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Cover collage by Jenny Loring: clockwise from top left: Portuguese heather; great bustard;
yellow broomrape; cork oak; black-shouldered kite; Portuguese oak; short-toed treecreeper;
blue rock thrush; along the Roman track; fire salamander; pink butterfly orchid;
Domingos's cork hat; Spanish festoon; black bull; peony; marsh harrier.

Centre: the limestone landscape of Serra de St Antonio;
and the fortified hilltop village of Marvéao.

Below i the group.

Our base from 15™ 18" April was the Hotel Rural Quinta da Torre, in Alpiarca.
www.hotelruralquintadatorre.com.pt
From 18" 21 April we stayed at the Hotel O Poejo near Marvéo.
WWWw.a-0poejo.com
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As with all Honeyguide holidays, part of the price of the holiday was put towards a conservation
project, in this case S P E AWistering Bird Atlas. Domingos Leitdo, both Honeyguide leader and
SPEA officer, accepted the Honeyguide Wildlife Charitable Trust cheque for 0 5 6(#491). Thisy e ar 6 s
donation brings the total given to SPEA since the first Honeyguide holiday in mainland Portugal in

2005 to £2819. The total for conservation contributions from all Honeyguide holidays up to early June
2012 is £80,039.


http://www.a-opoejo.com/

DAILY DIARY

April 15™1 To Portugal

Our easyJet flight from Gatwick took off on time and a powerful tail wind sped us on our way to
Lisbon. After a short delay at baggage collection we met up with Domingos, sorted out the buses and
were soon on our way to Alpiarca, on the banks of the Tejo by Santarém. We met up with David &
Steph and Russell & Sarah, who had arrived earlier from Liverpool, before enjoying a late supper at
the Hotel Rural Quinta da Torre and retiring to bed around midnight.

April 16™ 1 Cabanos Valley & River Tejo at Valada

The morning dawned to the sound of calling collared doves amidst the chattering of serins,
greenfinches, goldfinches and house sparrows. A quick look at the farmland surrounding the hotel
produced a southern grey shrike, a singing nightingale, 15 cattle egrets and, along the river, 17
glossy ibises and five bee-eaters.

Instead of walking out from the hotel after breakfast we decided to take the buses to the Cabanos
Valley to the west of Santarém. Our first introduction to the fauna and flora of central Portugal was
accompanied by warm sunshine which brought out several spectacular butterflies including two
scarce swallowtails, several glorious swallowtails, colourful Cleopatras and gaudy Spanish festoons,
which were swiftly caught by Domingos to be admired in the specimen box before being set free.

The last few months in Portugal had seen very little rain so we were somewhat fearful that any
flowers would be few and far between. Luckily for us recent light rain had brought out a host of new
plants including several species of orchids. Yellow bee orchids were found in good numbers,
although smaller than usual, accompanied by woodcock, man and pyramidal orchids plus several
tongue orchids. The typical Portuguese hillside vegetation of maritime and umbrella pines, cork and
Portuguese oaks over an understorey of pistachio and cistus was a joy to walk through, taking in the
heady scents.

Some of the delights of Day 1:
man orchid, Spanish festoon
and spoonbill.

Further searching of this area revealed patches of very bright shrubby pimpernel, large blue alkanet,
blue houndstongue, rosy garlic and an interesting birthwort Aristolochia pistolochia. Domingos then
guided the group to another favoured area where we found several excellent specimens of the local
mirror orchid Ophrys speculum ssp. lusitanica. Mediterranean kidney vetch was growing in profusion
here alongside the colourful mallow-leaved bindweed and a bright fedia Fedia cornucopiae. It was
time for lunch, overlooking open fields and woodland where we searched out several excellent fresh
specimens of spear-leaved helleborine plus two violet b i r reesi grchids which were quite tall but still
to open fully.

In the afternoon we drove the relatively short distance to the small town of Valada for a boat cruise
on the River Tejo. On the way we passed a large agricultural facility which was adorned with the
occupied nests of white storks. On the boat XALABAR we were given a short introduction to the area
by the owner Madalena before heading downstream. We manoeuvred close into a small heavily
vegetated island which was crammed full of breeding cattle and little egrets, grey herons, delightful



spoonbills and a few more secretive pairs of black-crowned night herons i an amazing spectacle!
Several pairs of black kites were taking up territories along the tamarisk-lined river banks while the
sand martin colony had just started to get going with 60 birds feeding over the nearby woods and
farmland. An exhilarating start to our week in central Portugal.

