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Sat 24 Feb 

We meet in plenty of time at Stansted, and enjoy a comfortable flight to Spain. Our local guide Josele Saiz  is ready to meet us, and after a drive north to the pre-pyrenees, we settle into comfortable rural accommodation and enjoy a delicious dinner. We can’t wait to see the wonderful birdlife of this beautiful region!

Sun 25 Feb 

The morning is cloudy and threatens rain. No matter! We find seven Rock Buntings close at hand, and our list is off to a cracking start. A short drive confirms we are in a key birding location with a parade of Griffon Vulture at very close quarters. Our first Red Kite, a singing Woodlark, seen perched in the open despite the rain, Peregrine and fleeting Crested Lark put us in an excellent frame of mind. 

The rain is persistent for an hour or so, but the birds are nevertheless great. Lots of Marsh Harrier, a beautiful male Hen Harrier, Little Owl glaring defiantly from a ruined farmhouse, and our first White Storks are all welcome sightings. A Hoopoe flashes between the two buses, and some of us see Green Sandpiper and two Snipe at a tiny pool. 

Lunch at the Laguna de Sariñena, and we see our first Common Cranes, 12 birds in flight, clearly identifiable and a lifer for some. Purple Swamhen is another good bird, then we are off for a coffee, watching storks at the nest while the rain fades away. In a clear afternoon, we visit the local rubbish tip where our first Black Kite is circling – great to see migrants in Europe in February. We hear Lesser st Lark here, and leave for the plains with nine raptors under our belts – not bad for a wet day.

The rest of the day is dry and pleasant, with two key things to enjoy. The first is the spectacular sight of over 1500 Common Crane grazing on some grassy fields, the other is the sheer pleasure of the early spring migration. Larks, pipits, buntins, lapwings, Golden Plover – there are birds everywhere, and our day total is 68; everyone is very pleased with our birds today. We complete our bird list in a second bar (not that Heatherlea holidays involve bars often of course), then home for another traditional feast from our friendly hosts.

Mon 26 Feb 

Today we hope to see two key birds, Lammergeier and Wallcreeper. Perhaps the most important of all birds on the trip, their habitat means we can perhaps see them both in a short period, but will our luck be in? It is a sunny day, with a very cold breeze, and our spirits are high as we set off for the hills. Within 15´ of leaving, we see a group of Griffons circling on a thermal – this often means other birds too, and as the buses stop, the cry goes up from Kevin and Josele in each bus at the same time ‘Lammergeier!’ There is an adult bird wheeling around right in front of us, and as we pile out to set up scopes, we can see it is carrying something – a bone perhaps? Our luck is most definitely in, and we experience perhaps the ultimate Pyrenean birding experience, as this mighty vulture repeatedly drops its bone to the rocky ground, swooping down to pick at the remains before carrying it aloft again for a repeat performance. We watch for over twenty minutes, noting the orangey-yellow plumage, the black ‘moustache’, the shape of wings and tail, truly a memorable sight. Breathtaking views, and what a start to our birding day. We total happily through the gorge, and stop at a picturesque spot to look for Wallcreeper. Nothing doing, but we chat about ‘jizz’, and the way this bird appears to be all wings and no tail in flight. A little further down the road, and as we arrive, Geoff and Kevin both shout ‘Wallcreeper’, as a tiny bird, all wings and no tail, flies across the gorge. Can we all get onto it? You bet, and soon we are all watching this  delightful grey and black bird creep across the rock face, giving regular views of deep red wings as it flicks around. Lovely, and everyone is well pleased. 

A scramble up a steep slope gives brief views of Golden Eagle to some, whilst back at the bus Josele and Ina see Firecrest and we all see Long-tailed Tit. Another magical experience is the sight of about 35 Common Crane calling overhead, crossing our gorge as the sound echoes off the walls. At the nearby dam we have lunch and see an early Egyptian Vulture, and we also have two sightings of the same sub-adult Lammergeier. 

Josele catches a Pyrenean Brook Salamander for us to examine and approve, then lies on his back in the road to watch the raptors, much to the mirth of all, but it really is very sensible to be comfortable! 

In the afternoon the wind does not let up, and we can’t find Eagle Owl at several roosts. The scenery is great, we collect excellent Thekla Lark, and tomorrow promises another crack at the owl.

We round up the day in a local community centre where we have the whole place to ourselves, the staff leave us to lock up – strange lot these British birders!

