against the azure sky. © Jeff Clarke

The various meadows looked glorious ie unshine dotted with vibrant splashes of colour, as if
some pointillist artist had recently passed by. The Ophrys orchid genus was particularly well



~and Sombre Ophrys all in evidence.
The latter was photographed vkt
male solitary bees were duped into
mating with them and thereby
pollinating the deceiving plants. As
we drifted through the meadows the

Dactylorhiza sulphuregEarly Marsh,
Elder Flowered, Heath spotted,
Greenwinged and Early Purple
Orchids, plus flamboyant Pink
Butterfly and Common Tongue
Orchids, diminutive and manikirke
Burnt Orchids, including one without
a burnt tip, and the even more

Sombre Ophrys pollinated by solitary bee sp.
© Jeff Clarke

the woods we encountered Whitdelleborine and Common
¢ ol &0f I RS desttOKcBids toakMIRiRKit of searching
for as they hid, phantom like, amongst the beech leaves of t
woodland floor, but eventually we spotted thre

There were many other plants in the meadows too, including
swathes of the majestic White Asphodel, Tassel Hyacinths,
Tuberous Comfrey, Columbine, Rock Cinquefoil, Maiden Pin
Carduncellus mitissimy®Rampion Bellflower and much, much
more...

Wednesday 18" May

A warm night gave us hope that the morning check of the mai#
trap would prove to be productivend we were not

disappointed. The wall was coated in a fantastic array of
species but, sitting in the bottom of the Robinson trap, lookin
like a highly decorated dinngalate was not one but two
AYRAQGARdzZrta 2F 9dz2NRLISQa fat NH
a startto the day! Other notable highlights included Spanish

W' yodzNYyGQ . d
© Jeff Clarke

represented, with Sawfly, Early Spider

human like flowers of Man Orchids. In

2NDKARAE OFYS GKAOL |



Tiger, Small Elephant

Hawkmoth, Great and Tawny %
t N2EYAYySyidaz 5984
and The Passger.

The weather forecast
suggested a reasonable
morning but posible .
deterioration to rain later, so ».5,
we headed for the heights of . ©
Puerto de Piedrasluengas. |
We were joined by a
delightful Dutch couple,
Margriet and Bruce de

Winter. Margriet was a keen :7, ,
botanist and the chance to seg -
some true alpine plants was her
ambition, so we headed towards some rock gardens. Here we fédunaione pavoniana

Globularia repensSaxifraga caniculatalLivelong Saxifrage, Alpine Forgat-not, Prostrate
ToadflaxErysimum duriagiAsperula hirta Alpine Calamint/iola bubanii Spring Getian, Grape
Hyacinth and, in the grasslands, lots of Wild Daffodil, though only a few of the latter remained in
flower.

Great Peacock moth © Jeff Clarke
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A dark ringlet type butterfly lead us on a merry dance. One was finally captured, allowing its certain
ARSY GATAOI (A Rifiglet. @n tie $op of dlibzyT th&rdidR gardens we found a few chunky
black and orange Apollo caterpillars. There were also a few interesting day flying moths including
Metaxmeste schrankianand the Bordered White lookaliketurgia famula

View from Puerto de Piedrasluengas. © Jeff Clarke



Among the rock gardens we watched a number of Common Wall Lizards including a large and
variegated green male with blue spots on his side. Here too we found sothe tfpical bird

species of this habitat. The most interesting observation involved a pair of Rock Buntings; everyone
KIFIR t20Sté& @ASsa 27T -toed Bagléposed dnfrnack, leasily dehffieddy |
its huge head; we later had supeviews of a pair in display, with the male carrying a snake to the
female. The calls of a Cuckoo rebounded around the rock walls and after a time it was located
perching on the same rock pinnacle previously occupied by the StexitEagle. Black Redstarts

were common as were Northern Wheatears and as we headed back towards the car park we added
Corn Bunting and Yellowhammer to our list.

TS Ceg e e emee h Y 2. dzNJ NBGd2NY ¢ SNB A
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around in a dung heap and
winkled out a spectacular
Staphylinid beetle calleBmus
hirtus. a fearsome and as its

name suggests WK I A NB Q LINBR
of other dungdwelling
invertebrates. Approaching the car
park, Jeff noticed a movement and
looked down to see&lozens of ants
swarming around a striped
longhorn beetle. A little later
Charlesalsofound one. Our
investigations suggest that they
were both specimens of
Iberodorcadion albicans

Emus hirtusStaphylinid beetle © Jeff Clarke

After lunch we headed further into the province off
Palencia (Castilla y Ledn) and stopped at a short & .
limestone gorge. The streamside was a
combination ofwillow carr and wet meadow and
here we found Aconitéeaved Buttercup,
Pyrenean Valerian, Water Avens, Globeflower a
Marsh Marigold. We also found Irish Spurge,

2 2 2 R/ -bill, Byigean Squill and Ramsons
along the adjacent Beech forest margin. There
were a few more butterflies here, the best of
which was our first Moroccan Orangp.

