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(Species are shown in bold when recorded for the first time) 

 

 
Day 1 ï Friday 24 April  

On arrival at Madrid (Barajas) Airport the group gathered and boarded the coach for the three hour journey to Plasencia in 

Extremadura region, via the autopista. Our first birds as we left the Madrid area were a Red-legged Partridge by the 

roadside, followed by Feral Pigeon and small flocks of Woodpigeon moving north. Soon Black-billed Magpies 

appeared frequently and we saw our first Common Kestrels hovering over fields as we headed from semi-urban into 

more rural areas. Some effort was made to identify Common Starling as this species is unlikely to be seen further west. 

House Sparrow and Collared Dove were soon seen, followed by one of the surprises of the trip, an unseasonal Common 

Crane by a roadside pool! Approaching our half-way stop near Talavera we saw Cattle Egret, Corn Bunting, European 

Goldfinch and the first of many Barn Swallow and Spotless Starling. Our first White Storks were seen in small flocks 

and nesting on pylons. A European Greenfinch flew over the coach and one of the party saw a Eurasian Sparrowhawk, 

while another glimpsed a Turtle Dove dropping into grass next to the road. As we progressed towards Plasencia our first 

Black Kites were seen close to the road. 8 of these were recorded between Talavera and our destination. Amongst these 

the first of what would be a commonly recorded but nevertheless spectacular bird of prey, Griffon Vulture , soared over. 

A perched Southern Grey Shrike was glimpsed and abundant Western Jackdaws were in evidence as we arrived in 

Plasencia to check into Hotel Alfonso VIII in the early evening. The group then shopped for tomorrowôs lunch and en-

route to and from the supermarket House Martin and White Wagtail were seen and Pallid Swift identified. From our 

hotel balconies we also had good views of the impressive White Stork nests on the cathedral and adjacent buildings.  

 

Day 2 ï Saturday 25 April  

After a leisurely breakfast and in fine spring sunshine we left the hotel by coach along the Jerte river valley for the 

Garganta de los Infiernos Natural Park. There was some excitement in the coach as our first colourful Azure-winged 

Magpie was glimpsed, along with a White-throated Dipper, as we crossed the bridge at Cabazuela del Valle. We arrived 

at the nearby Interpretation Centre and our first serious birdwatching commenced there by finding a good number of 

woodland species; Eurasian Blackbird, European Serin, European Robin, Blackcap, Long-tailed Tit, Winter Wren, 

Great Tit, Blue Tit,  Common Chaffinch, and Eurasian Jay. Two species of some considerable interest, Golden Oriole 

and Bonelliôs Warbler seemed to be singing all around us but kept hidden from view, much to everyoneôs frustration. 

Spirits were lifted, however, when a stunning pair of soaring Short-toed Eagles were well seen by the whole group. Two 

of the group then had a brief but good sighting of a Short-toed Treecreeper. We eventually started our walk up through 

the forest towards Los Pilones (the Troughs). After a short time we came across a pair of Eurasian Nuthatch feeding 

young through their nest hole in path-side oak. As the oaks thinned out we heard what was to be first of several singing 

Common Nightingale. Time was spent by all taking-in the delights of the fluid melodies of this ónumber-oneô European 

songster. Further along the trail we entered more open areas and came across another Sparrowhawk, plus Red-rumped 

Swallow and Eurasian Crag Martin . We then had our picnic lunch around the impressive Los Pilones waterfall feature 

and took the opportunity of scanning the skies for more raptors. Our trip had the benefit of a valued sponsorship from 

Swarovski Optik UK of a telescope and tripod, plus leaderôs binoculars. Here the óscope had its first session of use and a 

Golden Eagle was found soaring above a distant ridge, along with Common Raven and intermittent appearances of a 

Peregine Falcon. Along the river bed a Grey Wagtail passed by. As we departed back down the path a calling 

Chiffchaff was heard. 
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Los Pilones          Searching for birds of prey 

 

No new species were seen on return to the Centre and we left by coach for a stop at the Cabezuela bridge for better views 

of the Dipper. Here we all had good views of a pair of Dipper on the rocks and amongst the rapids of the Jerte  river 

below. Here we also recorded Black Redstart, Great Spotted Woodpecker, another Short-toed Eagle and one of the 

group identified two Booted Eagle seen briefly. Returning to Plasencia in the afternoon for a rest we arranged to meet 

again later for a pre-dinner birdwalk along the Jerte river as it flowed through the city .   

