Iberian Lynx ♀ 'Datura'

Trip Report; Kingdom of the Iberian Lynx
We travelled to Andalucia in January 2015 for a 2-centre trip with Avian Adventures,
visiting the Doñana National Park for a few days birdwatching, before heading into the
Sierra Morena in search of the Iberian Lynx.
As usual, Avian had provided us with a detailed itinerary, flight information and a bird-list.
We travelled to Gatwick to stay overnight before our morning flight to Seville, meeting up
with tour leaders Shena & John Maskell and another member of the group over dinner. This
was a pleasant way to start the holiday, setting the tone for what would become a very
sociable and enjoyable trip. We met up with the rest of the group at the airport next morning
and travelled together to Seville.
On arrival at Seville airport, we were met by our Catalan guide, Cristian Jensen. Our group
of nine, plus three leaders, travelled to the Doñana National Park in Cristian's 9-seater
minibus plus a second car. We stopped en-route to our hotel at the 'Wild West' town of El
Rocío, with it's wide sandy streets, horse-riding farmers and frontier atmosphere. We
enjoyed lunch at the Hotel Restaurant Toruño, which is set in a square next to ancient wildolive trees. The restaurant overlooks El Rocío wetlands, so binoculars were at the ready
over lunch.
We sat at a long table with panoramic views over the lagoons, watching the Flamingoes,
Spoonbills and White storks. Lunch was tapas-style, with large sharing-plates of tuna salad,
tomato salad, griddled vegetables, local Serrano-style ham, chorizo and other cold meats. I
particularly enjoyed the morcilla, the Spanish version of black pudding. More sharing plates
with hot tapas were brought out for us, including delicious prawn fritters and fried calamari,
not forgetting the chips, which we polished off despite being very well fed already.

Several of us commented on the wonderful peppery olive oil, which we liberally poured
onto our salads and mopped up with the fresh bread. The olive oil, from the local province
of Huelva, was enjoyed throughout the holiday.
After lunch we walked along the path on the edge of the lagoon for a spot of birdwatching.
There were a number of ducks and waders in the lagoon, with Stonechat, White Wagtail,
Chiffchaff, Cetti's & Sardinian Warblers and Bluethroat around the edges. Glossy Ibis and
Purple Swamphens were in the reeds. Marsh Harriers and a Spanish Imperial Eagle were
spotted around the lagoon. The walkway was a good spot to take photographs, which I
particularly enjoyed, as I knew much of the birdwatching on this trip would be done at
distance, because of the nature of the sites. El Rocío is a fascinating town with a superb
Church, famous for an annual pilgrimage, The Romeria del Rocío.
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After a few hours birdwatching we drove onward to our first hotel, the Hotel Ardea
Purpurea, located in a rural area close to the Doñana National Park. The hotel is situated
along a sandy track though woodland and within it's own spacious gardens. The Ardea
Purpurea (Purple Heron to birders) is an authentic thatched building featuring elegant décor
and exposed wooden beams. Lodge-style en-suite rooms look out toward the gardens and
pond. We found it a very charming and comfortable place to stay.
Breakfast and dinner were served in the large dining room. Breakfast was buffet style with
tea & coffee to order. We enjoyed fresh bread (toasted if preferred), fresh juices, fresh melon
& other fruits, cold meats; Serrano ham, cooked ham, chorizo, salami & cheese. A selection
of pâtés, jams and yogurts were always available. My particular favourite was the Serrano
ham with lots of fresh sliced tomatoes drizzled with the addictive local olive oil.