April 17" 7 Tejo Estuary & Pontas de Erva

Tuesday dawned bright but rather cloudy as we departed early for the hour long drive to the Tejo
Estuary. Our first stop was at Alcochete which provided wonderful views across the estuary with
Lisbon in the background. On a rising tide thousands of wading birds were constantly moving across
the estuary to find the best feeding areas. Among the thousands of dunlin we were able to find up to
20 avocets, large numbers of grey plovers, three bar-tailed godwits and small parties of whimbrels. A
number of other waders began to venture closer to the group and we were treated to very good views
of ringed plovers, a single Kentish plover, six turnstones, three little stints, two greenshanks and
green sandpipers plus two very unexpected spotted redshanks. This amazing avian spectacle
continued as 24 spoonbills hoved into view, looking magnificent in the morning light, then 24 glossy
ibises flew directly over our heads i unbelievable! Another cry went up from the group as 15 greater
flamingos put in an appearance before finally settling down to feed on a series of small pools with ten
black-winged stilts and hordes of coots. A nightingale was in constant song in the nearby scrub,
several fan-tailed warblers (or zitting cisticolas) were displaying over the dense rushy areas while
botanical treats included a fine patch of three-leaved snowflake and purple sand-spurrey. Quite a

morning.
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Glossy ibises flying across the Tejo estuary; and one of the purple herons at Pontas de Erva.

We then moved north along the eastern side of the estuary following a sandy track and immediately
encountered a 30-strong flock of common waxbills (an African species introduced into the Iberian
peninsula), their red bills glinting in the sun. At least five quails were calling fivet-my-lipso from the
grassy pastures although they were impossible to see in the lush vegetation. Some of the more
interesting plants here included the yellow small melilot, small groups of tongue orchids and the pea
like Astralagus hamosus. The morning was superbly rounded off by excellent views of a great white
egret in full view on the far side of the fields.

Leaving the open pastures behind we began to move through open cork woodland montados where
we quickly turned up our first woodchat shrike sitting out in full view. This particular area soon
became very productive as we found two black-shouldered kites perched out in the open on the top
of cork oaks, giving us all great views. A pale-phase booted eagle drifted overhead, quickly followed
by another, while two kestrels were hunting over a dilapidated farmstead. A brown blob partly hidden
by green foliage finally came out into the open and turned out to a resting long-eared owl, an
amazing find during daylight hours. In the same area a hoopoe flew over and a southern grey shrike
perched up in the same cork oak as another black-shouldered kite. Birds certainly took centre stage
here but we still managed to find a patch of early purple orchids and a single giant orchid.

Our final destination of the day was a 15,000 hectare area of farmland at Pontas de Erva, although
still part of the Tejo Natural Park. Large numbers of corn buntings were found here and several



thousand migrant swifts were high overhead on their journey into northern Europe. A flock of
whimbrels were spotted out in the fields and our first of four purple herons was encountered along
the series of wet dykes. One of the purple herons then came right out into the open to feed
unconcernedly, giving the group fantastic views. Short-toed larks and skylarks were in full song over
the open fields and three Iberian yellow wagtails obligingly perched up on wire fences. This area
supports many pairs of breeding marsh harriers and we counted at least 15 birds quartering the open
fields. More unexpected was a male Mo n t a fawriérshunting along a dyke edge followed shortly
after by a female bird. To cap an amazing day, Russell spotted an Egyptian mongoose along one of
the ditches as we left the area.

April 18" 1 Natural Park of Serra de Aires e Candeeiros

An early shower then a cool day in prospect as we headed up north-west of Santarém to the Natural
Park. Yet another black-shouldered kite was seen from the buses on the way as well as a very smart
male black redstart. We soon started exploring the limestone pavement area with Domingos turning
over many rocks, encountering such delights as yellow-legged centipede plus both three-toed and
Bedr i askinksoA lack of winter rain had affected the flowers here but we did manage to find
plenty of naked man orchids, several champagne orchids, a few woodcock orchids and a solitary
white conical orchid. Hoop petticoat narcissi looked extremely fresh and splendid while the yellow
anemones were just coming into flower. Birds were few and far between but we did find a singing
male cirl bunting on the telegraph wires, a singing woodlark high in the sky, a southern grey shrike
and a small group of linnets. The rain then returned, forcing us back to the buses but not before
Domingos had found yet another reptile, this one a southern smooth snake.

