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Introduction 

The rugged limestone terrain of the Sierra de Grazalema lies in South-western Spain and is 

home to an outstanding range of flora and fauna, partially because this area receives an 

annual rainfall of 2,200mm.  During the week of our tour we explored a wide variety of 

habitats within and surrounding the sierra, taking in floristic limestone rock gardens, 

fabulously bird-rich wetlands, saturated meadows, ancient Spanish Fir forests and an arable 

landscape decorated with a myriad of annual cornfield flowers. 

 

Cornfield Annuals in the dehesa of Andalucía - May 2012 © Jeff Clarke 

As ever with these tours it helps to make the whole experience go well if everyone joins in 

locating the various plants and animals, and the participants on this tour were particularly 

adept at finding some biological gems.  This proved invaluable on the botanical front, as the 

ǇǊŜǾƛƻǳǎ ǿƛƴǘŜǊΩǎ ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƘŀŘ ǎƛƎƴƛŦƛŎŀƴǘƭȅ ƛƳǇŀŎǘŜŘ ƻƴ ǘƘŜ ƴƻǊƳŀƭƭȅ ǾŜǊŘŀƴǘ ƭŀƴŘǎŎŀǇŜΣ 

ǿƘƛŎƘ ǿŀǎ ŀ ǎƘŀŘƻǿ ƻŦ ƛǘǎ ǳǎǳŀƭ ǎŜƭŦΣ ŀƴŘ ǿƘŀǘ ǘƘŜ ŘǊƻǳƎƘǘ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ǎǳŎŎŜŜŘŜŘ ƛƴ ƪƛƭƭƛƴƎ ƻŦŦ 

the rather hungry herds of goats had certainly done their best to reduce further.  The group 

ǿŀǎ ŀƭǎƻ ōƭŜǎǎŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ƛƴǾŜǘŜǊŀǘŜ ΨǊƻŎƪ ǘǳǊƴŜǊǎΩ ŀƴŘ ǘƘƛǎ ǊŜǎǳƭǘŜŘ ƛƴ ǎƻƳŜ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎǳƭŀǊ ŦƛƴŘǎ 

throughout the tour, particularly of reptiles.  

 

 



Review 

Monday 1st May  

After gathering up most of the tour party at Málaga Airport we made our way to the Torcal 

de Antequera to join up with Alan and Amanda. It being a bank holiday, however, this 

popular spot was extremely busy, so we headed off to a quieter location for our picnic 

lunch, but not before having close views of a hovering Lesser Kestrel.  

hǳǊ ǇƛŎƴƛŎ ǎǘƻǇ ǇǊƻǾŜŘ ǘƻ ōŜ ƘƛƎƘƭȅ ǎǳŎŎŜǎǎŦǳƭΦ  ²Ŝ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ ōŜŜƴ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǾŜǊȅ ƭƻƴƎΣ ƴƻǘ ŜǾŜƴ 

ǘƛƳŜ ǘƻ ǳƴǇŀŎƪ ŎŀƳŜǊŀǎΣ ǿƘŜƴ ŀ ǎǘǳƴƴƛƴƎ .ƻƴŜƭƭƛΩǎ 9ŀƎƭŜ ŦƭŜǿ ǊƛƎƘǘ ƻǾŜǊ ƻǳǊ ƘŜŀŘǎΦ  ! 

meandering stream held a variety of birds, and while most proved elusive due to the 

ŜȄǘŜƴǎƛǾŜ ŎƻǾŜǊ ƻŦ ǎǘǊŜŀƳǎƛŘŜ ǊŜŜŘǎΣ ǘƘŜǊŜ ǿŀǎ ƴƻ ƳƛǎǘŀƪƛƴƎ ǘƘŜ ŜȄǇƭƻǎƛǾŜ ǾƻƛŎŜ ƻŦ /ŜǘǘƛΩǎ 

Warbler.  Chris spotted a Kingfisher and also picked out White-clawed Crayfish in the water. 

Butterflies were largely notable by ǘƘŜƛǊ ŀōǎŜƴŎŜΣ ōǳǘ ƻǳǊ ƻƴŜ ŀƴŘ ƻƴƭȅ [ƻǊǉǳƛƴΩǎ .ƭǳŜ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ 

week did show for most of the group, as did a smart Spanish Brown Argus. 

After lunch we headed for the superb wetland of Fuente de Piedra.  As we breasted the hill 

overlooking the area we could see a shimmering pink haze off in the distance: the large 

colony of Greater Flamingo that traditionally breeds at the site.  The drought and vastness 

of the reserve meant that we were not going to get very close to them, as they were 

confined to the centre of the lagoon.  There were, however, plenty of compensations closer 

at hand.  As we made our approach Teresa caught a glimpse of a bird crossing the front of 

the car which proved to be a Collared 

Pratincole, and we also noted a few 

Woodchat Shrikes dotted about on top 

of the various bushes. A brief roadside 

stop in the scrub area also produced a 

Green-striped White and several 

Clouded Yellow butterflies.  