During the afternoon, the gathering rain bearing
clouds chased us further south. We settled at the : o SR ¥ ;
village of Varies, on thghores of the Embalse de  Iberodorcadion albicans® Teresa Farino

wrk



la Requejada. On our approach significant numbers of White Storks dotted the roadside fields. As
we alighted from the vehicles, a Black Kite passed so low overhead that you could see every detail
of its plumage without the use ofitooculars. We then set course for some more rock gardens. To
get there required us to cross a stream and here we found Iberian Water Frogs. We also found a
~ single specimen of Winter Damselfly
" 3 . - . Sympecma fuscdhe rock gardens
» ¢ oy 3 themselves were very productive,
' turning up Star of Bethlehem,
Potentillamontang False Sainfoin
LathyruspannonicusErodium
glandulosumand Beautiful Flax. The
musical backdrop was provided by
several Nightingalesinging from
denseshrub covehbut we had to be
content with fleeting glimpses. As
we tramped across the meadows
the colourful caterpillar of The

Iberian Water Frog © Jeff Clarke Lackey moth was found.

The reservoir had a few birds dottedound on its surfagencluding Great Crested Grebad

before leaving we took time to watch and enjoy the nesting White Storks atop the various buildings
in the village. At the samigme Pete found Greenfincand a pair of Stnechats popped up on the

wires butthe Rock Sparrows remained elusive and would have to wait for another day.

White Storks © Jeff Clarke



Thursday 19" May

The morning round of the moth trap brought another Passenger, THumeped Prominent, Dusky
Marbled Brown, Spanish Puss Moth, Pale Shoulder, Cream Sentarid Bordered White, to
name but a few.

After breakfast, we were once again joined by Lisa. Our first stop was the Dubeator. With
GSNIAOFE Of AFTa G2 K SneNdSdsddpelspfeRd befordtldwedai A O W1 |
truly scenic and mductive location. Retilled Choughs called and wheeled above our heads and a

few were found probing the vegetated areas of the scree runs below our vantage point.

¢tK2dzaK ¢S KIFIR Tt NBIFIRe g G§OKSR-LE I NAY 3dzYy ONRE a2
mountain-scape, this was our first really close encounter with these huge and dramatic birds. Some
cruised past at eye level and below and many came close enough to hear the air ripping across their
vast wings. A significant number of pairs nest at thestion and birds were constantly in view,

often in sizeable wheeling flocks around the towering cliffs. They were occasionally joined by a

Booted Eagle.

Initially there was no sign dfie hopedfor Blue Rock Thrudbut we eventually found a strongly

singng bird after we had passed through the first tunnel. Crag Martins nest within the tunnel and
many more could be watched scything across the face of the cliffs. As ever in these mountains Black
Redstarts were fairly obvious, though we had to work a lldeder for the Rock Buntings.

This is a reliable site for a

number of butterflies and

moths but the narrow road

access and precipitous slopes

R2y QG fSyR (KSyas
observation. Nevertheless
Hummingbird Hawkmitn,

Yellow Shell, Small Blue and

Wall Brown were quickly

I RRSR G2 GKS fAad
also harboured a number of
interesting plants, including
Pyrenean Germander,

Mountain Alyssum and Fairy
Foxglove.

White-clawed Crayfish © Jeff Clarke

From here we drove to a small
reservoir and adjacent sadows above Enterrias. The stream outlet is a known site for Atlantic
White-clawed Crayfish and, within a few minutes of our arrival, Teresa located one under a boulder.
Temperatures were fairly moderate so Lepidoptera and Odonata activity was slightlyesii Even



S0 we enjoyed a rich array of species. Pete
found a newly emerged Blaskined White, so
fresh that it was still pumping its wings up.
9PSNE2YSQa OF YSNI} ak
capture that image for posterity. By this stage
of the tour Petehad picked up the rock turning
0dz3 FyR Ffaz2 dzySt NIK
Toad.

(0p))

An unusual feature of this tour was the super
abundance of Marsh Fritillariege found

them in many locations and this site proved to
be equally productive. The boggy patches of
the meadows were also home to a number of
lycaenids, including Turquoise Blue. The
skippers were represented by Large and
Oberthirs Grizzled, while the bugt moth
Zygaena nevadensigas found resting on an
unopened knapweed. This insect prompted a discussion about whose camera wasu@pg
colours most faithfullyout the moth seemed indifferent to the debate.

Black veined White © Jeff Clarke

After lunch we concentrated on photographisgme of the waterside wildlife and Lisa had views of

a large snake in the water. Given thebhtat it was either Viperine, oGrass Snake. A good number

of damselflies were drifting in and around the bank side vegetation, including several mating pairs.
LI NG FNBY /2YY2Yy 2AYGSNI 51 YaStconfirm&MBireg SNBE &S
DamselflyCoenagrion puellaCommon Blue Damselfinallagma cythagerurand Iberian Bluetall
Iscnhura graellsiiOf the dragonflies we had good views

of a female Broadbodied Chaser. A number Bonacia

leaf beetles were clinging to the Typha leaves, which
appeared to beDonacia vulgaris Just prior to leaving

the site, Jeff and Pete found a large queen wasp on a
flower-head, which turned out to be a Tree Wasp
Dolichovespla sylvestris

We then set off to spend the afternoon in a set of sloping
YSIFR2pga ¢Sad 2F 5206 8HI ySao
sunny as we would have likdult this habitat did give us
plenty of photographic opportunitieas many of the

butterflies and moths were settled on the flower heads.
Marsh Fritillaries were once again abundant in the flower
rich meadowsand pristine examples of Spanish Brown

