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Andalucia 

Southern Spanish Autumn 

A Greentours Trip Report 

13th – 20th October 2013 

Lead by Ian Bennallick and Paul Green 

Daily reports written by Paul Green 

Please Note that the Systematic Lists of Flora and Fauna will be added to this report at a later 

date! 

Day 1 – Sunday 13th October – Malaga to Benaojan 

After a problem free flight from Cardiff, the warm sunny morning  in Malaga was welcome. I went 

and found a cup of tea while I waited for the first four of the group to arrive. There was hardly a 

cloud in the sky as we left Malaga. A kestrel was seen hovering and the yellow of Dittrichia viscosa 

lined the roadsides. Good views were had of Gibraltar. Once at Benaojan, a white village, we were 

soon at our wonderful accommodation Molino del Santo hotel. Some chose to rest after the early 

start while others took a short stroll up the lane behind the hotel. To our delight Crocus serotinus 

was in full flower. The second group of our party arrived with Ian just after six. All soon settled in. 

The garden was alive with hummingbird hawkmoths, a few carpenter bees and choughs could be 

heard high up on the cliffs above the hotel.  We all joined up for our evening meal, the food at the 

Molino is always very scrumptious. We weren’t let down, soon tucking into soup or a prawn salad, 

followed by a fish or pasta dish and dessert was white chocolate cheesecake or fresh fruit salad. A 

couple Moorish geckos could be seen clinging to the wall, near one of the outside lights looking for 

insects we suspected! 

 

Day 2 – Monday 14th October – Benaojan, Rio Guidiaro; Montejaque  

The dawn chorus was a noisy one with a large flock of house sparrows in the poplar trees by the 

hotel, cockerels crowing around the village. The few clouds that could be seen were red. Eva went 

for a pre-breakfast walk and Ian brought along a praying mantis for all to see, he had found outside 

his room. After a delicious breakfast we walked from Molino through the narrow streets of 

Benaojan, over the railway where we found a weedy piece of ground. Here we had Conyza 

bonariensis (Argentine fleabane), Verbena officinalis (vervain), Aster squamatus, Heliotropium 

europaeum, Verbascum sinuatum and Tribulus terrestris (Maltese Cross), the latter had small yellow 
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flowers and very spiny fruits. We passed a nettle-tree just before the river bridge. A fig tree 

overhanging the river was laden with fresh ripe fruit, a tasty treat! Cetti’s warbler and grey wagtails 

were seen by the bridge. A grey heron stood on a rock in the middle of the river. Turning right the 

track runs through some old ruined farm buildings, into cork oak forest and olive groves. Ferula 

tingitana was common along the side of the track. Peter found our first patch of Mentha pulegium 

(pennyroyal) of the trip, flowering nicely, as was Mentha suaveolens (round-leaved mint). In places 

there were large patches of the golden Ranunculus bullatus, this buttercup appears after the first 

autumn rains. Calamintha nepeta was flowering amongst the scrub. Many bushes of Ulex parviflorus 

were in flower as was a single clump of Odontites viscosa. Several of the group walked by the two 

golden yellow Sternbergia lutea I found on the side of the track under an oak. On a rocky mound 

Peter found an abundance of Biarum arundanum and Mary spotted one Ajuga iva. There were a 

number of pale blue Lactuca perennis clumps flowering. Only Ian and Peter made it to the bottom of 

the slope to the ruins of an old mill, by now we were in full sun. At this point we decided to turn 

around as it was getting rather warm. We looked down on a number of barbel in the river below us. 

A mallard few up from the river. The heat had brought out the butterflies, we were soon seeing 

long-tailed blues, clouded yellows, common blues, small coppers and wall browns. The blue winged 

grasshoppers were also enjoying the heat. A nuthatch was watched creeping about the branches of 

an oak.  Two plants of Atractylis gummifera, a pink stemless thistle were still flowering on the side of 

the track. We again stopped by the bridge over the river and this time we saw 3 terrapins sitting on a 

large rock in the middle of the river. To the delight of the group two swallowtails were busy feeding 

on a Bougainvillea, many photos were taken. We returned to the Molina and enjoyed our lunch in 

the shade of the garden. 