The birding started with close examination of the Kestrels that soared in ones and twos over the old city. We soon 

established that they were Lesser Kestrels. Along the river we saw our first wader species; 2 Common Sandpiper. Next 

Song Thrush was seen, as was a Common Kingfisher darting upstream. Above a nearby farm a flock of some 20 Black 

Kite gave superb views of their aerobatics as they homed in on something that was attracting them around the farm 

buildings. Amongst them was a solitary Red Kite. Next a Woodchat Shrike was well spotted atop a distant bush and 

óscoped by all. I persisted with a close singing Nightingale until I actually had a sight of it. Further along the river we all 

heard the staccato song of a Cettiôs Warbler, had closer views of Red-rumped Swallows skimming low over the river and 

finished the days birding with a pair of Mallard.  

 

Day 3 ï Sunday 26 April 

With fine, warm weather set to continue we set off after breakfast into the Monfrag¿e National Park, some half hourôs 

drive south of Plasencia. On the way as we passed through our first oak dehesa pastures, Eurasian Hoopoe, Crested 

Lark  and a Common Buzzard were seen, along with two Ravens. The coach dropped us off at the village of Villareal de 

San Carlos and we started our long walk down to the Tajo river then on up to the Castillo de Monfragüe. Within the 

village we noticed that Barn Swallows were well into their breeding and then saw a good-sized flock of Goldfinch feeding 

on seed-heads, while hearing the ókey-janglingô song of Corn Bunting all around. On leaving the village two Monk 

(Black) Vultures were seen gliding above. We then saw a host of new species; Common Stonechat, Linnet, Woodlark, 

Common Cuckoo and with the help of some playback of itôs song, a superb male Subalpine Warbler in full breeding 

plumage. The groupôs excitement increased when the first of what was to be many striking European Bee-eaters were 

seen. As we approached the historic Cardenál Bridge over the Tajo a beautiful male Blue Rock Thrush perched below us 

as a Sardinian Warbler  sang from within nearby scrub, as did more Nightingales. A distant Western Orphean Warbler  

was also heard. A check along the ridges above revealed two pale-phase Booted Eagles, which most of the party saw. 

More difficult to spot were the two distant and rare Bonelliôs Eagles. We then saw a number of Alpine Swift swooping 

low over the Tajo and a group of four Eurasian Spoonbill following the course of the river. Our luck continued with a 

sighting of two soaring Black Stork, one of which perched on a crag on the opposite side of the river. Below it was 

revealed the large nest of a Griffon Vulture with an adult nurturing its half-grown chick. Some time was spent here by the 

group watching the stork and vulture through the Swarovski  telescope.  As we approached the new road bridge we 

watched a flock of some 50 House Martin gathering mud for nest-making. At the same time a pair of Serin were seen 

well. Refreshing ourselves and replenishing our water bottles at the Fuente de Frances water fountain, we ascended up to 

the Castillo through holme oaks and wild olives watching close soaring griffons each time there was a break in the tree 

cover. As we sat down to enjoy the spectacular views a very tame male Rock Bunting joined us for our picnic lunch. 

Above us the piercing óchiachô call of a Red-billed Chough was heard and the birds were latterly seen flying into their 

breeding site within the castle. A discussion took place with a group of three Welsh birders who were looking at an 

alleged Spanish Imperial Eagle nest in a pine tree about two kilometers away. Even with our 60x telescope we could not 

convince ourselves that we could actually see the bird.  
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A descent from the castle took us through oak dehesa and three Hawfinch were briefly seen before disappearing before 

the majority of the group, who were looking closely at a Violet Birdnest Orchid at the time, could be alerted. 

We arrived at the famous Peña Falcon (Salto de Gitano) rock face and there met Martin Kelsey, an ex-pat bird guide, who 

willingly gave us information on the location of steppe birds for our proposed visit to that habitat on the following day. 