Argus begged to photographed, as did the exquisitely

Spanish Brown Argus © Jeff Clarke
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marked Glanville Fritaries. Afemale Purpla K2 0 / 2 LILISNJ G221 | t A1 Ay3 0
mopped up nutritious body saltsut Sooty Coppers were far more abundant. Of the-tigiyng

moths the tiny noctuidOmia cymbalariaeonstantly caught the eyed as it darted across the

meadow. Another of the burnets was found here, namely Slender Scotch Biygaena loti

The meadows were dotted
with dozens of Burnt and
Tongue Orchids. They also
abounded with other
invertebrates, including the
Green Huntsman Spider
Micrommata virescenswhile
FYy20KSNJ Whotf ¥
found, this timeLibelloides
hispanicus The backdrop
hum of bumblebees and
trilling songs of Field Crickets
were like ambient music. i
Many of the bee ensembles
were made up of carder bees,

notably the Moss Carder Bee. A sudden stifled yelp from Pete indicated that something was amiss
and the source of theain was traced to a bee sting on his arm.

As we descended back down to the road, through the
Pyrenean Oaks that lined the footpath, we had superb
GASsa 2F | . 2ySttAQa 21 NDf S
is so closely associated with the wooded areas of the

Picos de Europa. A number of crab spiders were also
noted, including the distinctively prettylisumena

vatia.

As soon as we reached the vehicle the sun came out
strongly and the meadows wesaddenly alive with
butterfliesso Charles and Jeff headed bagkto the

nearest meadow patches to photograph the Marsh
CNAGATEIINRSAS {2208 [/ 2LIISNA
Skippers that had appeared in force. Meanwhile

Teresa indulged her passion for rummaging around in

dung heaps and soon found anothemus hirtus

Staphylinid beetle.

After the regular evening meal and rowugh, Charles,
Pete and Jeff headed out to do a bit of batting. Pete

Libelloides hispanicus® Teresa Farino



washaving a prolonged reaction to thHeee
sting so we kept it shorbnly surveyingdng
enoughto confirm that most of the bats
flying around the hotel were in fact
Common Pipistrelles.

Friday 20" May

The cool overnight temperatures meant we
had a break from the usual early start as
there is little point putting a moth trap out
in such conditions. Pete was still suffering
from the after effects of his bee sting so weg
took things fairly steadily and pobteakfast
headed downhill to a meadow between
Frama and Ojedo. Having passed many
roadside Lizard Orchids, Charles was
delighted to have a proper period of time tg
photograph these exotic looking plants,
along with the equally attractive Bee
Orchid. The readow was full of interest
both botanically and invertebratavise. A
brush against the aptly named Bitumen Pe
produced the unmistakeable scent of

Lizard Orchid © Jeff Clarke

freshly laid tarmac. However, a brush with t8#ybum
marianumWa A f 1 Q ¢KAAGES gl a fSa:
certainly not one to sit on! The floweringallenis

spinosawas characteristic of this dryer, more

Mediterranean patch of grassland.

The vegetation seemed to jump at every stride. Most
of the culprits turned out to be Ge¢ Green Bush
Crickets, including a very pallid specimen that we
spent time photographing. A number 8tenopterus
rufuslonghorn beetles were noted on the heads of
daisies, anGynaema globosuanab-spiders were also
in evidence. Feathered Footman mothisre readily
disturbed as we moved through the meadows, and a
number of fritillaries bounced around, including
Spotted, Knapweed and yet more Marsh Fritillaries.

Great Green Bush Cricket © Jeff Clarke



Small Skippers darted around the tall grasses, and the
ubiquitous Sooty Coppers were abundant
Unfortunately, however, the Blackcap singing in the
dense shrubbery stubbornly remained hidden, as did
the strongly singing Firecrest.

Onward towards Beges. We stopped briefly for
WSt S@SyasSaqQ 4 GKS nmida NI R
where Griffon Vultures were perched on adjacent crag
and those flying were keeping below the slowly
descending cloud base. A quick bout of rock turning
revealed a sizeable Common Toad but no reptiles. The
most noteworthy plant here was thBetrocoptis
pyrenaicaspp.glaucifolia, located by Teresa. Higher up
the route we stopped on a bend in the road to examine
the interesting array of plants. Common Spotted Orchid
and Woodcock Ophrys were faidpviousbut the less
showy Fly Orchids required a matescerning eye to Fly Orchid © Jeff Clarke
pick them out.

Aswe travelled higherupthe hil KS ¢S 0 KSNJ t 221 SR RSOARSRf & WAT
an assortment of birds showed, including Stonechat,-Bi#ed Chough and a Dunnock, while a
Provence Orchid was added to our ever growing list of flowers. We pressed on a little further un
we stopped for lunch at a water trough. This proved to be a productive and instructive spot. Delving
into the depths we quickly picked out the beautifully marked Alpine Newts, together with their
Palmate cousins. Many newly limbed Common Frog tadpeégs kaving the trough but inside it

W T A \gmn-. W ey rmmE gigantic tadpoles proved to be
: -x:f'; 'ﬁ; J k, - = ke '\‘7 5, ~1 those of the Midwife Toad.

= A0 B 7 e A\ R /A¥%d One in particular was so
> ! bloated that we were half
convinced for some time that
it was a candidate for
Western Spadefoot Toad. Also
in the trough was a Hawker
dragonfly nymph; based on
photographic evidence this
"% appears to be a Southern
 HawkerAeshnacyanea
nymph. Jusprior to leaving
this locationwe had good
views of Marsh Tits, which

Alpine Newt © Jeff Clarke gave away their presence with
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brief roadside stops gave us excellent views of Iberian Chiffchaff and some rocks just begging to be
lifted produced a pair of Slow Worms.

