OUTING TO SIERRA DE LAS NIEVES 13tNE 2009

Outing led by Dr.John Cortes Report & photos: Theresa Leverton

The Sierra de la Nieves, which literally means Mountain Range of the Snows, forms part of the Serrania de Ronda and rises
dramatically above the surrounding valleys and countryside. The Natural Park covers an area of 30km by 20km, or 18,530
hectares; the peak is the tip of the ‘Torecilla’ at 1,919 metres. Historically, this was a place of refuge for highwaymen and
outlaws, but today the Sierra de las Nieves is considered one of the best places in Europe for the study of nature. The area
was studied in the 19th century by Swiss botanist Edmond Boissier and in 1933 by Luis Ceballos; in 1970 the park was
declared a National Hunting Reserve and then in 1995 a Biosphere Reserve by UNESCO.

Access : The easiest way to enter the park is from the San Pedro to Ronda Road, the A376 at km136. There is a reasonably
surfaced road that extends about 10km inwards. Most of the roads within the park are not as well maintained and a 4x4 is the
ideal form of transport, though not absolutely necessary provided you keep to the main routes and drive slowly; you definitely
could not cross the whole park without a 4x4.

Our group of 16 people met up just inside the ecteao the Park and right fro
the outset it was apparent that this was goingeta fascinating and productive
trip. Alongside the roadsides a profusion of wilnlifers was already attracting
the attentions of an array of beautiful butterfleesl insects, which in turn were
attracting the attentions of many of the group, \whd to be threatened to be I¢
behind to get them back into the vehicles. The quesses through scenic
woodland then winds around the mountain slopedy soime rather sheer-
looking drops in places but with expansive viewsgassengers. On previous
trips here we have driven to the end of this rodémne there are areas for car parking and picnigking
from where we have then walked up into the higlaetspof the park. Today however, a few kilometers
in we encountered a barrier across the road wétnal car park alongside, so we had no option other
than to leave our vehicles and continue on fooe péark is protected thus during the summer months,
possibly in part to cut down the risk of fire, lhése measures are usually applied from the begjnni
of July.

We were still a few kilometers from our destinatibat we soon became engrossed in our
surroundings, seeing at close quarters what wedduaNve missed completely from our cars. There was
a continuing succession of butterflies, from so ynspecies it was difficult to keep track of what we
were seeing, but as the sun had not yet complbteht off a cooling misty cloud cover, many had not
completely warmed up and were basking on rocksodimer surfaces, making it possible to approach
them quite closely.

Blue Spot Hairstreak Cardinal Fritillary Great Banded Grayling
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The sun was rapidly
strengthening and its
warmth drawing out some
heady aromas into the air;
the fresh resinous scent of
pine, the sweet minty scent
of thyme and the heady
perfumes of wild roses and
honeysuckle, both
flowering in profusion.

The group had become split into two as John’s gaept up a
good walking pace and the rest of us straggledndestopping
frequently to photograph butterflies, plants et@ ¥dught up at
a point where there was a beautiful Pyramidal Q@rghnowing,
which John and Michael agreed they had not seevefiag in
this area of the park for perhaps ten years. Taerso many
wonderful plants that grow here that it is almogtravhelming;
we had just a few hours here today and therersnagndous
amount to see, but we stopped for a closer locleatral that
caught someone’s attention and as ever receiveshfigtgiven, and much appreciated identifications
from John, Michael and Keith.

Echium Pine Cone Knapweed Pyramiaihid
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Olivaceous Warbler
Hippolais pallida

The group began to separate
into two again, but | believe
both groups saw and/or
heard a similar selection of
birds.

From the top of a hawthorn
bush, a good distance away
we heard a bird singing,
which Keith identified as an
Olivaceous Warbler.
Although not a particularly
striking bird to look at, it

had a lovely sweet song and
for me at least was a first
sighting of this species.