With temperatures struggling to get past 9°C and with a brisk northerly wind, we had lunch in the
shelter of an abandoned olive grove. Here we found a few small yellow bee orchids plus several new
ferns including rustyback fern, wall rue, southern polypody and maidenhair spleenwort. Our next stop
was at a high point above a spectacular valley and on the way at least four hoopoes crossed our
path. This new area hosted a number of wild peonies, several of which were in spectacular flower
and fully open. In some of the more sheltered spots we found sawfly orchid and a solitary sombre
bee orchid type Ophrys dyris as well as field eryngo and white ramping fumitory.
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Sawfly orchid. Pink butterfly orchid. Champagne orchid.

Our final stop of the day was to an area of abandoned olive groves on the outskirts of Santarém. It
was very dry here but we still turned up several small woodcock orchids and a few patches of small
serapias or tongue orchids. Pyramidal orchids were just beginning to open, field gladioli were in full
bloom and we found a few classic barbary nut irises fully open. The scent from the typical hillside
vegetation of cistus and pistachio filled our senses before Domingos came up with the find of the day,
a superb pink butterfly orchid.

The evening was to be our last at the Hotel Rural Quinta da Torre at Alpiarca and we all tucked into
another lovely meal before bidding our farewells to Carlota and her team. Even the fierce black dog
seemed to have accepted our presence!



April 19" 1 To Marvéo
Early morning rain and cool conditions prevailed as we boarded the buses for our drive to Marvéo in
the east of Portugal. The hillsides on the way were covered in flowering yellow Spanish broom and
white broom but also large swathes of planted eucalyptus trees. We stopped for lunch by the river at
Portagem below Marvao and explored the area along the river. A male great spotted woodpecker
showed well in one of the poplars while two or possibly three short-toed treecreepers were
completely oblivious to our presence. In the
surrounding scrub, nightingales and blackcaps were
in full song, our first griffon vulture drifted overhead
and five ravens soared high over Marvéao castle. We
then dropped off our cases at the O Poejo hotel in
the nearby settlement of Santo Antonio das Areias
before reconvening forthea f t e r rexplorations.

We moved on to Marvao itself to explore the town
and castle and were treated to fantastic views of a
male blue rock thrush which caught and quickly
dispatched a large bumble bee. The views from this
fortified town were absolutely amazing in all
directions and you could see this would have been :
a safe refuge in former times. I\/Iale blue rock thrush at I\/Iarvao

After coffee in front of a roaring fire, we explored the old medieval road to Castelo de Vide. Russell
was intrigued by the range of lichens found on the Portuguese oaks and sweet chestnuts, likening it
to a UK western seaboard oak wood, an unexpected highlight from which we had difficulty in
dragging him away!

Russell writes: '‘One does not normally associate plants typical of western temperate rainforest with
regions supporting small scale Mediterranean-type farming, cork oak and Eucalyptus plantation. But
this was what we found among the guartzites and granite boulders forming the summit and sides of
the steep Marvéo escarpment. Due to its height (2,900 ft) and its position, Marvao is frequently
enveloped in thick cloud, bringing coolness and moisture to what would otherwise be a sun-baked
ridge. Despite the presence of Lisbon to the west, the air is pure, and this has allowed the
development of some large and spectacular lichens. Although these plants are sometimes regarded
as a rather 6 s p e c interést, vgetwére all impressed with the large specimens (some 10 cm or more
across) of Lasallia pustulata (rock tripe) and associated species growing on the rocks, and with the
huge rosettes of Lobarion lichens covering the bases of many of the trees lining the old mediaeval
road from Marvao to Castelo de Vide.' Three of Russell's lichen photos are on page 16.