The afternoon temperatures had brought out the griffon vultures as several were seen from the 

hotel car park before we set out for the afternoon. We headed up the narrow twisty roads to above 

Montejaque to a rocky knoll next to a small building with a few barking dogs. It wasn’t long before 

we were finding Crocus serotinus in good numbers between the rocks. The wild boar had been active 

in the area, no doubt digging up the crocus bulbs to eat. A few Scilla autumnalis (autumn squill) were 

flowering. Eva spotted a few yellow flowers of Cnicus benedictus (blessed thistle). Crag martins were 

flying about the rock faces. Sheep bells could be quietly heard in the valley below us. There were a 

number of blue rock-thrushes seen on top of the rocks. These birds have a very distinctive way of 

darting out from their chosen rock after food and back again. One of the rocks looked like a man 

with a hat and a very pointed nose. A couple of Colchicum lusitanicum were found by Ian flowering. 

Putoria calabrica a small prostrate shrub was hugging the rock faces, still had a few pale blue flowers 

out. Aristolochia baetica (Dutchman’s pipe) was in bud and to the joy of the group a griffon vulture 

landed on a rock. Back at the vehicles a redstart was seen. 

 

Day 3 – Tuesday 15th October – Sierra de las Nieves, Los Quejigales 

It was another very sunny start as we left Molino for the high ground of Sierra de las Nieves. As we 

pulled into the park there was an eagle sitting on top of a post, a number of the group wouldn’t 

believe it was a stone carved statue of an eagle. I walked over to prove it wouldn’t fly away! We 

moved a little further up the track and stopped under some cork oaks, there were a few Crocus 

serotinus amongst the low Quercus coccifera (holly oak) scrub. Another stop along the track, this 
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time to see griffon vultures trying to find a thermal. On the side of the dusty track Eva found 

Centaurea calcitrapa (Red Star-thistle) flowering. A very minute Nigella damascena (love-in-a-mist) 

had several flowers out. Wood lark were seen and Daucus carota (carrot) was just flowering. We 

moved along the track winding up the hillside to find the gate across the track was locked. We 

parked the vehicles and walked along the track passing Pinus radiata (Monterey pine). Rosemary, 

Helichrysum stoechas and Dittrichia graveolens (stinking fleabane) were all flowering; the latter two 

both had yellow flowers. The endemic Lavandula lanata had a few flowers out; I counted the veins 

on the calyx to make sure there were only 8, which separated it from L. dentata which has 13 veins. 

A small copper was seen and Lobularia maritima (sweet alison) was flowering on the rocks. Well 

grazed Bupleurum spinosum was flowering and fruiting on the rocky slopes. There were clumps of 

Viscum cruciatum in the hawthorn trees, the red mistletoe berries blended well with the hawthorn 

berries. A scrubby slope was good for birds where there were spotted flycatchers, common 

redstarts, stonechats and black redstarts. Several bath whites were enjoying the hot day. To our luck 

the warden came along in his land rover to check out Los Quejigales the picnic area ahead of us. The 

gates were now open and the warden gave Ian and I a lift back to our vehicles while the group 

walked on. We sat in the shade of stone pines while we ate our lunch, by now it was rather warm. 

We took a rocky path through the pines up the slope to enjoy the wonderful views. A yellow Linum 

which I thought was Linum campanulatum was eventually named as Linum tenue was flowering 

nicely. Crossbills were feeding in the pines and a painted lady was seen flying. One bush of Daphne 

laureola subsp. latifolia (spurge-laurel) was seen under a Spanish fir (Abies pinapso). Firecrests were 

heard and a clouded yellow was seen. Coal tits called and came and sat by one member of the 

group. As we headed back out of the park Marie thought she saw a Spanish ibex on the rocks, we 

stopped to look at the birds and Rosemary confirmed it was an ibex, one standing proudly on the 

rocks way in the distance of the skyline. A beautiful end to our day! 