A Melodious Warbler and a Whitethroat were idertifby the ‘forward party’ and we all saw and
heard Chough. Amongst the pine tree branches aodlging back and forth were numerous Tits and
Finches, including Blue Tits, Crested Tits, Chaffias, Greenfinches and Goldfinches. There were
Blackcaps and Bonelli's Warblers too, but by fag thost frequent sightings were of slightly more
exotic-looking Crossbills. Most we had to delibefgtiook for within the tree branches, but we also

had some excellent views of birds that perched up
on the very top tips of the pines, not the

colourful males, but seeing them out in the

open like this gave the opportunity to

see their size and the distinctive bill.
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Still with the Crossbills, we were amazed when
Keith somehow spotted and managed to point put
to us an incredibly well-camouflaged bird that
was feeding on pine cones, allowing us to see Just
how efficiently that purpose-built crossed bill
does its job of extracting the seeds.

Crossbill —Loxia curvirostra

The sun was getting stronger by the minute it seeimat the warmer it got the more butterflies there
were flying and we added several more to our sigjstiists before finally catching up with the lead
group, who had been taking a ‘comfort-break’ atglomic area; Jill reported seeing a Cuckoo and a
Nuthatch whilst they were waiting.

Spanish Gatekeeper clBleined White MarbMthite

Every flower had at least one insect on it, oftea br more together and between the flower hedéttts sipiders
had hung their webs.
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The track we followed passes through pine woodkmdiin addition to the hot sun bringing forth the
lovely resinous scent from the trees, it was atagsing the ripe pine cones to open up with shait an
initially startling cracking sounds and every nomddhen a cone would drop to the ground. Once out
of the woodland the track began to climb, quiteghkgin places, through much more open ground with
scrubby vegetation. We had great views of threelijo8ubalpine Warblers moving about amongst and
between some bushy shrubs and were able to watahnfthr a good length of time as they went about
the business of foraging for food.

We crossed an almost-dried up stream
where we came upon a group of Small
Whites and a single Queen of Spain

butterfly that we assume had gathered to
take up minerals from the exposed rocks
or earth.

Keith spotted a tiny shape way up on the
top of a rocky crag and we looked up tg
see an Ibex looking down at us.
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With a certain amount of relief expressed by mainysp we reached the welcome shade of some huge
Pinsapo pine trees and sat on rocks beneath theakd@ break from the heat and to eat our picnic
lunches. It was the perfect place to stop, coolsratly and with breathtaking views out over the
Serrania de Ronda stretching back as far as wel eeal. John picked up on the sounds of Serins in
nearby trees to add to our bird list.

Feeling refreshed after our lunch we thought weld/aalk a little
further up the track towards the shade of thedpiosvoodland area.
We stopped almost immediately to admire a groupretty Red
Helleborines, then after a brief discussion andmaimder of how far
away we were from our cars, the majority of theugrdecided to
head back the way we had come, with just a few geuand fitter
ones continuing on with Keith.

Red Helleborine €Eephalantheraubra
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The hot sun had brought out even more insectstard tvere
fascinating sights all around us.

From amongst the grass emanated the sounds of chapyng
grasshoppers. | finally tracked one down, surpriseithd that it
was a very bright lime green colour and quite cangps against
the darker stems of grass, once spotted.

There were tiny
moths flitting about
amongst the grass tog
and | followed an
insect that | thought
was a small
dragonfly; it landed
on a rock where |
photographed it, not
realising until | saw
my photograph that it
had captured another insect, almost halfuis size.

Lime green Fennel flower-heads were laden with
tiny black flies & minute beetles

* There were more butterflies here too; includingjghting of a big and beautiful Scarce Swallowsaitl lots of
tiny very dark butterflies, or moths?
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As we progressed in our descent we had some rdemitethe
intense heat as the sun was obscured for a whiteby clouds
and picked up the pace a little. We made a few ratmes
though as interesting sights or sounds caught tbemtaon. A
Small Copper butterfly on a buttercup flower, tbhearsds of
Quail calling from what seemed to be close by afaaly view
of a Coal Tit as it foraged acrobatically in thamches of a pine
tree.

We heard high-pitched calls very close to us whiehthought
at first may have been young birds calling fromeatnbut then
a Rock Bunting flew past us onto the top of a siHalvthorn
bush, closely followed by another. They were twdesahat
appeared to be having some kind of dispute and @leasing one another about for a while, seeming
too absorbed in their own troubles to bother alloeir very close-by spectators.