RSV
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Large Psammodromus © Jeff Clarke
Theweathe!SY F2 NOSR agAGOK Ay 2dzNJ AGAY SNI Ninis F2dzyR
proved to be a very productive move. We found many new butterflies for the trip, including our

0 |
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first Blackeyed Blue, Bluspot Hairstreak, Large Wall Brown eénd5 | @S NDa CNAR G A€ £ | NE

Mallow Skipper, Brimstone and Cleopatra. They all proved incredibly difficult to photograph,
unfortunately, thanks to a combination of warmth and wind. A closé{lyPeregrine Falcon
brought some aviaexcitement;while high over the peaks man@riffonsand the occasional
Egyptian Vultures could be seen. Distant streaking dots
proved to be Alpine Swifts but they were to be seen much
more clearly later on in the trip.

When you turn over a itk you never quite know what you
will find, though someone had clearly been doing the same
prior to our arrival and, annoyingly, had made little effort to
replace the rocks in their original position. We lifted one to
find a Glow worm eating a snail, itedd buried deep into the
shell of its mollusc prey. Every so often a Thieed Skink
would skp in front of our bootlacesnd Common Wall Lizards
were abundant, but the real reptilian highlight was the Largg
Psammodromus found by Teresa. It eventuallyvsbd well,
and proved to be a male in breeding dress. We also
photographed a very attractive Pyralid motynaeda

dentalis whose markings are a dead ringer for a dried grass
flower head.

Cynaeda dentali® Jeff Clarke



As expected, this locality produced a number of interesting plantfyding Cone Knapweed, Daisy
leaved Toadflax, Prickly Juniper, Swaleart, Sad StockRuta angustifoliaandRosa rubiginosa
We also found a helleborine which, after close examination, turned out t&@pactis kleinii a
species not previously readed in the Picos de Europa.

Saturday 21°* May

The day began with the morning round of moth determinations from the previous nights trapping.
The catch was as varied as ever, containing a variety of prominents, Ringed Carpet, Sharp Angled
Peacock and a distinctive little micro moth calledrysocrambusraterellus

After breakfast we headed off in the
direction of the Puerto de San Glorio
o0dzi KI RyQ&G 32yS ¥
stopped in the road by an oncoming
KSNR 27T W iubdnoscatRedzY
one of the traditional breed of the
region. These tall, but slender cows ar¢
highly adapted to the poor grazing in
the high mountain pstures during the
summer monthsand here we were
witnessing the moment when the \
cattle are transferred from the lowland |
meadows, thus freeing thempufor the |
production of hay to feed these self
same animals during the winter. Itis
this ageold cycle that is, in large part,
responsible for the supreme botanical
and invertebrate diversity of the Picos
de Europa.

Mazarine Blue © Jeff Clarke

Presently we arrived at a small slopimgadow full of spring flushes, some distance short of the
high point of the pass. Here we found the red form of the Efttevered Orchid, as well as Large
flowered Butterwort, Horned Pansy, Spignel, Whorled Lousewort and its conBexesularis
mixtaand the vanilla orchidNigritella gabasianaButterflies and moths bounced around the
meadow but were never easy to catch up with on the boggy slope. We did manage to add a few
new species though, including Mazarine Blue, Small Argent & Sable and Lead Belle.

We spent the majority of the rest of our time here around the pine plantation at the top of the

pass, where the forest floor was dotted with Pyramidal Bugle and Wood Anemone. Our target here
was Citril Finch, although we wengomentarilydiverted by a ferale Roe Deer, which crossed our
path and gazed briefly into our eyes, before moving smartly away. Every avian movement was
examined, although most proved to be Chaffinchesrins, Coal Titer Goldcrestdut eventually



Charles had a good view of a pairGitril Finches. Unfortunately Pete had to be content with a few
fly-over views, as the birds chimed their metallic calls.

Over lunch we pondered the identity of a largish longhorn beetle and concluded that it was
Rhagium bifasciata The towering cloud® the southwest suggested agmificant change in the
weatherand by the timewe had taken our last mouthfulsig drops of rain were beginning to spot
around us.

We made a decision to head back down the valley to the Urdén Gorge, which proved to b& a goo
OK2A0S® 2SS KIFERYQl ¢Fft1SR FIN ¢gKSy | w. 01 . Si
track, a Firecrest finally gave itself up to close examination and Grey Wagtails bounced up and

down the river. Butterflies were abundant in the sunshinéth Bluespot Hairstreak, Pearly Heath,
Piedmont Ringlet and Common Swallowtail all readily observed. The limestone cliffs alongside the
track harboured numerous distinctive plants, including Sticky Flax, Bastard Balm, Mexican Fleabane,

| | NthinQue FernKidney Saxifrage and the wonderfully fragrant Glssented Broomrape.

Another SlowWorm was uncovered heieut the probable highlight was a creature with eight legs
rather than none. Under the rock overhangs we found many specimens of that spectatarigely
HarvestspiderGyas titanuslts disproportionately long legs make it nearly impossible to do it
justice in a photograph, but it was a fitting species to mark the limit of our walk along the gorge
before heading back to the hotel for our evenimga. But before we departed pair of Common
Wall Lizards posed for photographs near the entrance to the gorge.