Tuesday 27 February 

A perfect day, sunny, calm and with birds awaiting! Before we even leave for the day we see Rock Sparrow and Fan-tailed Warbler sitting up in the same tree, good birds for our winter list. Off to Riglos, and we can see the line of the pre-Pyrenees as we travel, with the massive sandstone pillars at Riglos looming larger as we approach. A male Cirl Bunting is singing as we arrive, with a female nearby. There are Sardinian Warblers here too, and it feels like spring. Around the towering peaks are many Griffons, and two Lammergeier are circling here also. We compare the two species and note the distinctive Lammergeier shape. There are Serin in the scrubby trees and a single Peregrine circles before entering its nesting hole. Josele has promised us a ‘Wallcreeper in your pocket’, and whilst this obviously is a bit of an exaggeration, not by much; we enjoy superb views, even better than yesterday – and that was very good! 

Our luck is still running however, as we experience another of Pyrenean birding  greatest treats; Common Cranes are massing above the plains, noisily wheeling and rising on the thermals to prepare for migration. There must be thousands of them – later we hear that between 6000 and 8000 crossed the hills here this morning. Soon the birds head over us, and as we bask in the gentle February sun shine we watch these impressive birds pass over the sandstone pillars of Riglos – what a fantastic experience. 

Dartford Warbler is singing, Kevin and Geoff see a Mallow Skipper butterfly, and we head off on a bit of a twitch; Citril Finch isn’t here in February, but Josele has a hot report of two birds nearby. Nearby turns out to be a bit of a rally cross drive, but no matter – we get the birds. The finches fly around conveniently so everyone can see the colours clearly, and the trees also hold Crested Tit, Common Crossbill and Firecrest. Our lunch is taken at altitude, and the view is unbelievable. Across the valley we can see the whole north end of the pre-Pyrenees range, and in the distance beyond that maybe sixty miles of snowy mountains – the high Pyrenees proper, our destination tomorrow. This holiday features such an exciting range of places and birds, a real slice of Spain. 

Since we will be out late looking for Eagle Owl, an interlude in the hot middle of the day is a good idea. First however, we visit a dusty bowl close to our hotel, where Black Wheatear is soon produced for all to see. Both male and female are present, and we watch the male for as long as we want, also brushing up on Thekla Lark, there are several here. 

In the early evening our thoughts turn to Eagle Owl again. Will our third visit produce the bird? We head south, and the omens are good; a calm sunny evening with lovely views of the sandstone outcrops to all sides. A Southern Grey Shrike is on a wire, and we admire the soft plumage by the roadside. Arriving at the colle  area we have tried before and Josele is immediately jubilant – it is there! We all scope the Eagle Owl, sitting majestically in full view, framed by a hollow which is clearly a favourite roosting spot. The bird is new for many of us, but even those who have seen this bird before are pleased with exceptional views. The bird moves its head and glowers in our direction, but isn’t going to fly. Two Egyptian Vultures are spotted by Kevin flying to roost, and we all see them – three for the trip is not bad in February. Next a welcome beer, bird list, dinner and retire to bed – tomorrow the high mountains!

Wed 28 February

We rise early and there is light rain as we say goodbye to the Huesca region and drive north. Soon we leave the rain behind, and as we turn towards the French border the day is ideal for birding; overcast but quite high cloud. We see an adult Lammergeier as we drive, and lots of Chough (both species) accompany us to the top of the road at around 5500 ft. We soon confirm Alpine Chough, with clear views of the yellow bill, and see perhaps 300 in one flock. There are many Red-billed Chough too. A coffee warms us, and we enjoy an excellent sub –adult Golden Eagle circling above the parking area. Four Alpine Accentor flash through, but only a few see them – we want more! Josele is excited, he has one in the scope, but the bird flies, and despite his best efforts to track it down, refuses to reappear. We see Chamois Goat on the horizon, and later a red Fox high on the hills – a surprise. Geoff sees Snow Finch fly high against the hill, though this bird does not co-operate either. 

After lunch at a different ski area, we decide to head for another key spot, San Juan de la Pena. This spectacular wooded hillside is characterised by the high sandstone cliffs and the monastery buried ib the side. Here we have the place to ourselves on a cool, delightful afternoon – great fun and everyone enjoys the day. A pair of Firecrest are the highlight, not a rare bird, but fabulous views as both male and female come down to minibus level, showing brilliant orange and yellow crowns respectively in perfect light. As Josele says, they have ‘flame heads just boiling’! Most of the group grt good views of a Hawfinch, Crested Tit are calling and showing for some, and we spend a good twenty minutes exchanging calls with an excitable Black Woodpecker, which only gives the briefest of glimpses. We search the wall of the vast new building for Wallcreeper without luck. A strange spectacle is the sight of lines of Processionary Moth caterpillars, nose to tail and intent on their myopic transfer across the trails. At one point we see them turn back into a comical circle, determinedly going round and round. Many of us are thrilled by another insect, a splendid Large Tortoiseshell butterfly sunning on a bare trunk. None of us has seen this before, so we study it for some time – how it must have been to see this beautiful large butterfly in Britain! Congratulations to John for spotting it and also to Arthur for seeing one the day before – we believed you really Arthur, just jealous! 