Two rock buntings flew over the scrub below the castle ramparts and a mistle thrush burst into song.
Mossy stonecrop was growing through the stone-paved roadway, bright blue narrow-leaved lupins
were in flower with field pansy, undulate anchusa and meadow saxifrage, while Domingos turned up
yet another reptile, a false smooth snake.

April 20" i Serra de Sdo Mamede Natural Park

A male blue rock thrush was singing from the hotel roof and 40 pairs of house martins were busily
repairing their nests as we boarded our buses for the Natural Park. Our first stop was along the valley
of the River Sever where two red-rumped swallows appeared to be nesting under a bridge, a female
cirl bunting was carrying food, maybe for a hungry brood, a male subalpine warbler sang from thick
cover and David found a chaffinch i new bird for the trip! Several nightingales were in full cry from
the surrounding scrub and a cuckoo called before flying over us.

We parked the buses and walked along the track where small flocks of Spanish sparrows were
moving through the olive groves and two Thekla larks were feeding under the trees. John found a
woodchat shrike, with another three spotted soon after, and at least ten bee-eaters were perched up
in full view above a few bee hives i rough luck on the bees! A couple of southern grey shrikes
appeared in the scrub and an orphean warbler was in full song but defied all our attempts to find it.
Russell caught the Domingos habitat and found two field crickets under a rock. On the way back
down the valley several azure-winged magpies flew across the river after having been seen briefly in



the riverine scrub. The nightingales were still in full voice and were briefly joined by a singing golden
oriole while eight rock sparrows were in the vicinity of an ancient dead tree, an ideal breeding spot for
this species. After this we briefly moved up on to higher ground but the rain came although not before
Domingos had turned up another large yellow-legged scorpion and Jenny found a nice patch of a
new plant, white horehound.

Red-rumped swallow. Pale-phase booted eagle.

A quick lunch stop on the roadside where nightingales and C e t warliless were singing and Steph
spotted a booted eagle overhead. We then drove to the Spanish border by Galegos where huge cliffs
generally support a griffon vulture colony. The scopes were soon out and we totalled a minimum of
14 birds with several coming and going, and David found a chick with an adult on the cliffs. A hoopoe
flew across and a woodlark sang high in the air. We all then trooped across the border into Spain just
because it was there! We decided to see if we could access an area on the other side of the cliffs for
more raptors and were absolutely delighted to have great views of a pair of B 0 n e kedglesédsfting
right overhead. Another eagle then came into view which was a darker, immature B 0 n e kdgle. s
great end to the day!

April 21%'7 Elvas Plains & Caia Dam IBA

After a fairly long drive south we approached the plains and farmland around Vila Fernando and as
we did so we immediately spotted our first male great bustard on the crest of a ridge. While we were
watching this magnificent bird the only two great spotted cuckoos of the trip flew over calling
raucously, a little owl was perched up on a rocky outcrop and two red-rumped swallows were
gathering mud from a puddle right by the buses i what a start to the day!

We then took a dirt track across the plains, parking the buses and walking into the interior. This area
was extremely productive, starting off with a short-toed eagle hanging in the sky as it scanned the
ground for reptiles, followed by excellent views of a male little bustard. Bee-eaters were with us
throughout the morning, their distinctive trilling calls resounding in the air. Two short-toed larks were
singing high in the air and up to six large calandra larks were very active over the cereal fields. At
least five quails were calling from the fields and we were lucky enough to just glimpse one as it flew
back into cover. As the morning warmed up raptors were beginning to emerge with at least five
griffon vultures drifting overhead, a booted eagle hoving into view and a female marsh harrier
quartering the open fields. As we continued our exploration two magnificent male great bustards flew
right across the track in front of us giving the whole group fantastic views. We then came across a
field of cattle and horses where one of the cows had just apparently given birth. A magnificent, large
black vulture was on the ground with another low in the air looking for any feeding opportunities but
the cow decided enough was enough and ran at the vulture causing it to take to the air! While this
was going on David spotted another raptor and John confirmed it as a red kite, an unusual bird in the
spring for this area. Four ravens were also interested in the possibilities here but soon made off. We
took the buses as far out as we dared until the track became impassable, turning back at an
abandoned farmstead which housed a lesser kestrel colony and where we had great views of up to
30 of these delightful falcons hunting over the surrounding fields. What a morning and time for a
coffee in Vila Fernando to recover!