.




Sunday 22" May

As ever we were keeping a close eye on the weather prospects and today we decided to ring the
changes and head out of the Picos and into the adjacent plains in northern Palencia. Our first stop
ONRdzZAK{G dza G2 GKS NXGPSNJI t daicaiBeathters sigRaNdil sur #rival h £ .
Fd 2yS 2F GKS NB3IA2yQa 02f2yASa yR 6S ¢l G§OKS]|
on YlickeryQwings in heir distinctive graceful styleg A 1 K2 dzi || R2dzo (> GKAA&A A&
eye-catching bids.

Whilst stopped here we were
alsoover flownby a male
az2zyidl 3dz2SQa | N
snake, which proved to be just
the first of several sighting
during the day. The same
locality produced other goodies
such as Linnet, Corn Bunting
and Stonechat. Thesgcything
through the sky across a nearb
ridge, were numbers of swifts; |
most turned out to be Common
Swifts, but we also had good
views of several Alpine Swifts
with their contrasting white
bellies.

We could hear GoldeCQrioles
in the nearby Poplarsut the
river was between us and theso we opted to double back and find a route to observe the area

from the other side. We found a suitable track and parked close to the poplars. The slightly ethereal
sound of the oriolegchoed around the woodlands. We stopped briefly to photograph a Western
Demoiselle and a mating pair of Blagkined Whites before heading into the woods. The poplars
were pretty lively with birds, with Iberian Chiffchaffs singing constantly, Great Spotte

WoodpeD 1 SNE A & & dzA y Andtthandzitiden!y tBe®@iiokes weie théreiin full view. Not

too far wayboth a male and a female showedid for once this bird proved eaperative; so often

they remain stubborly hidden in the dappled canofut ourluck was in. As we returned to the
vehicle, the day was warming up and butterflies were becoming more active, including a Knapweed
Fritillary.

Western Demoiselle © Jeff Clarke

We proceeded on a little further towards the village of Valoria de Aguilar where another stop along
a set of traks produced many new sightings. Rock Sparrows gave themselves away with their
gKSST & Wi gSSdzQ OFftftX YR ¢SNBal O2dzZ R KSI NJ I
our attention to the mass of roadside plants and butterflies. Here we added Grederside Blue



to our ever growing list. Adonis Blues
were also abundant, with every female
FGOGNF OGAY3I |+ ydzYo !
attendant males. Teresa was pleased t
find anotherlberodorcadiorionghorn
beetle, this time the alblack, shiny.
spinolae Among the plants the
KAIKE AIKGa Atgeihf BlaR
Aphyllanthes and Woodcock and Early
Spider Ophrys.

Yheriam |, St t2¢ 21 30l
cereal fields as we approached
Villaescusa de la Torres. We expbbre
the marshy margins of the river close tq
the village and found a number of

Odonata, with Fouspotted Chasers,

Azure Damselfly and Large Red Damselfly Adonis Blues Trio © Jeff Clarke

being positively identified. A snake on an

area of vegetated gravel close to the river slipped intoecdefore it could be named, but the Sand
Martins darting over the river provided more than enough compensation.

As we drove through the village, a couple of large green lizards literally stopped us in our tracks. A
few metres in front of the car stood arge male Ocellated Lizard, which took exception to a male
Schreibers Green Lizard and they had a scuffle underneath the vehicle before disappearing into the
verge. Flowers around the village included Coris, White and Beautiful Rldaestain Blue

Lettuee, Wild Mignonette, Burnet Rose and Biting Stonecrop.

Out beyond the village we found an area

for lunch overlooking an arable

landscape, from which we could observe

a2y il 3dzS Q& -backetlBHKkE NE  w
and Melodious Warler. From here we

explored the nearby pines and limestone

bluffs along the margins of a small

stream. In the heat of the daye

butterflies were very liveland we
SyO2dzy i SNBER { I FF¥t 24SNJ
Clouded Yellow, Wood White, Moroccan
Orangetip and Cardinal, as well as

enjoying seeing a female Osiris Blue

Beautiful Flax © Jeff Clarke laying her eggs o@nobrychis vicifolia
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longhorn beetle, which turned out to biehagium inquisitar

It was now time to head for the high point of the day at Las Tuerces, where we explored at length
0KS tAYSadz2yS WwWaoldzZ LI dzZNB  ddujhewada fémale Ora@ it € 6 S
¢t SNBal Qa =3@dmRethibgdBférenyaBoiit and,with closer examinatiorit turned out

to be our first Western Dappled White of the trip. Swallowtailr@vexceptionally abundant here

and seemed to be nectaring every few metres along the tracks, and we also found a new lycaenid
for the trip, in the formofl Y I Yy Rl Q& . f dzS®

The whole of the open limestone plateau was decorated with a superb range of flora, including
Dropwort, Centaurea triumfetti Y R I ydzYo SNJ 2F 2NOKAR&a Ay Of dzRA y:
Bug Orchid, Fragrant Orchid and Yellow Ophrese were backed up by Greetinged and

I NI 2y Qa hNOKARaz.la ¢Sttt a {lgFte hLKNEaA

In the heat of the day, most birds had gone quietfZ4

odzi GKS 222RtFN] WR¢S SRlH
the plateaux semed not to have read the script
and we eventually foudhits favourite perch and
enjoyed a decent view. As we crossed the o\
limestone pavement we found a few individuals g X
P &LISOASE 2F Wol 362 NI GRS
that build themselves a portable camouflaged teng
utilising fragments of plant material.