As we continued to descend toward the 

wetland, a bird that acted more like a 

giant swallow as it patrolled gracefully 

in search of big flying insects caught the 

eye.  Gull-billed Terns have a huge 

global range but are declining fast in 

Europe with just 3000 pairs left, making 

the 250-400 pairs breeding at this site 

critically important for its future status 

on the continent.  For most of the 

party, this was their first close-up 

ŜƴŎƻǳƴǘŜǊ ǿƛǘƘ ǘƘƛǎ ΨƛƴƭŀƴŘΩ ǘŜǊƴΦ 
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We made our way to the reserve centre and overlooked a shallow lagoon filled with 

Common Coots and a variety of waders, including Curlew Sandpipers resplendent in their 

breeding plumage, and some lovely graceful Avocets.   The most obvious and garrulous 

wader present on the reserve, however, was the incongruously long-legged Black-winged 

Stilt.  Pairs of these birds were dotted all around the site, often nesting very close to the 

edge of the path.

 

Overlooking another, deeper, lagoon close to the main car park we located a few of the 

special birds of the region, notably a few White-headed Ducks and Red-crested Pochard, 

while a couple of Black Terns picked at the water surface for emerging insects. 

Botanical highlights of the reserve were mostly in the surrounding dry grasslands, and 

included Grey-leaved Cistus, White Horehound, Yellow Gromwell and the related Nonea 

vesicaria, the latter unmistakeable with its blackish tubular flowers and inflated calices. 

We eventually dragged ourselves away and headed off towards our hotel in the delightful 

Ψ²ƘƛǘŜ ¢ƻǿƴΩ ƻŦ DǊŀȊŀƭŜƳŀΣ ƴŜǎǘƭŜŘ ƛƴ ǘƘŜ ǎǇŜŎǘŀŎǳƭŀǊ ƭƛƳŜǎǘƻƴŜ ǎƛŜǊǊŀ ǘƻ ǿƘƛŎƘ ƛǘ ƎƛǾŜǎ ƛǘǎ 

name.  This would be our home base for what was to prove a very successful week of 

wildlife exploring.  

Tuesday 2nd May 

After breakfast we headed down to the market square, which sits atop a cliff overlooking a 

small agricultural area ringed by mountains.  The sky was alive with swifts and hirundines, 

giving us a great chance to get our eye in for separating Pallid and Common Swifts, both of 

which occur here in substantial numbers.  A variety of other birds were spotted in the trees 

below us, with Goldfinches and Serins predominating.  They created a musical tinkling and 

jingling backdrop of sound as a contrast to the banshee-like screaming of the swifts. 

Curlew Sandpipers at Fuente de Piedra - May 2012 © Jeff Clarke 



Looking over the edge we could see some of 

the characteristic plants of the region 

clinging to the vertical cliff face. The yellow 

flowered crucifer Biscutella frutescens shone 

gold in the sunlight, contrasting dramatically 

with the fluorescent pink valerian 

Centranthus macrosiphon. 

We picked our way through the narrow 

streets and made our way to the start of the 

route that descends to the foot of the cliff.  

Within a few minutes we had locked on to 

our first Iberian Wall Lizards as they scuttled 

through the vegetation along the path edge.  

Alan, Chris and Jeff set the theme for the 

week by turning over every likely looking 

stone, though always careful to replace 

them as they found them; on this occasion 

their efforts produced many more Iberian Wall Lizards. 

Meanwhile, a closer look at the cracks and crevices in the limestone turned up quite a 

number of interesting plants, including Spring Rock-cress (with pinky-mauve flowers), the 

blue-flowered form of Scarlet Pimpernel, the diminutive Rue-leaved Saxifrage, Round-

leaved and Shining Crane's-bills, the regional endemic toadflax Linaria platycalyx, with 

yellow flowers and leaves arranged in threes, and the dandelion-like Hyoseris radiata.  

!ǘ ǘƘŜ ōƻǘǘƻƳ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎƭƻǇŜ ǿŜ ǎǇŜƴǘ ǎƻƳŜ ŎƻƴǎƛŘŜǊŀōƭŜ ǘƛƳŜ ŜƴƧƻȅƛƴƎ ƻƴŜ ƻŦ {ǇŀƛƴΩǎ ǎǇŜŎƛŀƭ 

butterflies, namely the Spanish Festoon.  A couple of fine fresh specimens floating around 

amongst the boulders and 

shrubs eventually allowed most 

people to get good photographs 

of this close relative of the 

Swallowtails. 

We also found four of the bird 

species that typify rocky areas in 

southern Spain; so much so that 

three of them have the habitat 

in their name, Rock Sparrow, 

Rock Bunting and Blue Rock 

Thrush.  These are all lovely 

looking birds in their own right 

but it was possibly the fourth 
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species took the prize for being the most dapper.  The Black Wheatear may be a study in 

monochrome but it carries it off with stylish elegance, and this particular male bird 

performed like Fred Astaire as it flicked and twirled with aplomb after a tasty insect.  Red-

billed Choughs and Griffon Vultures were also visible overhead. 