There were many birds in and around the garden, including Black Redstarts, Sardinian
Warblers, Meadow Pipits, Serins and the regularly heard Little and Tawny Owls. It was a
good place for an early morning or late afternoon stroll.
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During our two full days here we explored a number of different areas of the Doñana
National Park and surrounding agricultural areas. We visited very diverse habitats, each with
their particular wildlife species; lagoons, wet marshland, flooded & drying rice fields, citrus
groves and large areas of the predominant woodland known as the Dehesa. This is managed
woodland consisting mainly of Holm Oaks and Cork Oaks growing within grazed meadows.
This agroforestry system is typical of the Iberian Peninsula and is a vital habitat for wildlife,
including endangered species such as the Iberian Lynx and Spanish Imperial Eagle. There
are a number of Lynx in the Doñana, but they are rarely seen due to the wooded habitat.
We saw a large number of birds in the different areas and learned a great deal about the area
as we travelled around. Cristian is an excellent guide and an expert bird-spotter. His detailed
knowledge of key areas where target birds may be spotted proved to be invaluable. He also
has extensive knowledge of the area's ecology and wildlife management systems. Cristian's
enthusiasm in passing this knowledge on to the group definitely enhanced our Doñana
experience.
Lunch stops were carefully chosen to provide good birdwatching with handy bathroom
facilities e.g. nature reserve visitor centres or observation centres. These were also handy for
shopping options if you wanted a Lynx T-shirt. Picnic lunches were provided each day and
consisted of sandwiches, cakes, fruit, juices and tea/coffee. All the sandwiches were freshly
made to order each morning, with a wide choice of generous fillings.
After a full day of birdwatching we returned to our hotel to shower, change and anticipate a
welcome pre-dinner drink and 3-course dinner. Blue gin & tonic seemed to be a popular
speciality – lots of ice & a slice, blue tonic and Bombay Sapphire of indeterminate volume
generally known as large. Just the thing to accompany the evening bird-list. Christian would
then translate the evening's menu and take orders after we had made our choices.

Dinners were very sociable and enjoyable. We always occupied a large table for 12,
changing seats constantly throughout the week. There were 3 choices for each course, but as
it turned out the menu proved to be very flexible. Portions were very generous, so if anyone
preferred two starters rather than a main, then this was no problem at all. Both of our hotels
were extremely accommodating with very friendly and helpful staff. We were always made
to feel very welcome.
Starter choices included salads, hot or cold soups, long-cooked stews with beef or pork,
grilled vegetables, Pisto Manchego (Spanish Ratatouille), pulses or green beans with ham.
Main courses always included fish and usually included pork loin or veal with potatoes,
vegetables and different sauces. I always chose the fish, enjoying gratinated scallops &
white fish in a scallop shell, grilled swordfish steak and Andalucian-style hake in our 3
nights at Ardea Purpurea. The food was simple but very tasty, highlighting the quality of the
fresh local ingredients. Those preferring vegetarian options were well catered for thoughout
the trip, with fresh vegetable soups & stews or generous plates of vegetables cooked in
different ways. Desserts included variations on crème caramel (Flan), with or without a
spongy base, other cakes/puddings typical of the region or fruit and/or ice cream. Wine was
always included with dinner, with a choice of a nice white Verdejo or a Tempranillo from
Rioja for those preferring red (or both).
After a very enjoyable stay in the Doñana we made the 3+ hour journey to the mountains of
the Sierra Morena, stopping for coffee and to birdwatch along the way. This was our only
day of persistent rain, so we went on to our next hotel to have our picnic lunch in the dining
room. For the next 4 nights we would stay at the Hotel Sierra de Andújar, which is on a
hillside beneath the Sanctuario Virgen de la Cabeza. This a hermitage perched on the top of
a granite outcrop, the Cerro de Cabezo, with spectacular views of the Sierra and the Jándula
river valley.
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The hotel has very nice en-suite rooms and we found it a very comfortable place to stay.
Again, the hotel staff were very welcoming and friendly. The food was of similar tasty, local
style, in even larger portions! Main-course sized stews for starters, such as veal in red wine
or cassoulet-style pork with chickpeas were delicious. A special surprise for me was the
announcement that the chef had prepared Boquerones as a main course option. This dish of
fresh anchovies simply fried (like whitebait) is one of my favourite fish dishes. The dish
was very popular, so the chef kindly prepared it again the following night, even though it
wasn't on the day's menu. As usual, accompaniments were to individual choice; salad,
vegetables, chips, boiled potatoes or my personal favourite, Patatas a lo Pobre, which is
potatoes cooked in olive oil with onions and garlic (sometimes peppers). Wine was again
included (Verdejo & Rioja) and extra bottles were negotiated if required. Drinks prices for
pre-dinner or digestif were very reasonable e.g. large Spanish brandy for €2.50.
Buffet breakfast was again at 8.00am before a 9.00am drive to the area of the Sierra Morena
known as Las Lanchas, which is a well-known area of Lynx territory. The Las Lanchas road
is a gravel road which overlooks wide tree-lined valleys. The team took up positions,
spreading out along the road to cover as much ground as possible around the known Lynx
territories and crossing-points. Contact was maintained via line-of-sight or with walkietalkies for those out of sight around the hillside. For the next three days, we would stake out
the valley from the Las Lanchas road to scan the whole area for sightings of Lynx.
Long hours of waiting seem to pass very quickly, as there was so much to see in the valley.
The Sierra Morena is a beautiful setting in any case. We watched Red and Fallow Deer,
Moufflon, foraging Wild Boar with ever-attendant magpies and roadside scrub full of birds;
Blackcaps, Sardinian and Dartford Warblers. Crested Tits and Rock Buntings were also
spotted. Griffon and Black Vultures occasionally flew by. Other raptor sightings included
Northern Goshawk, Golden Eagle and magnificent views of Spanish Imperial Eagle.
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Two male Moufflon on a fire-break, a well-known Lynx trail
We took breaks for coffee and travelled a short distance to a spot overlooking a large
reservoir for picnic lunches, before returning for afternoon Lynx-spotting.
Cristian had briefed us thoroughly on the areas and paths favoured by the Lynx. We were
told where to look and what to look out for e.g. moving flocks of Azure-winged Magpies
that may be following a Lynx. His expert knowledge placed us in exactly the right spot on
the first day, when two of our group spotted a male Lynx identified as 'Gallo'. The wellrehearsed teamwork paid off as the rest of the group were contacted immediately. Most of
the group were there in time to be rewarded with good sightings of the world's rarest cat.