 

Day 4 – Wednesday 16th October – Grazelema, Villaluenga del Rosario, Benaocaz 

Our first stop of the day was a cork oak forest, here the oaks had been de-corked and showed off 

their beautiful terracotta trunks. A large flock of small birds caught our eyes a little further along the 

road by a field of very dry dead sunflowers. Amongst the flock were corn buntings and goldfinches. 

Marie spotted Colchicum lusitanicum from the bus, there were some fine specimens flowering for all 

to photograph. French lavender was flowering. We stopped a short way up the road to take photos 

looking across to Grazelema. Here Myrtis communis was in fine fruit, we all had a sniff of the 

aromatic leaves. We drove through Villaluenga del Rosario to below Benaocaz and parked by a 

scrubby lane. The mat forming pinkish-brown Euphorbia prostrata was flowering and fruiting, the 

capsules are hairy on the keels. The track eventually opened out to a dusty dirt track through fields; 

amongst the rocks were more Colchicum lusitanicum and the highlight of the trip Narcissus 

cavanillesii, many tiny golden stars in the centre of the track and amongst the dry vegetation of one 

of the fields. Ceratonia siliqua (carob) trees were flowering, the pods were so dry and hard when 

broken in half we couldn’t taste the chocolate. Even though only just gone midday it was very warm, 

the clouded yellows, cleopatras, brimstones, one large tortoiseshell and a pair of mating meadow 

browns were appreciating the warmth. One plant of larkspur was found by Peter, as it had only 

flowers and no leaves it wasn’t easy to tell which species it was; it may have been Delphinium 

nanum! Rubus ulmifolius (elm-leaved bramble) had a few deep pink flowers out and overhead 
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choughs could be seen. We stopped at a shady picnic stop to cool down and enjoy the views of the 

area we had just driven up from. Another Colchicum lusitanicum and Crocus serotinus stop, the 

crocuses were in fine form while most of the Colchicum had gone over. We watched several black 

wheatears on the rocks.  

We headed into Grazelema and found a large car park with some shade for the vehicles. A few of the 

group headed into the town, having a good chuckle as they passed a patch of planted Sternbergia 

lutea around the base of a tree. The rest of us walked up the road to look for native Sternbergia 

lutea which we soon found scattered about on the rocks above the road. A rock bunting was seen on 

the rocks. We all joined up in the centre of Grazelema for an ice-cream or tea/coffee.  We drove up 

the road along a pass – Puerto de las Palomas (pass of the doves), stopping to see 18 griffon vultures 

sitting on the rocks, these flew off as we watched them and a little further up the road were 2 black 

wheatears sitting on the wall on the roadside. Stopping at the mirador on the pass to enjoy 

spectacular views towards Ronda and the south and rolling landscape to the north. One Centaurium 

erythraea (common centaury) was in full flower and Putoria calabrica had a few flowers out. We 

looked down on the black wheatears we had driven past and there were many griffon vultures 

soaring overhead. As we dropped back down the road towards Grazelema the griffon vultures were 

again sitting on the same rocks and high up on the cliff-top there were many griffon vultures sitting 

in a long row looking down at us. One more stop below Grazalema to see the many clumps of 

Sternbergia lutea high up on the rocks we had seen on the way up, some clumps had over a 100 

flowers out. By a shrine Campanula mollis was flowering. It was a 40 minute drive back along the 

winding roads through the cork oak forests to Molino.  

 

Day 5 – Thursday 17th October – Reserve Natural Laguna Dulce, Paraje Natural Laguna de Fuente 

de Piedra and Teba Gorge 

Another very sunny hot day. Our first stop was at bird hides on the shore of Reserve Natural Laguna 

Dulce a large lake surrounded by cultivated fields and olive groves. We had come to see white-

headed ducks. We weren’t let down! There were many coots and a marsh harrier flew over. Black-

winged stilts and a snipe were seen along the shoreline. There were several little and great crested 

grebes. Mallard, pochard and tufted duck were all seen. A bluethroat showed off its blue throat to 

those sitting in the hide and a blue tit came and chased it away. A chiffchaff was heard and reed 

warblers lived up to their name and were seen amongst the reeds. A glimpse of a purple gallinule 

was all we got. There were many tall dead spiny plants of milk-thistles and the dried up 