A foray among these boulders looking for plants 

of note turned up ŀ ŎŀǊǇŜǘ ƻŦ ǘƘŜ ǎǘƻǊƪΩǎ-bill 

Erodium primulaceum, Mediterranean Spurge, 

Star Hawkbit, Common Smilax and many clumps 

of Yellow Bee Ophrys, as well as a clump of the 

regional endemic star-of-Bethlehem 

Ornithogalum reverchonii, high up on the cliff, 

ŀƴŘ ǎŀŘƭȅ ƻƴƭȅ ǾƛǎƛōƭŜ ǘƘǊƻǳƎƘ ǘƘŜ ΨǎŎƻǇŜΦ 

After a ōǊƛŜŦ ŘƛǾŜǊǎƛƻƴ ǘƻ ƭƻƻƪ ŦƻǊ wƛŎƘŀǊŘΩǎ 

missing glasses (thankfully re-found and intact), 

we headed further down the valley to a more 

open agricultural setting at La Rana: a series of 

stony fields with limited tree cover.  On arrival 

we were greeted by the sight of a pair of 

Southern Grey Shrikes and here also we found 

our first Cuckoo, Bee-eaters and Thekla Larks. 

As the day heated up we spread out a little as the botanists began a slow scour of the 

ground cover and the rest of the party began searching rocky walls and lifting stones.  The 

rock turning eventually ǇŀƛŘ ŘƛǾƛŘŜƴŘǎ ŀǎ !ƭŀƴ ŀǇǇŜŀǊŜŘ ǿƛǘƘ ŀ ǎǉǳƛǊƳƛƴƎ ΨǎƘƻŜƭŀŎŜΩΥ ŀ 

Western Three-ǘƻŜŘ {ƪƛƴƪΦ  ¢ƘŜǎŜ ŀƳŀȊƛƴƎ ƭƛǘǘƭŜ ǊŜǇǘƛƭŜǎ ŀŎǘ ƭƛƪŜ ŀ ΨƳƛǎǎƛƴƎ ƭƛƴƪΩ between the 

legless lizards such as Slow-worm and a typical lizard like the aforementioned Iberian Wall 

Lizard.  The legs are almost redundant, tiny and regressed, and are barely noticeable yet the 

skink still moves them as if they 

may perform a function.  They have 

little obvious need for legs as they 

whip through grassy patches at 

lightning speed.  Thankfully this one 

was calm enough to photograph. 

A short while later and a surprised 

yelp from Amanda brought our 

attention to the fact that Alan had 

uncovered something to put the 

hairs up on the back of your neck.  

We scurried across to see a giant 

Megarian Banded Centipede, 
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longer than an outstretched hand and thicker than 

an index finger, hurling itself around.  Whether in 

defence or attack this strategy ǿƻǊƪŜŘΣ ŀǎ L ŘƛŘƴΩǘ 

notice any volunteers rushing to pick up this mighty 

invertebrate with a fearsome ς and venomous ς 

bite! 

Meanwhile, the botanists had managed to find a few 

gems left behind by the goats: some tiny Green-

winged Orchids, here belonging to the taxonomically 

dubious subspecies champagneuxii and the dwarf 

star-of-Bethlehem Ornithogalum orthophyllum, with 

umbels of starry white flowers.  The shrubby areas 

were dominated by French Lavender, buzzing with 

hundreds of Honey Bees, in between which 

sheltered a few Southern Daisies and Jersey 

Buttercups.   

In terms of invertebrates, we had a brief glimpse of a 

male Provence (Moroccan) Orange Tip, plenty of 

Small Heaths, a Small Copper and many diminutive little mantises that go by the name of 

Apteromantis aptera. 

Post lunch we headed through a pass in the sierra to  search a flora-rich limestone area that 

ǘƘŜ Ǝƻŀǘǎ ƘŀŘƴΩǘ Ǝƻǘ ǘƻ ŦƛǊǎǘΗ  IŜǊŜ ǿŜ ŦƻǳƴŘ ŀ ƎƻƻŘ ƴǳƳōŜǊ ƻŦ ƻǊŎƘƛŘǎ ƻŦ ǎŜǾŜǊŀƭ ǎǇŜŎƛŜǎΣ 

the most abundant of which were 

some splendid specimens of Early 

Purple Orchids and Yellow Bee and 

Sawfly Ophrys.  Here too we found a 

late flowering Giant Orchid, but the 

most eye-catching of all were the 

exotic looking Mirror Ophrys.  When 

looked at closely, the flowers bear an 

uncanny and unnerving likeness to the 

ŦŀŎŜ ƻŦ ŀ ǊŀǘƘŜǊ ΨǎŎŀǊȅΩ ŎƛǊŎǳǎ ŎƭƻǿƴΣ 

perhaps one created by Stephen King.  

By comparison the Bumblebee and 

Dull Ophrys, though delightful in their 

ƻǿƴ ǊƛƎƘǘΣ ǎŜŜƳŜŘ ŀ ƭƛǘǘƭŜΣ ǿŜƭƭΣ Χ ŘǳƭƭΗ 

Apart from the plethora of orchids, 

this site also turned up Palmate 

Anemones, Asparagus Pea, Blue 
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