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Wednesday 13 April 2016 
As everyone’s flight came in on time we were lucky enough to be able to meet up quickly, and, after a small 
problem getting out of the car park, we were away from the airport by 12.30, and by 13.00 we were birding 
off the end of the runway, where we had a picnic sitting in a hide overlooking a reed-fringed lake.  
 
We’d had a grey plover, some nice Dunlin in breeding plumage, a solitary wigeon, Kentish plover, whimbrel 
and sanderling while walking from the van towards the hide, and once inside there were good views of red-
crested pochard and especially black-headed weaver. This last species was busy building a new nest to add 
to the three we could see hanging in the reeds in front of us, but shortly afterwards it decided upon a break 
from nest-building and perched in the open right underneath us for a meal of reed pith.. 
 
Also on the lake were purple swamphens, common pochards, a single northern shoveller, mallard, gadwall, 
common moorhen and Eurasian coot, and a little bittern made a quick fly-past as we finished our 
sandwiches. Walking back to the van shortly afterwards we had very good views of one of southern 
Portugal’s iconic species, an Iberian magpie.  
 
Leaving this great start after an hour or so, we reached Salgados, a brackish lagoon farther along the coast, 
just before 15.00 and quickly found greater glamingos while a flock of about 30 glossy ibis grazed the 
grassland behind us.  
 



 
 

 
 
 
We were only at this lagoon for a relatively short time before heading northwards, but while there, species 
of note included ringed plover, spoonbill and avocet. Three species of gull were present, black-headed, 
lesser black-backed and yellow-legged, and it was interesting to note the difference in colouring between 
the last two, so often difficult to tell apart. 
 
Returning to the car park we bumped into several Spanish marble whites, and one of the group, Keith, 
found some mirror orchids which required close inspection and even closer photography… We left the 
lagoon at 16.00 and arrived at our base for the week, the Quinta do Barranco da Estrada. 
 
 

 



 
 

Thursday 14 April 2016 
This morning was a gentle introduction to the local wildlife around the quinta, a nice contrast to yesterday’s 
early start to catch our flights, and we spent it in a secluded, sun-filled valley a short ride away.  
 
We quickly found cirl buntings, crested, blue, great and long-tailed tits, nuthatches, blackcaps, Sardinian 
warblers and other small woodland species while an Iberian chiffchaff was identified from its call and gave 
us good but fleeting views, unlike the many firecrests we could hear around us but of whom we never 
caught but the most fleeting glimpse.  However, this morning’s stars were not birds but butterflies, with a 
Spanish festoon plus several small coppers and other species being prominent. However the prize of the 
day went to a Lorquin’s blue. 
 

 
 
On the return amble towards our parked vehicle we noticed an example of cytinus, a parasite of cistus 
ladanifer, nestled underneath its host plant. The mule and cattle watching us from a nearby hillside 
reminded us that we were very far away from our normal hustle and bustle! 
 
Friday 15 April 2016 
With a forecast of rain sweeping in during the afternoon, it was imperative that we start the day early as 
we were going to be out on the Plains today, so we set off at 05.00, having breakfast on the way at an 
early-opening café. Despite drifting mist, with no traffic at all in the first 45 minutes, it was an easy drive, 
and by 07.00 we already had three of our target species in the bag, a magnificently close roller, a group of 
over 45 great bustards, some sporting their characteristic “foam bath” display, and a sole little bustard that 
was also displaying. 
 
Making the most of the cool of the morning we moved on and were rewarded with several more great 
bustards displaying and also spotless starling, red rumped Swallow and short-toed lark, while we heard 
Calandra lark and quail. Stopping by a small pile of stones we had great views of a little owl, and shortly 
afterwards a calling hoopoe from another pile. 
 



 
 

 
 
It was a morning of constant awareness of the approaching bad weather, but sometimes this gave us 
wonderful photographic opportunities such as this Montagu’s harrier beautifully spot-lit by the rising sun 
against its backdrop of storm clouds. 
 

 
 
However, the sun wasn’t always our friend, especially when we chanced upon a juvenile Spanish imperial 
eagle, which unfortunately flew towards the east of us to perch in a nearby tree. Continuing our journey 
through the gently undulating countryside we found a lake where some of us looked one way and some 
another, but it didn’t really matter as whichever way we looked there was something of interest, firstly 
mating little ringed plovers while overhead flew collared pratincoles.  We also found a pair of black-eared 
wheatears nearby, and had wonderful views of a red-legged partridge in amongst the camomile daisies, but 
after an hour or so at this very productive stretch of water we decided to move on to a nearby café. 
  



