
Trip to Aragon Spain 23rd to 29th Feb 2016 

This trip was in two parts with my aims being to see three particular birds and two avian 
spectacles. I spent the first three nights in the most spectacular and beautiful small town of 
Alquezar (a World Heritage site), ninety minutes drive from Zaragosa airport.  

 

It is in the ‘foothills’ of the high Pyrenees and is bordered on two sides by high limestone 
cliffs and on the other side by the river Vera. It is very quiet in winter and mainly a summer 
holiday destination. 

Its main attraction is as a wintering place for 
alpine birds from the mountains. On both days 
and on every ten-minute walk from the hotel to 
the cliffs we had good views of magnificent 
Wallcreepers at close quarters. This was one of my 
three birds that I wanted to see but add to this 
seven Alpine  

Accentors close by one morning and more than 
100 Choughs, Blue Rock Thrush, Griffon Vulture, 



Firecrest, Hawfinch, Black Redstart, Peregrine and many more species and they show how 
special this small town is. It was literally easy birding. 

On the first full day we went higher into the 
hills and one stop was on a bridge across a 
deep gorge. As we were looking at another 
Wallcreeper with Ravens and Griffon 
Vultures overhead, 3 Lammergeier glided 
past so slowly that I could watch them close 
up in my telescope. That was my second bird 
ticked and all in one day.  

 

If that was not enough whilst we were there three groups of Cranes flew over moving north 
numbering over 200. 

Higher still we went and stopped at a site 
where you can look into a chasm to see 
nesting Griffon and early arriving Egyptian 
Vultures and where the high, snow-capped 
Pyrenees could be viewed as a vast 
panoramic backdrop.  Higher still we went to 
stop for lunch and watch Crested Tits as we 
ate. On the second day we went up a different 
river valley to see an incredible spectacle. 

For thirty years now Manuel (Manu) Aguilera 
Sanz has been feeding Griffon Vultures twice a week with spare meat from supermarkets. 
We went with him and followed him with his motorised wheelbarrow laden with 100kg of 
scraps. As soon as you get close to the slab of rock where he feeds them the air is full of 
hundreds of Griffons and flying amongst them were some Lammergeiers, Golden Eagles 
and Red Kite, which were close and easy to see. 



 

At the point of feeding you are asked to sit and be quiet whereupon rows of Griffons sit no 
more than ten metres away from you eye ball to eye ball. At the moment Manu upends the 
wheelbarrow they take off over your head and swoop down on the pickings. You then watch 
at close quarters as they fight for food and Manu then feeds some by hand. At the end of an 
hour watching such an astounding display we walked back down the path and stopped to 
watch Dartford Warblers singing on the tops of bushes. 

Back in the village of Santa Cilia Manu has a little exhibition that he shows you and any 
donations you give go to a project he is helping to fund in Africa to save other vultures. As 
we ate lunch in the village several huge parties of Crane continued to fly north. 

On day 4 we set off for our next destination to stay at and made two stops on the way. 
Firstly we went to an eroded escarpment to see Black Wheatear with Black Redstart and 
Stonechat also around. Whilst watching a sleeping Eagle Owl was obligingly easy to see in 
scopes.  The second stop came after a quick pull in to see two Little Owl and we had lunch at 
a very windy spot overlooking a lake with Crane landing around it together with other birds 
like Great White Egret. As we ate a flock of 25 Calandra Lark flew back and to past us.  
Again large numbers of Crane flew over as well. At this stage our guides were wondering 
whether or not any Cranes would be left at the place where we were staying for the last three 



nights. When we arrived there late in the afternoon we needn’t have worried. Just as we 
reached our hotel a Golden Eagle flew low over it to herald our arrival. Where we stayed 
overlooked Lake Gallocanta, which is a wintering destination from Cranes with anything up 
to 50,000 birds around. 

We were disrupted by a warden when we went down a lane which was too close to the water 
but thought we have two dawns and two dusks still to see the spectacle of these birds 
coming and going. How wrong we were as we awoke to thick snow and a blizzard! You could 
go out that day if you were dressed properly and I took my chance and saw little except a 
Sparrowhawk and flocks of small birds in the fields. After lunch we all went to the nearest 
small field that had some shelter for us behind an old farm building. Close to us we could 
see good numbers of Linnet, Goldfinch, Corn and Rock Bunting, Skylark, Woodlark, Crested 
Lark and some Calandra Lark again plus two Brambling. 

The next day before breakfast I watched from the balcony with telescope over to the lake to 
see the numbers of Crane. As I did so in the space of ten minutes another Sparrowhawk flew 
along a hedge close by and then a male Hen Harrier went over the field next to the hotel 
before a Goshawk flew overhead. After breakfast a snow plough arrived to clear a path on 
the roads and car park. We could get out but had to take care and when we arrived at a main 
road the plough had not arrived but we could see it in the distance helping a bus to get onto 
the road. We had to wait because that bus was on the road to where the third bird on my list 
might be found. 

When we took off down the cleared road a Merlin came tearing across in front of us and 
stopped about twenty yards away where we watched it eat its lunch. We then carried on to 
the spot where Dupont’s Lark could be ‘located’. By the then it was windy and sleeting again 
so no chance of seeing one! I did think, however, it was less frustrating than the group that 
came in the previous week that had heard 15 separate birds but not seen one of these 
‘elusive’ birds. That group, however, had seen Great Bustard and Black-bellied Sandgrouse 
so they were well compensated.  

Finally on that final day the sun came out and shone on the lake as we watched from a walk 
way and hide beside the lake some Cranes feeding and coming in to roost and that is a 
beautiful sight! Whilst driving back to Madrid airport you realise how big and little 
populated this area is with one of the lowest densities of human habitation in Europe apart 
from Siberia and Lapland.  That could be why it is so good for birds and why we got a total 
of 92 species despite two days of snow.   

Peter Gibbon. 