We look out over the viewpoint towards the Pyrenees, then finish with a family of Common Crossbill, showing well for us in the pines, and a surprising flock of Citril Finch, about 12, clearly the birds are now moving back into territory after a mild winter. A last ten minutes while Geoff, Jenny and Martin enjoy photographing a local church or two, then north of Jaca for a comfortable overnight stay. We have lots to do tomorrow!

Thurs 1 March 

A day of great contrasts dawns bright and sunny. We drive to the local ski resort through brilliant white scenery, arriving to scour the whole place for Snow Finch and Alpine Accentor, but without luck. We know the birds were recently here, but the temperature is +4C and it is far too mild for the birds. We collect Water Pipit, with two birds displaying, see a singing male Yellowhammer, and track down a pair of Dipper, also displaying – spring seems to be here on the first day of March. 

Our drive south is punctuated by an unforgettable visit to the sandstone cliff of ….. overlooking the plain of Aragon to Huesca and beyond. Super views of a pair of Dartford Warbler are memorable, and we see yet another adult Lammergeier. We park at altitude to enjoy the spectacular view, and a Golden Eagle joins the Griffons gliding past at close quarters. We all get great views. Some intrepid members of the team collect another Wallcreeper after a walk along a high path (we have seen this key bird each of the first four days now), and a Peregrine is also wheeling around. 

Back to the main road, and lunch today is a local special, sausage with fried eggs, potatoes and crusty bread, followed by locally made chocolate cake – just right! Further south and we pull off the main road and into the steppes. What a tremendous contrast in habitat compared with our first port of call today! Here we drive to several likely spots, and soon begin to add new birds; almost immediately we see the first of many Calandra Larks, and admire the dark under wing with its white lining, and see the large bill as the bird perches. A Great-spotted Cuckoo is unco-operative, disappearing as soon as we see it, but raptors include Sparrowhawk, Marsh Harrier and a splendid Merlin, new to the list. A hoopoe sits in clear profile for us to admire, and skylarks are everywhere. 

It is Andrew however who spots the first of our key birds. Across a white, flowery meadow are teo perfect Pin-tailed Sandgrouse! We negotiate the bumpy field and enjoy great views; this normally shy bird gives us confiding views, and we see the neck-ring, orangey head, pale belly and of course the pin-tail. Great bird! It is late now, so off to bed – an early start in the morning!

Fri 2 March

Today we are up with the lark to find Dupont’s (good line, huh?), and since we have stayed overnight in the heart of the steppes, we don’t need to leave earlier than 06.30 to catch the birds singing at dawn. This is the best way to see them – during the rest of the day Dupont’s are mostly silent and rarely fly. We drive to the right place and begin to listen; there are Lesser Short-toed Larks singing, and yes – we can hear Duponts’. As the first light of another gorgeous day begins to spread across the vast plain, more birds start to sing. We adjust our position to be close to the one we judge closest to the road – there may be half a dozen males in this area – and wait. The lead bus sees movement alongside, and yes, we have Dupont’s Lark right next to the vehicles! The bird runs and rapidly disappears, only two or three of us have seen it, but soon it responds to our tape and sings again. We disembark carefully, and Arthur sees it. Kevin shows the bird to Andrew, Geoff shows it to Jenny, but it doesn’t stay around for long, and disappears seemingly without trace as rapidly as it appeared. Ten of our party of fourteen have seen it – not bad, but not enough…… we continue looking. 

Larks are singing all around, and as the dawn drives darkness away we look at the wonderful natural architecture – are we in Spain or Arizona? Red sandstone cliffs dominant the landscape, and as the plain stretches endlessly away, isolated stacks are visible across to the horizon. There is no heat haze at this time of day, and the visibility is perfect for mile after mile. We explore further, but breakfast awaits, and always have tomorrow in reserve. The guides start thinking of plans to return for those who haven’t seen the bird, it is a key species and we must do our best. Driving along the dusty track, Geoff suddenly shouts – Dupont’s! and there, most unexpectedly, is yet another bird, silently running next to the second bus in line, carrying food. Everyone gets a great view, and our morning is complete, Dupont’s for all! We are very happy now, but as we leave, incredibly, both buses stop simultaneously – ‘big bird’ shouts Chris, ‘Gret Bustard’ shout Kevin and Josele, and it is true. A single Great Bustard is lazily cruising ahead of us, heading across the horizon and offering great views to all, with colours showing in the scopes and unforgettable birds in the bins. This is a real surprise. The bird was thought to be no more in this part of Spain, and we assume this bird is a migrant which may have overshot Extremadura, not that we really care too much, we just want to watch. Josele says he must report the sighting, it is that rare…