The group was impressed with the large number of nesting and attendant soaring Griffon Vultures around the crags. A 

perched Booted Eagle was óscoped, a Short-toed Eagle and Peregrine soared over, while another Blue Rock Thrush was 

óflycatchingô from rock outcrops below. A close examination of a cave low in the crag revealed a Black Stork sitting on 

its nest.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Monfragüe Castle                    Rock Bunting 

 

It had been arranged for the coach driver to collect us and after a short refreshment stop in Villareal we drove to the 

nearby mirador of Tejadilla, where more Griffon nests were óscoped. Above them an Egyptian Vulture  was seen, along 

with yet another Short-toed Eagle. We were delighted to have seen three species of vulture in one day. A group of Azureï

winged Magpie were in the trees around the mirador and soon we discovered a nest of this species in a low tree. We then 

drove towards the Tietar river and started to have regular sightings of more Woodchats. Within a minute of arriving at the 

famous Portilla de Tietar observation point a British birder pointed out a Monk Vulture above us which was then joined 

by a spectacular adult Spanish Imperial Eagle. After some interplay between these two huge raptors the eagle was joined 

by another, increasing the excitement within the group. This increased even more when we located two amazing Eurasian 

Eagle Owl chicks through the telescope on the crag on the other side of the river. Although with their camouflage they 

blended into the rock face, following detailed directions given from many within the group, we all eventually got to see 

these huge owl chicks very well. Our hope of seeing one of the adults faded as the sun disappeared behind the towering 

rock formation and it was time to leave. We walked along the raod through cork oak dehesas to where the bus had parked 

and returned to Plasencia rather tired but exhilarated by the range of birds, particularly the birds of prey, that we had seen 

in just one day. 

One of the group who returned from a late visit to the Plaza Mayor in the city that evening  reported hearing an Eurasian 

Scops Owl near the hotel. 

 

 

Day 4 ï Monday 27 April  

After a very early breakfast we set off before dawn towards Trujillo to spend a day in the steppes and plains between there 

and to the north of Cáceres. Passing a roadside pool in half-light we saw three Eurasian Coot. We arrived in the steppe 

and walked along tracks looking for the special species typical of this vast grassland habitat. Within a minute of leaving 

the coach we saw a pair and then more Little Bustard. The males were displaying in their territories and flying with other 

males in what appeared to be elaborate disputes. We heard the song of a high Eurasian Skylark  and then the first of 

many sightings there of the large Calandra Lark , with its distinct black underwing and white trailing edges. A flock of 

Sparrows attracted our attention as they turned out to be Spanish Sparrow. While watching an obliging Southern Grey 

Shrike, two Hoopoes passed close by. Using the telescope to scan distant fields we a found group of that real steppe 

speciality the Great Bustard. The group of 17 birds seemed to comprise of all males. While watching these the 

distinctive call of fast flying Pin-tailed Sandgrouse was detected. Two were seen by some of the group but the swiftness 

of their flight meant several people missed them. These were followed by a further two Pin-tailed and then two Black-

bellied Sandgrouse, giving even briefer views over our group. A very dark Harrier then passed low and close. After some 

deliberation it was agreed the bird could only be a melanistic form of Montaguôs Harrier, a form none of us had seen 
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before. We spent time walking the tracks in this superb area that seemed just full of birds, adding to our list the 

spectacular Great-spotted Cuckoo of which we ultimately saw seven. We had at least 11 Bee-eaters fly over, A Monk 

Vulture with 20 Griffons, several Black Kite and more Woodchat Shrikes, Stonechats and Hoopoes. At a stop a short 

distance from the original track one of the group found first a Northern Wheatear (the only one seen on the trip) and a 

Pied Flycatcher. Two of the group that walked along part of the road reported seeing a flock of Great Bustard flying but 

these could not be relocated in the rolling fields. We then drove to Trujillo for a lunch stop with our only disappointment 

being the fleeting views that most had of the Sandgrouse and we would have liked closer views of the Great Bustards. 

 

 

 
Male Great Bustards             Birding in the Steppe 

 

In Trujillo we lunched in and around the Plaza Mayor watching nesting White Storks, along with Pallid Swifts and 

Common Swifts screaming above the statue of Francisco Pizzaro (and the marquees of the local cheese festival that were 

being set up in the square). We then visited the Plaza de Toros and watched many Lesser Kestrels flying in with food for 

their chicks which were in nests under the tiles of the bullring roof. This gave good opportunities for the photographers 

within the group. 