On our slow return to the vehicle, the group
became slightly separated. At this point Jeff
aldzyot SR dzLll2y a2 YSiKA WS
sure what he was looking at, as it just seemed to” :
be a mas®f coils, but it then resolved itself into 3
two snakes one eating the other! The curious
thing was that they were both Smooth Snakes.
YEYylF3SR G2 3IN}Yo [/ KENI :
and Pete were some distance away. Charles ande Tl - e - 1S [y
Jeff managed to grab a eple of quick photos, RNV ) S S
unfortunately the larger snake took fright and Smooth Snake eating another Smooth Snake
sped off, leaving its victim behind. © Jeff Clarke

On the return journey we took time out with a roadside stop to photograph Lady Orchid and also
aLSyd + ¥FSg YAydziSa Sy deSardaMriaivieSrrived biack htthe Hotell & Q
for a rather late dinnerbut our long day in the field had produced some memorable sightings.



Monday 23™ May

Back in the Picos de Europa, we opted to head for the more Mediterranean vegetation above

[ S0 S s wedplodded slowly upwards through the Western Holm Oak forest, the difference in the
flora community was very noticeable, with highlights including Red and Beaaed Helleborines,
Violet Limodore, Etruscan Honeysuckle, Perennial Yellow WoundworghFegwort and the
spectacular Bath Asparagus.

The flower heads were decorated with a real
smorgasbord of invertebrates, includingany
colourful longhorn beetlebut despite multiple
variations of black on yellow, all those closely
observed seemed tbe Spotted LonghorRutpela
maculata Alongside them were iridescent green
Buprestid (Jewel) beetles: the males of the species
Anthaxia hungarica

Butterflies and day flying moths werer@al feature
p. B & of this section of the walk. Once agairaih
SRR ,s\)-) i . Fritillaries were abundartiut new species for the
'A o o ' o trip included False llex Hairstreak and the
al t s WWS Aatiatia hangasidaf  gppropriately named Camberwell Beauty, which
© Teresa Farino skimmed over our heads before disappearing into
the HolmOaks. Red Admirals were less evasive and the Duke of Burgundy also put in an
appearance. At a junction in the track, feeding on a thistle, we found a Vebltared Burnet
Zygaena lavandulgeand a little higher up we discovered another burnet moth, tmsetthe six
spotted Zygaena transalpina. . : : o T W

We then crossed a stream to reach a small

W ¢ S NINéd YeServoir. The slippery, sheer,
sides of this quartehectare tank were
something of a death trap to largéauna and it
contained a recently drowned Griffon Vulture
as testament to its potential lethalness to
wildlife. The water itself brimmed with life,
including Palmate Newts and Midwife Toad
tadpoles, while above the surface a number of
dragonflies patrolld, including Emperor, :
Broadbodied Chaser and Black tailed skimmer. Grass Snake eating Midwife Toad
Many damselflies were also present, although © Jeff Clarke
Common Blue Damselfly was the only species we were able to confirm. Shortly before leaving the
tank we looked under a few rocks, and almost ietiately Pete spotted a young Grass Snake
attempting to swallow a Midwife Toad about four times larger than its head!



It was really hotting up now, and by the time we reached the lovely village of Tudes it had turned
Ay G2 | -RNBI | WRIZSINGE? @sifott walkTcdnfiNdd our suspicions that most birds
had headed for cover, although Pete managed a quick view of a departing Green Woodpecker. A
Cirl Bunting eventually gave itself up but the hoped forBadked Shrikes and Midd&potted
Woodpedkers remained resolutelynspotted!

We decided to delve into
the depths of a blanket
weed filled trough. It took a
considerable amount of
searching through but we
did eventually secure our
prize: a dramatically marked g
maleMarbled Newt. It was a &
lively fellow and finding the @&
best way to photograph it @
took up a fair amount of
time. Leaving the others to
their photographic labours,
Jeff wandered a little way upp
the hill and eventually
located a pair of Common : WA ;
Redstarts; despi their Marbled Newt © Jeff Clarke
name, this is an exceedingly rare breeding bird in Spain. Everyone was able to get superb views of
both male and female as they shivered their tails in the dappled sunlight.

After the evening meal, Charles and Pete joined Jeff on another noctuunal We headed off

towards the river in Pesaguero and very soon, with the aid of the bat detector andfdtezeld

flLYLE 6S 6SNB Sye22eAiy3ad @ASga 2F KdzyGAy3I 51 dzo S
Pipistrelles. At least one horseshoe bat wak@ttup on the detectors but it was too quick to pin

down to species (there are four in the Picos). Roe Deer barked from the adjacent woodland and,

using the light, we spotted a few of them crossing the meadows behind the hotel.

Tuesday 24" May

The day begn with another sift through the moth trap, which produced Lesser and Spanish Puss
Moths and a number of other notodontids, including ThHaenped ProminentAfter breakfast we
stopped briefly in Potes to meefp with Lisa and get some supplies for lunch. As usual, many swifts
careened above the town and Serins twittered incessantly. The low cloud hung around the valley
and our decision to head for the cable cafatente Denay have seemed to some a folly. We

arrived at the cable car station and very few visitors had gathered. As we waited in the short queue,
we watched a Red Squirrel in the pines, and then boarded the cable car to begin our vertiginous
ascent into the clouds.