One member of our group managed to get some great eye-level shots of Gallo side-on as the
Lynx moved up into the hillside above the road. (See Avian trip report by Shena Maskell.)
It was a truly exhilarating wildlife-moment. As dusk fell on the first day a local Lynx-spotter
pointed towards the nearby fence. As I turned I immediately spotted a Lynx, in typical
hunting-cat pose, around 10 metres away from the road. This was a female Lynx known as
'Sierpes'. Again, the group were summoned and most were able to see Sierpes walking along
a rocky outcrop on the edge of her territory, very close to the road. What a superb day. My
expectations had been certainly exceeded. Blue gin & tonics definitely in order later.
The second day was pleasantly sunny and clear, allowing great views back toward
Sanctuario Virgen de la Cabeza.

Sanctuario Virgen de la Cabeza from Las Lanchas Road

No sightings of Lynx were reported during the second day, even by some visiting National
Park rangers from the Pyrenees, who were present on-site dawn until dusk. It was starting to
get dark when I turned toward one of the rangers next to me, who was looking down the
valley with binoculars. About 20 metres behind him was a Lynx, sitting on the roadside
looking as though she was also Lynx-spotting! I alerted him as quietly as possible and also
John Maskell, who was with me on that particular view-point. John contacted the group
immediately, resulting in much better views of Lynx for some of the group. This was also a
first good sighting for others who had missed out previously, so a great result for the team. I
was delighted to get a few shots of the Lynx, another female called 'Datura', in the fading
light.

'Datura' crossing through the roadside fence
There were no Lynx sightings by anyone on a very cold third day. A number of the group
did see a group of 26 Spanish Ibex further down the valley, while taking a break and
warming up in the minibus. However, the lack of Lynx sightings shows how lucky we had
been to see 3 different animals during our stay. It also demonstrates how important it is to
put a lot of time and concentration into Lynx watching and to benefit from the knowledge
and skill of an expert guide such as Cristian Jensen.
We celebrated our last night with a wonderful paella (seafood & a separate vegetable
paella), which drew a round of applause for the chef. It had been a great holiday which we
all thoroughly enjoyed.
The Iberian Lynx is a critically-endangered species. The major problem is the disease which
has dramatically reduced the population of rabbits, the main food source of the Lynx. The
Spanish conservation authorities are adopting many measures to alleviate this problem. Last
year's Avian group apparently saw only a single rabbit all week. This year we saw rabbits in
the Doñana and quite a number in different areas of the Sierra Morena. Hopefully, this is
good news for the Iberian Lynx. Hasta la Vista Gallo, Sierpes and Datura.
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Many thanks to our Team Leaders John, Shena, Cristian
Cheers All
Dave & Rosemary