Helminthotheca echioides (bristly oxtongue) surprisingly still had a few yellow flowers. In a ploughed 

field we had fun playing with Ecballium elaterium (squirting cucumber), touching the fruits and 

squirting each other with the seeds. Many olive groves were past before we stopped on the roadside 

where 3 hoopoe flew across the fields, a cetti’s warbler was calling and greater flamingos in large 

numbers could be seen on the far side of the lake. As we moved off a cattle egret was seen standing 

on a heap of soil. Our next stop was at the visitor centre over-looking Laguna de Fuente de Piedra a 

very large nature reserve. We had our lunch before we set out to explore the reserve; some took 

coffee in the visitor centre. Rosemary beetles were admired on rosemary bushes and several long-

tailed blues were flitting about. Jackdaws were in a field with cattle and greenfinches few out of the 

bushes. A number of rabbits scurried about on the baking bare ground, darting down their warrens 
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when they saw us. A few swallows few overhead and the white wagtails bobbed their tails. Even 

though we hunted hard only one mandrake was found with a few miserable small flowers. Other 

plants seen flowering were: Marrubium vulgare (white horehound), Anagallis arvensis subsp. 

arvensis (scarlet pimpernel), Scilla autumnalis (autumn squill) and in one area many Biarum 

arundanum. We drove around to a hide on the other side of the lake, but couldn’t really see any 

birds. Being disappointed we stopped again at the hide at Reserve Natural Laguna Dulce and all were 

thrilled to see a purple gallinule with its red legs hanging as it flew in front of the hide. On the far 

side of the lake we watched a shepherd with his flock of sheep.  

Our last stop of the day was the steep sided rocky Teba Gorge. There were many crag martins and a 

peregrine was heard which might have made all the rock doves take flight. Several small coppers and 

clouded yellows were on the rocks by the waters edge. As we were lacking in species flowering for 

the day I did my bit by finding Lemna minor (common duckweed) flowering, the flowers are so small, 

they can hardly be seen with the naked eye. On the river bank we also had Epilobium hirsutum (great 

willowherb), Mauranthemum paludosum (annual marguerite), Conyza canadensis (Canadian 

fleabane), Conyza bonariensis (Argentine fleabane), Scilla autumnalis (autumn squill), Cichorium 

intybus (chicory) and Lythrum junceum flowering. The day was finished with a stop for ice-creams. 

 

Day 6 – Friday 18th October – road to El Burgo, Mapa del Parque Natural, El Chorro valley area 

It was an even warmer start to the day! Our first stop of the day was on a mountain plateau on the 

Ronda to El Burgo road. Here we could hear woodlark calling in the distance. A few Crocus serotinus 

and Scilla autumnalis (autumn squill) were flowering amongst the very dry parched vegetation. 

Several Iberian wall lizards were seen on a rock and there were lots of blue-winged grasshoppers 

about and a few meadow browns. A large cricket was photographed by several of the group. We 

next moved onto Mapa del Parque Natural where we took the path to the top of a rocky outcrop 

and enjoyed the vista. The leaves and seed heads of Lapiedra martinezii were on the side of the 

path, but none could be found flowering still. A sparrowhawk glided by, blue rock thrushes were on 

the rocks and Sardinian warbler were seen. Aristolochia baetica (Dutchman’s pipe) was in full flower. 

All admired the statue of a man and boy, the guardians of the forest. We dropped down the winding 

road through the pine forests and stopped by a bridge for our lunch. It was a welcome relief to sit in 

the shade while we ate. The small slender Micromeria juliana with small purple flowers was on the 

roadside. Several dark winged damselflies were flying around by the river; these were copper 

demoiselle (Calopteryx haemorrhoidalis). A black coloured toad was seen swimming across the river. 