As we approached the upper cable car station we topped out of the cloud into blazing sunshine and
were treated to one of the most fantastic sights of the Picos de Europa: skyscraper peaks jutted out
of the pillowlike blanket of cloud, makinfgr a true spectacle and the feeling that you really were
w2y G2 2F GKS 62NI RQo®

Cloud inversion at Fuente De © Jeff Clarke

We had a number of targets for our day in the high peaks and began to traverse our way across the
plateaux away from the main crowds. Crowned Moths skittered across thaiteand even a few
butterflies, including Queen of Spain Fritillaries, were busy seeking nectar bearing plants.

The rockgarden and pasture plants at this altitude are something special. A far from complete list
included such gems as Spring Gent@aniana angustifoliassp.corbariensis VValeriana tuberos,
Anemone pavonian&rasdeaved and Amplexiaule Buttercupsydrosace villosaMatthiola

perennis Chamoisress, Cone Saxifrage, the Picos end&uaiifraga felineriYellow Woodand
Teesdale Violets, Holly Fern, Moss Campion, Spring Squill and a strange yellow form of Pyrenean
Snakeshead, represented by a single plant.

As is usual at this altitude, birds were a bit thin on the.
ground but theirfar carrying calls led to many §
minutes of anticipatory searching. Here we soon
found our first Snow Finches. These are large birds

that appear vaguely larkke in flight, though the "
white wing patches render them fairly unmistakable. a8
Snow fields in theidtance contained a number of
dark blobs, which closer examination through optics] ». RELE 1
Nﬁf?él-féﬁe ﬁ% gé YI-Yé-,{,ijd P R SO e e 9
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winter coats on this hot spring day. Spring Gentians © Jeff Clarke



We approached one of the higdititude ponds, B
which turned up Alpine Newts and juvenile
Common Toads. A couple of darters zipped
periodically across the surface and after some
time we tracked down their favoured perches; |
closer examination found them to be male Red}:
veined Darters.

After elevenses, Jeff wandered across a rocky
area in an attempt to find Rock Thrushes.
Having singularly failed, he returned to the D
group and set up his scope to give Charles and
Pete a good view of an Alpine Accentor. It was Fors
at this point he realised his telesge eyepiece
had fallen off. Unfortunately, despite an ; -
extensive search it was nowhere to be found. '

b M
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endeavoured to locate one of theue stars of

0KS KAIK Y2dzydlAyaodo !'adz2yrakKiydte S RARYyQl K|
entertained by a singing Snow Finch and Alpine Accentor during the brief hiatus. A high pitched
descending call announced its arrival as our principlamyuéuttered, butterfly-like, across the rock

face. Ask any European birdwatcher to name ten bird species on theirwarged list and almost

all of them will have this bird highly placed on it. Here it was, the simply stupendous and sublime
Wallcreepera ful summerplumaged male no less.

Over the next couple of hours we enjoyed several sightings of this bird, some at fairly close range,
and we calculated that at least three males and two different females were involved. We even
observed one pair flying into a distant hole in the rock f&igortly after we started heading back
towards the cablecar station, Jeff observed a distinctive movement out of the corner of his eye.

P Suddenly a female Wallcreeper was a matter of
;’ & ~ . metres from the group, searching for insects
among the boulder field athe side of our path,
amid a whirr of shutters and murmurs of
delighted appreciation. You could spend a
lifetime hoping for such a close view of this
miraculous bird. All despondency over the lost
SESLIASOS KIR OftSINIé& Sgli |
mood as he contatedly whistled and sang his
way back in the direction of the cable car.

e Nk




We had a few minutes to spare and Jeff was
persuaded to try and find his telescope
eyepiece again. Clearly influenced by the
Karmalike state indeed by the godike bird
of the mountains, he followed his instinct
straight to a tiny patch of green within a
mass of rocks and there it lay, entirely
undamaged. | guess that when the luck is
with you it makes sense to ride that pony
with equanimity.

While Jeff was otherwise engaged, the rest
of the group was enjoying superb clegp
views of Snow Finches and, not to be outdone, a male Alpine Accentor was singing his heart out on
a pathside rock: the Redilled and Alpine Choughs definitely played secbddle on this

particular visit to the mountain tops. As we approached the final bend in the path before the cable
car we had another good view of a Southern Chamois: a truly fitting end to a brilliant day in the

high mountains of the Picos de Europa.

Snow Finches © Charles Russell

Wednesday 25" May

g ' s o
Phyllodesma kermesifolig® Jeff Clarke Chequered Skipper © Jeff Clarke

»

Our final day. The prbreakfast moth trap round was as productive as ever. Dozens of different
species included Clouded Buff and a Goat Moth and a well marked exaniphylfdesma
kermesifolia a type of Lappet moth.

Before heading for Santander we spenfantastic morning in the woodlands and meadows of the
Sierra de Beges, on the way up we stopped briefly at the water trough again for a final peak at the



Alpine Newts. We then commenced a loop walk that was to be a fitting finale to our time in this
majestic mountain range. As a group we slowly worked our way along the tracks and encountered a
succession of fabulous plants and animals. Teresa, whose visual acuity for plants is extraordinary,
found a seemingly invisible Frog Orchid, while the pick obihtéerflies was Chequered Skipper,
although we also added Shesiled Blue, Dark Green Fritillary and Peacock, to our list.