 
 

 
 
On the way we chanced upon a pair of woodlark whose light plumage blended beautifully with the sparsely 
covered ground upon which it was feeding, but this wasn’t a strategy of choice for the woodchat shrike we 
came upon shortly later. 

 
Throughout the day we had good views of Spanish sparrows, often in mixed flocks with house sparrows so 
it was easy to note the differences between the two species, the former with no grey cap and markedly 
warmer and brighter browns in its plumage along with a strikingly streaked breast-side. 
 
After our coffee break at a hidden café off any normal tourist route, we moved on in the warming day and 
while searching unsuccessfully for black-bellied sandgrouse we came across a solitary great bustard in a 
field of nitrogen-fixing legumes before turning further north-east towards our destination for the day, the 
gorge and waterfall at Pulo do Lobo. This is the place where the River Guadiana, usually a 100 metre-wide 
river delineating the border between Spain and Portugal, swings west into Portugal’s interior for a short 
stretch and, at this gorge, narrows down to a thundering cascade barely two metres wide cutting an 
impressive valley through the surrounding level landscape. On the way we witnessed a tussle between a 
raven and a golden eagle, but the light was so bad due to the rapidly deteriorating weather, (still warm but 
with increasing cloud-cover), that photographic possibilities were limited. However, it was interesting to 
note the marked difference in size between the two species. 
 
Having had lunch at the Pulo do Lobo, we started to head home, stopping every now and again as 
circumstances dictated. One of these was for a group shot on a high volcanic outcrop overlooking the 
Plains, while at another we bumped into another guided group who told us the location of several black-
winged kites. We decided to head for these via a roller and lesser kestrel colony, but no sooner had we 
arrived and seen the latter than the heavens, so foreboding all day, finally let loose, so we called it a day 
and drove home in the pouring rain, arriving in time for a welcome cup of tea. At the Quinta the weather 
soon cleared again and we all enjoyed a relaxing afternoon before Daniela’s stunning dinner … and so to 
bed, to rest before the joys of the morrow. 
 
Saturday 16 April 2016 
Today was scheduled as a short walk around a nearby valley followed by a stint in the Hide, so we set off at 
08.00 after a quick breakfast. To our dismay the weather had deteriorated overnight and it seemed to 
sense our efforts to walk, for no sooner had we got out of the car than it chucked it down. We struggled on 
for a short while but quickly decided that birding from a slowly moving van would be a better option before 
we all caught pneumonia. Most stuff was keeping low, of course, so it was a difficult morning from all 
aspects, especially as the windows slowly steamed up, but we saw some nice serins and other odds and 
ends like collared doves, carrion crows and house sparrows before trying once again to walk outside as the 
squall moved on.  
 



 
 

The birds too were making the most of any opportunity, and blackcap and nightingale song filled the air; 
having spent a few minutes listening to them both and differentiating between their similar songs we 
decided to nail down the nightingale for a start. This is an elusive species, shy and prone to singing from the 
middle of thick undergrowth, so not an easy job …. 
 
Searching long and hard we eventually found this skulking and difficult individual – singing in the open from 
the top of a telegraph post! So much for “elusive and shy”. 
  

 
 
Not surprisingly it was damp underfoot and further squalls were on the horizon, moving in fast with the 
blustery wind, so any walk would have to be a short one, but before we moved on to the hide Keith found a 
small bunch of heart-shaped tongue orchids on the side of the track. 
 
We were hoping for more joy at the water rail hide which overlooks a slowly moving portion of the River 
Mira, but it was very quiet here too – so quiet that several members of our group elected to have a wander 
outside in between the showers - but even they had little joy. A Eurasian jay made an appearance, which 
was pleasing as this bird is usually so shy and seldom affords one more than a glimpse of a disappearing 
white rump, but this hardly compensated for the dearth of everything else, so Frank offered anyone who 
wanted a further session later on during the afternoon should they so desire, and several took him up on 
the offer. 
 
However, the afternoon session was just as quiet, until, just before we upped sticks and left, all was made 
clear when there was a rustle in the reeds right opposite us and out stepped an Egyptian mongoose, which 
stretched languidly, turned to cast us a disapproving glance, and slinked off on its quest for food or a mate. 
It had obviously been using the reeds as its day-time lay-up and everything had, quite rightly, chosen to 
give this ace predator as wide a berth as possible. 
 
Sunday 17 April 2016 
Today we were going southwest – as far southwest as we could manage actually - to Sagres and its coastal 
plain and surrounding farmland, before moving northwards towards home through the Serra de 
Monchique, the highest mountain in southern Portugal, topping out at just over 900 metres. 
 