We left Trujillo to head north-west into the steppe, retracing our steps to a degree. We could not have anticipated the 

birding spectacles that were in store for us over the next two hours or so. Near the place where the flying Great Bustards 

had been encountered earlier, one of the group yelled óstop ï look!ô from within the coach. There, within 50 meters of the 

road, were a group of some 30 male Great Bustard walking very erect through the dehesa pasture. We all disembarked 

quickly, flushing a Red-legged Partridge from itôs nest in the roadside verge. The Bustards gave excellent close views for 

several minutes, allowing photos to be taken before they melted-away into the trees. Driving a few kilometers further into 

more open steppe we saw a large raptor perched on the ground close to the road. We disembarked to have what was 

probably the closest views any of us had ever had of an adult Golden Eagle. It rose and soared effortlessly away giving 

amazing flight views. We then were no sooner in the coach but out of it again when we came across a loose colony of at 

least eight Montaguôs Harriers. The males in their distinct grey plumage contrasting with the brown females, as several 

pairs ótalon-grappledô with each other ï quite a spectacle. At the same time we had a good sighting of a Short-toed Eagle. 

We could hardly drag ourselves away from this but did and were taken aback when we drove past a farm to see a huge 

group of Griffon Vultures gathered in a field. We soon discovered the reason; a carcass of a cow must have just been 

dragged into the field by the farmer and it seemed every vulture in Extremadura was queuing-up to take their turn at the 

feast or were circling above. A Monk and an Egyptian Vulture were also in attendance.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
Griffon Vultures at carcass 
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We spent much time taking in the óactionô as several birds fought for the best positions to exploit this óready mealô. We 

estimated that there were over 200 Griffons in the immediate area. We travelled on to the bridge over the Almonte river 

and a brief stop there found us a Kingfisher, several Crag Martin, Bee-eaters and some terrapins. There was no sign of a 

hoped-for Black Wheatear, however. We then arrived at the Talavan Reservoir and walked a short way around its banks. 

Here we added several wetland species to our tally; Black-necked Grebe, Little Grebe, Great Crested Grebe, 

Common Moorhen, Gadwall, Great Reed Warbler, Zitting Cisticla and Black-winged Stilt. We then drove towards 

the village of Monroy hoping to see one more Extremadura speciality as the day drew to a close. Walking a kilometer 

down a track and looking across dehesa woodland the ówhiteô shape we were seeking was seen briefly by one of the party 

and after several agonizing minutes the bird reappeared and started to hover ï a superb Black-winged Kite. Watching this 

unusual raptor through the óscope for some considerable time, we then headed back to Plasencia to at last relax and look 

forward to our evening meal. 

 

Day 5 ï Tuesday 28 April 

This was a travel day from Plasencia to Mérida, taking in Los Barruecos Natural Monument and the village of 

Montanchez en-route. We checked-out of the hotel at 09:15, having given the early-risers the chance to visit the market in 

the Plaza Mayor. We drove south to Malpartida de Cáceres in fine weather and took a short stop at the newly built Hotel 

Palacio los Arenales with its some fifty White Stork nests built on specially erected poles within its grounds. Almost 

every one had sitting or brooding storks, some with quite well developed young. The storks seemed totally oblivious to 

our close presence and gave good photographic opportunities. As we drove towards Malpartida we noticed that virtually 

every telegraph pole running along the adjacent railway line had an occupied storks nest on it. The area must have one of 

the highest densities of breeding White Stork in Spain. 

After a short stop at a small supermarket for lunch supplies and a slight problem with our coach taking a wrong turn into a 

street that was too narrow for it, we arrived at Los Barruecos with its amazing landscape of huge rock formations and 

boulders, surrounding a reservoir. On a roadside pool just outside the Reserve we watched six Black-winged Stilt. We 

visited the Interpretive Centre which we shared with a party of visiting school children. After collecting some leaflets we 

set off for a walk around part of the Reserve. We had a quick look at the weird modern art obelisk in the grounds of the 

Vostell museum, noticing several pairs of storks had built their nests on it. We heard three Nightingale and actually had 

reasonable views of a Cettiôs Warbler. There were several Bee-eater hawking for insects low over the old Mill buildings. 

On scanning the reservoir we saw displaying Great Crested Grebe, a Kingfisher, Common Sandpiper and a Common 

Pochard. Above a Monk Vulture was soaring. We took our picnic lunch in this splendid scenery and closely examined 

larks that were perched on boulders and concluded that there was at least one Thekla Lark  amongst several Crested Lark. 

Returning to the coach we heard the ósquealingô call of a Water Rail from an adjacent reedbed. 

 

 

 

 
 

            Birding at Los Barruecos 
 
 
 