Now we finally get breakfast, home made Spanish Omelette and freshly squeezed orange, very welcome after those dusty plains. We want more birds of course, so out into the dusty plains again, and it isn’t long before the front bus puts up two Black-bellied Sandgrouse. As ever with this bird in flight, the eye is drawn to the belly, very different from the pale Pin-tailed we saw yesterday. Most of us see it, but not all see it well enough. We take a welcome walk around a lake virtually completely dried, and bemoan the windmills and irrigation which seems to be changing the land so much. It will be difficult for the birds to survive much longer here, we think. 

At lunchtime we drive to a raptor viewpoint which is a favourite of Josele’s. Our brief is to enjoy lunch and wait for birds – OK we will try! Griffons are around as usual, then Josele spots a Goshawk, large and powerful, we watch the bird circle for height, and a second smaller male bird joins to delight us also. Another new raptor – is that twelve or thirteen this week? We need to check our list later. Another Large Tortoiseshell butterfly, lots of Green Hairstreak and around a dozen Hummingbird Hawk Moths entertain us, as do Peregrine and two Golden Eagle. The raptor point is working well! Things get remarkably better however when an innocent Griffon is invited to fly elsewhere by a brilliant – Bonelli’s Eagle! The bird was there all along guarding territory and three or four times we see it leave its perch to chase intruders away, a skilful aerial display which spellbinds us all – what a great day! 

Back towards our hotel, and Josele decides our long suffering buses could do with a river crossing, so we drive them through a decent sized stream – don’t worry, they are fully insured! We arrive before dark, so some take a breather whilst others carry on birding down by a spur of the River Ebro. 
Later we enjoy local lean lamb as we conduct our round-up. Some of us drink a little more of the excellent local red wine than may be strictly advisable…… 

Sat 3 March

We are due to fly home today, but not till later, so time for some absolutely tip-top birding first. We want to find some key birds, so off to a local place for Great Bustard. These massive birds are just arriving back onto breeding grounds, and although the population in this part of Spain is much reduced, we know where to find them. A real extra treat these days as part of a Pyrenean holiday, we see four Great Bustards, on the ground and in flight, though we can’t watch them for too long – more to see! On the way to our second site, Bill spots a lot of birds in flight. They look like waders at first sight – but not right for lapwings, what could they be? We stop, pile out and take a look. Sandgrouse! Well over 200 individuals, dropping in pairs to the steppes below, what a sight! We determine they are mostly Pin-tailed, and watch as they peel off from the group in twos and separate, a really special view. Not much further and Kevin shouts ‘Lesser Kestrel!’ just as Josele shouts ‘Little Bustard’! We watch the bustards flying, noting the distinctive wing pattern and scoping them on the ground. Males are in full breeding plumage, very smart black and white heads and necks. There are about 25 individuals, clearly just back from wintering grounds – we have timed this just right. Most of us also get onto the Lesser Kestrel, another early returning migrant and a bonus for the holiday – we couldn’t have expected this. 
With one eye on our flight time, we enjoy a final roadside coffee, a real feature of the holiday, in bars and cafes which literally give a local flavour! A last stop by a new reserve near the airport and some of us see Penduline Tit before we say goodbye to Josele and fly back to London. A great trip all round, with lots of new birds for everyone and many happy memories. The highlights? So many exceptional sightings it is difficult to say, but a few must be;

· Lammergeier breaking bones, repeatedly lifting and dropping a bone which got smaller as the bird made progress.

· Wallcreeper on four different days, five birds, very close views.

· Thousands of noisy Common Cranes wheeling to gain height before crossing the huge pinnacles directly above us.

· Dupont’s Lark at very close quarters, singing as the dawn creeps towards us then seen clearly by all.

· Great Bustard and Little Bustard, Pin-tailed and Black-bellied Sandgrouse, all seen very well by all on the trip. 

· Bonelli’s Eagle repeatedly attacking Griffon Vultures to defend his territory.

· The food! Every evening meal a delight, with delicious local dishes each time.

My thanks to you all for your good humour, patience and enjoyable company. A thoroughly enjoyable birding week, in the wonderful mixed habitats of Aragon, from snow-capped peaks to the dusty bowls of the steppes. See you again soon!
By Kevin Saw