In our constant quest to squeeze as much of the early morning’s activity into every day, 06.30 saw us 
arriving at an early morning café as the first rays of sun lit the eastern sky. Finishing our welcome breakfast, 
we were able to notch up our first target species of the day, a Spectacled Warbler, within ten minutes while 
red-billed chough called from overhead. 



 
 

 
Deciding to visit the lighthouse which stands at the south-western extremity of the European mainland – 
from the desire to say that we’d done so as much as anything else – we first came across a beautiful 
crested Lark that showed well, 
 

 
 
and then a very confiding male black redstart that allowed us to approach within a few metres and showed 
very little alarm at our proximity. The crested lark was one of several thousand that we were to see during 
our week in Portugal, but the low, early-morning light was stunning and it was a good example of this 
common species. 
 
The black redstart was also a wonderful specimen in full breeding attire and we counted ourselves 
fortunate indeed to have been able to get such good views of both birds.  

 

 
 



 
 

Moving on again it wasn’t long before we had another encounter with an iconic friend, a tawny pipit, which 
again showed well against the backdrop of cliff-top flowers. 
 

 
 
Several members of our group wanted better views of the chough so from the lighthouse we drove slowly 
north scanning the low vegetation, and we soon found them combing the grassland for insects, and while 
doing so we were afforded further glimpses of several spectacled warblers announcing their proprietorship 
of territory. These gave us a further opportunity to note the black lore and warmer brown back, the 
diagnostic differences – apart from habitat – that allows one to differentiate this bird from its look-alike 
cousin, the whitethroat. 
 

 
 



 
 

Another bird that gave us very good views during this lovely morning was a greater short-toed lark and we 
were given the chance to note the differences in appearance when it had its small gingery crest raised or 
lowered, a difference that in the field can make an observation of this well-camouflaged individual either a 
certainty or a “maybe”. 
 
 

 
 
We spent several productive minutes searching for and finding a displaying little bustard, but while visible 
in a ‘scope, this bird was too far away through the increasing heat haze for any meaningful photo. 
 
Abundant throughout this morning were grazing cattle, and in amongst them, grazing cattle egrets, but by 
now stomachs were beginning to rumble, so we stopped beside a small stream to have lunch, during which 
we noticed several cirl buntings keeping a wary eye on us from the nearby hedge.  
 
The morning had gone well, and eating our delicious picnic beside the bubbling brook, serenaded by cirl 
buntings and nightingales, it was difficult to think that it was still only midday and we had yet to tackle the 
mountain that towered above us to the east.  
 
Climbing into the van again we set off up the steep, winding roads that led to the summit and as we 
climbed so the temperature dropped until at the summit the warmth of the morning was forgotten and we 
thanked our lucky stars we’d brought warm clothes, which we quickly donned before setting out, ‘scopes, 
bins and cameras at the ready, on the quest for what the mountain had to offer. It wasn’t long before we 
came across a singing Dartford warbler which afforded us cherished views before dropping from its 
prominent perch into the thick brambles below, its usually preferred obscurity. 
 



 
 

 
 
However, apart from a rock bunting that showed well, most species on this cold mountain-top were 
keeping low and well hidden from the throngs of tourists who had braved the wintery weather from the 
warmth of the lower slopes. However, Keith cleverly found us a distant blue rock thrush, but was 
unfortunately too distant for any worthwhile photo. Two species that we did make note of though, were a 
lovely male linnet, an increasingly uncommon species in England and Wales, though still prolific enough 
here, and a quick view of a common whitethroat. Although the view was fleetingly quick and the 
subsequent photography of the leader poor, we were able to note the subtle difference between this 
species and the spectacled warblers seen earlier, and it was with gratitude that we returned to warmer 
climes back at the Quinta, thankful for a steaming cup of tea and thankful too for a successful day in good 
company and with great views of birds, flowers and countryside. 
 
Monday 18 April 
Today was a rest day and our group made the most of the opportunity to explore the Quinta’s surroundings 
and to relax in the warm sunny weather with which we were blessed. Golden orioles sang in the garden and 
were seen by most members along with all the more common varieties such as the winter wren feathering 
her nest, Long-tailed tits foraging amongst the orange trees, a greater spotted woodpecker exploring the 
dead eucalyptus tree in front of the oriole hide, bee-eaters hunting near the well-stocked bee-hives and the 
barn and red-rumped swallows outside the equally well-stocked bar. 
 