As we entered the area of Sessile Oak forest we
concentrated on the birdlife, as weilshad a couple of
glaring gaps on our bird list that needed filling. The
Picos de Europa is a special place for Migdgtletted
Woodpecker and after a short period of determined
effort we managed to locate a pair diligently searching
the boughs for gruhs Here too we spent some time
observing Nuthatches and Marsh Tits before the call
from a Black Woodpecker had all of us on high alert.
Pete saw a movement out of the corner of his eye, but
all we glimpsed was a large black shape disappearing
through a tamle of trunks. It never ceases to amaze us

Queen of Spain Fritillary © Jeff Clarke how something as large as a Black Woodpecker can so

easily evaporate before your eyes, but they seem to be

past masters in the art. The next sector of forest gave us another new woodland bird for the tour,
this time in the shape of Shotbed Treecreeper.

We moved orthroughan area with grazing cattle; times are slowly changing in the area and larger
ONBSRa 2F OFLGdGtSzT AyOFLIo6tS 2F QYF{1AYy3 R2Q AY
numbers at lonand middle altitudes, thus converting hayeadows to pastures, and clearly

threatening grassland biodiversity in the Picos de Europa.

Leaving the cattle behinave crossed a series of
meadows with a simply stupendous flora and
invertebrate fauna diversyt The floristic stars of the
aK2g 6SNBE GKS YI 3lawers OSy
Pulsatilla rubrassp.hispanica Sadly, so advanced was
the season in 2011 that many had already set seed,
although we did find a few stijerfect blooms.

As the day warmed, these meadows were at full throttl
Everywhere you turned, dozens of butterflies flitted
between the multitudes of floweheads, while a Bee
hawkmoth sp. darted from one Vipers Bugloss flower to Red-underwing Skipper © Jeff Clarke

the next. Cricketand grasshoppers set up an almost deafening backdrop of stridulation and
bumblebees were everywhere. This moment, this place, epitomised the true value of the Picos de
Europa, here it was in vibrant Technicolor and high fidelity sound. We could have $teye



much longer, but all good things come to an end and it
was time say goodbye to the Picos de Europa and head
back towards the coast.

Ouir first stop after the Picos was a return to the Liencre
Dunes area where we recorded a white form of
Woodcock @hrys, many Lesser Butterfly Orchids and a
large number of noflowering Epipactisspp., though we
did positively identify Greeflowered Helleborine

Epipactis phyllanthed.iencres is the only Spanish localit
for this orchid. A large thunderstorm rumbledound us
SO0 we pressed on towards the freshwater marshes and
lagoon of Las Marismas Blancas, near Santander, wher
we added a number of waterbirds to our list, including
Mute Swan (a rare bird in Spain), Common Pochard anc
Little Grebe. From the reed bedve teased out
adzLISNI | A QPGS @OASs6a 2F | Fi
well as a family group of Reed Warblers. Then we pass
under the road bridge to the Las Marismas Negras, a tio
area that contained nesting Common Tern, a Little Egre
tacklingsome sort of eel, and a female Reelined Darter,
which became our last dragonfly sighting of the trip.

All too soon it was time to head for the port and to say
our goodbyes. Though we were a small group we had
workedg St t (23SGKSNI I yR Sy ez aVogokPpyns OJeffRlagna o2 v
We had definitely benefitted by being able to access locations that would have presented

significant logistical difficulties for larger groups and, as a consequence, we did see a quite

staggering array of ptdas and animals, including many sightings that will live long in the memaory.

And Finally...

It is simplyimpossibleto pick out all thememorable occasions and specfesm such a wildlife
packed tour If you are reading thieeport as someone who is thimkg of visiting the arethen we
hope that it hagyiven you a sense of what a special place the Picos de Europa truly is.

L QR f A efyspéckl thAnksgddmy elwader Teresa Farino, a fantastic naturalist, whose
knowledge of the Picos de Europa aswrounding areass unrivalled. Teresa works very hard and
with dedication on the groundwork and logistics of all her tolNst only that but Teresalso
preparesterrific picnic lunches and woskirelessly to ensuréhat everythingruns smoothly.The
vigour and enthusiasm of the participants to explore and discover things for themselves
undoultedly helped to enrich the touand many things were found and photographed that may
otherwise have been missed. Thanks as always go to those who have conttibeiteichages to



this report. Finally, it goes without saying thae real stas of the show wer¢he natural wondes

of the Picos de Europnd surrounding areas. For those with a statistical bent we recorded 108
species of birds, 16 species of reptitgsl amphibians, 65 species of butterflies, 13 species of
dragonflies and damselflies and 36 species of orchids. Not forgetting all the moths, beetles,
mammals, other vascular plants, etc., etc....

We trust and hope that you enjoyed your time with Iberian Willlifours and Jeff Clarke Ecology,
and we look forward to seeingpu all again sontane, hopefully soon. IBasedo let others know
what you thought about your experience.

Sy o

Charles, Pete and the Picos de Europa © Jeff Clarke

For information about future tours please visit our websites:

Jeff Clarke: http://www.jeffclarkeecology.co.uk/
Teresa Farino: http://www.iberianwildlife.com/teresa-farino.htm#Teresa-Farino-Trips
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