On the rocks by the vehicles there were a few yellow Ononis natrix flowering and the very hairy 

Chaenorhinum villosum also had a few pale pinkish flowers out. We took a path along the river 

beneath Pinus radiata (Monterey pine). Psoralea bituminosa had a few purple flowers, the leaves 

smelling of bitumen. It wasn’t long before Ian found the dainty Leucojum autumnale for us, many 

were in seed, but enough were still flowering for all to photograph. We drove on down the valley; it 

narrows into a high sided gorge, with a reservoir in the bottom. A train with 4 carriages went across 

the bridge on the other side of the gorge and disappeared into a tunnel. Bupleurum fruticosum 

(shrubby hare's-ear) was flowering and the damp road banks were covered in Adiantum capillus-

veneris (maidenhair fern) and a little Trachelium caeruleum (throatwort). We took a tea break at a 

cafe in the gorge. One more stop was made to Mirador Desfiladero de Gaitanes, it certainly was 
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warm here. The water of the reservoirs we looked down on was a lovely turquoise colour. A cream 

speckled moth, nuthatch, coal tits and chaffinches were seen in the pines and over head 21 griffon 

vultures. 

 

Day 7 – Saturday 19th October – Cueva de la Piteta (Pileta Cave), Ronda and Juzcar 

As dawn broke a few small bats could be seen flying about the garden of Molino. A short trip up the 

road took us to Pileta Cave. There were over a 100 steps to the cave entrance, when we got to the 

top we found a group had arrived just before us and we had to wait 40 minutes before we could go 

in. On the way up we passed many wild olive trees, these have much smaller fruits than the trees 

seen in olive groves. A carob tree was covered in flowers and buzzing with insects. Lactuca perennis 

was flowering nicely, it has pale blue flowers are very similar to chicory. Several small coppers were 

enjoying the heat near the cave entrance and we could look down on crag martins.  Over 4000 bats 

live in the cave; we had good views of them hanging from the ceiling and a few flying around. The 

stalactites and stalagmites were very impressive and of varying hues from the minerals. It was a 

shock for the eyes as we left the dark of the cave for the bright sunshine. On the way down the steps 

one small snake was seen and Ajuga iva was found flowering. We headed for Ronda along the 

winding roads entering the old part of town and taking lunch in the market square under the shade 

of plane trees. There was much going on in the square including an eagle owl on display, at one 

point it escaped and we debated whether it could be added to our bird list. It wasn’t long before the 

owl was caught again. There were a couple hours for sightseeing and souvenir shopping. Serin, great 

tits and goldfinches were seen in one of the parks (Alameda del Tajo), choughs were flitting about 

the cliffs of the famous Ronda Bridge and on a pinnacle was a flowering patch of Sternbergia lutea. 

At base of a wall Hyoscyamus albus (white henbane) was flowering. The journey back to Molino was 

along very narrow winding roads, in places through sweet chestnut plantations. We stopped to 

photograph Juzcar from a distance, a blue village, painted the colour of the smurfs 3 years ago as 

part of the advertising of the remaking of a smurf film. Our last stop of the day was on a roadside 

where we saw a kestrel and had large twirling flocks of choughs above the cliffs. The vegetation was 

very different here being dominated by Lygos sphaerocarpa a very lanky shrubby pea which has 

glaucus pale green stems and branches.  

 

Sunday 20th October – Benaojan to Malaga Airport and onwards 

It was an early start; there were a few stars out as we looked up before heading in for our breakfast. 

All packed and ready, we headed for Malaga Airport at 8.30. It was a lovely sunny drive, passing 

many ploughed fields, olive groves and near Malaga orange/lemon orchards. A kestrel was seen 

hovering from the car. Once all were dropped off at the drop off point, Ian and I took the vehicles 

back to the hire company. From the plane I could look down and see some of the places we had 

visited over the week, including the visitor centre and lake at Paraje Natural Laguna de Fuente de 

Piedra, from this altitude I couldn’t see any flamingos! It was a nice surprise for me to find it sunny 

but much cooler at Cardiff Airport.  