We also added a long-tailed blue to the impressive list of butterflies that we had amassed during the trip to 
date. The amount of butterflies had surprised us, considering the generally inclement weather we had 
experienced and it is worthwhile noting here a short list of its members. These included Essex skipper, 
Spanish festoon, Spanish swallowtail, wood white, western dappled white, large and small whites, clouded 
yellows, brimstones, small coppers, green hairstreaks, common blue and Lorquin’s blue. 
 
Tuesday 19 April 
We wanted to squeeze in another long day before we journeyed home again so it was wheels rolling at 
05.00, a café breakfast at 06.30, and we were birding beside a brackish lagoon with the sun rising behind us 
at 07.10. The buzz of Savi’s warblers and the unmelodious calls of reed and great reed warblers filled the 
air, while a quartering marsh harrier put up flights of coots and ducks a hundred yards away, with, over on 
the far side of the lagoon, several great white egrets showing well, an increasingly common bird here in 
Portugal with an expanding population from what was a few years ago a very rare specimen indeed.  



 
 

 
Glossy ibis flew backwards and forwards overhead in flights of 10 to 20 individuals throughout the morning, 
not unexpected, in contrast to the surprisingly large numbers of purple herons, of which 17 were counted. 
There was an over-flying solitary spoonbill, followed by several greater flamingos, and a marsh harrier kept 
attendance on us throughout the next few hours. 
 
The marshes fringing the lagoon were alive with the Iberian sub-species of yellow wagtail, so different from 
those found further north in Europe. 
 

 
 

Having spent an hour or so beside the lagoon itself we headed a short way inland towards a mature pine 
forest, accompanied as ever by our marsh harrier, affording us brilliant views when it rested for a short 
while on a fence post.  Arriving in the forest itself we stood underneath a stork’s nest and waited for a tree 
sparrow to make an appearance beside its nest, which it finally did giving us just enough time for a quick 
shot.  

 
Moving on from the pine forest, following a nice sighting of a Nuthatch and one of the myriad unseen 
chaffinches, we bumped into not one but two very close common cuckoos before returning to the van.  
 
We’d decided to visit a nearby hill that gave a good vantage point from which to view another part of the 
lagoon, but no sooner had we belted up and arranged ourselves inside than we all had to pile out again as a 
short-toed eagle made its appearance hovering nicely over the far shore. 
 
Ten minutes later we were de-bussing again on the high-point, where we witnessed a fly past of a flock of 
feeding little terns as well as more purple herons, an Iberian hare, and a quick view of a small flock of 
common waxbills. 
 
 



 
 

 
 
 
After this it was time for a coffee break before we turned south again down the coast, but the coffee came 
complete with a rather nice black redstart. Following our refreshment, we continued southwards following 
the coastal road, stopping for a short while to photograph an obliging corn bunting on a roadside post, until 
we stopped an hour later in a cork oak forest for lunch, during which we were serenaded by chaffinches,  
nuthatches, serins and a single woodchat shrike.  
 

 
 
Following lunch we visited the only white storks that nest at sea; well, when I say “at sea” I mean that they 
nest on sea-girt rock stacks, but it was lovely to be able for once to look down on their nest, and we were 



 
 

lucky enough to witness the replenishment of nesting material by one of a pair while its mate sat serenely 
incubating their clutch.  
 
Next it was off to find some stone curlews and it wasn’t long after before we came across a pair in some 
short grassland. 
 
It was time to head home, but as we journeyed back to the tarmac from the dirt road down which we were 
travelling we kept our eyes peeled for little bustards as this area has a small population of them. Our 
diligence was rewarded with several views of this normally reluctantly-viewed species and a short while 
later Olive had the view of a hoopoe she’d always wanted as one walked sedately in front of us up the 
track. 
 

 
 
We reached home again slightly later than usual at 16.30, tired but happy in the knowledge that we’d 
squeezed the maximum out of the day. 

 
Wednesday 20 April 
There were no last minute hassles with left luggage, passports et al so it was an easy trip down to the 
airport after another of Daniela’s lovely breakfasts. It was with sadness that we said our goodbyes on the 
forecourt after what had been a wonderful and fulfilling week.  
 

 
 
Weather 
The weather throughout the week varied greatly. It basically threw at us everything short of snow, but the 
temperature was on most days in the high ‘teens and it was only on one day that birding was pretty well 
blown away. 
 
Species seen 
There was a total of 134 different species of bird seen and five heard only. On the mammal front the 
number was four, and amphibians and reptiles were six, while 19 butterfly, one damselfly, two dragonfly 
and three other insect species of note were counted. 