When we got
back to the dry
stream there
was a beautiful
and pristine
Cardinal
Fritillary there,
demonstrating
the purpose of
the butterflies’
presence here.
Standing very
tall he was
probing the
ground with his
proboscis, into
what appears to
be dried salt or some
kind of mineral
crystals.

Rock Bunting Emberiza cia

One last picture | couldn’t resist taking was ofcailange Skipper
butterfly on a blue alkanet flower. | remember sgehis plant on
our way up the mountain when it had no visitoralatnow there
were 6 Skippers in total and 2 Meadow Browns.
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Back at the picnic area we stopped at a table under
the pine trees for a short respite from the surckvhi
was shining brightly once again.

In the process of picking up fir cones, Jill fousd
tiny, partly feathered and sadly dead Goldfinch
chick. Further back in the trees Pete found a small
nest, very carefully woven and lined throughout
with a thick layer of soft, downy material which we
concluded was a Goldfinch nest. We hoped that it
had served its purpose and that the rest of its
occupants hadn’t ended up like our little corpse.

We saw a Jay flying through the trees here andrRchiled’ the Nuthatch with an amazing gadget he
has. Based on the Collin’s Bird Guide it has imagfesll the birds contained within it and the songs

and calls each bird makes. We all want one.

Grayling butterflies

We elected to round off our trip with cold drinks
and ice creams at the venta just past the entrance
to the park — the perfect end to a very enjoyable
outing that will definitely stay in my mind as ‘the

walk of the butterflies’.

We left the picnic area at about 3pm and set off to
walk back along the road. It was still hot and we
had a long walk ahead, but the thought of sitting
down in an air-conditioned car at the end kept us
going and we completed the distance in about an
hour.

There were still a lot of butterflies about, indiugl
more fritillaries; | saw both Queen of Spain and
Marsh Fritillaries in some numbers.

We saw a Stonechat on our way out of the park.

Queen of Spain Fritillary
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Keith reports that they had an enjoyable afterraiter leaving us, nothing personal I'm sure! They
continued up into the fantastic scenery of the &osvoodland where they added a few more bird

species sightings to the list for the day, inclgdiong-tailed Tits and Firecrests and also hed&desen
Woodpecker calling. They also found a Lizard Or¢chithatoglossum hircinurand I'm sure I'm not

the only one who wishes they’'d seen it too.

BIRD LIST FOR THE DAY heard | BUTTERFLY LIST FOR THE DAY

Quail Coturnix coturnix * Papilionidae

Woodpigeon Columba palumbus Scarce Swallowtail Iphiclides podalirius
Cuckoo Cuculus canorus Pieridae

Tawny Pipit Anthus campestris Black-veined White Aporia crataegi
Wren Troglodytes troglodytes Small White Artogeia rapae
Stonechat Saxicola torquata Bath White Pontia daplidice
Blackbird Turdus merula Brimstone Gonepteryx rhamni
Olivaceous Warbler | Hippolais pallida Cleopatra Gonepteryxcleopatra
Melodious Warbler Hippolais polyglotta Clouded Yellow Colia crocea
Subalpine Warbler Sylvia cantillans Lycaenidae

Whitethroat Sylvia communis Blue-spot Hairstreak | Satyrium spini
Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla False llex Hairstreak

Sardinian Warbler

Sylvia melanocephala

Small Copper

Lycaena phleas

Bonelli's Warbler

Phylloscopus bonelli

Common Blue

Polyommatus icarus

Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita * Brown Argus Aricia agestis
Iberian Chiffchaff Phylloscopus iberica *

Crested Tit Parus cristatus Nymphalidae

Blue Tit Parus caeruleus Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta
Great Tit Parus major Painted Lady Vanessa cardui
Coal Tit Parus ater Cardinal Fritillary Argynnis pandora
Nuthatch Sitta europea Queen of Spain Fritillay Issoria lathonia
Short-toed Treecreepg¢iCerthia brachydactyla Marsh Fritillary

Jay Garrulus glandarius

Chough Pyrrhocorax pyrrhocorax Satyridae

Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs Marbled White Melanargia lachesis
Serin Serinus serinus * Grayling Hipparchia semele
Greenfinch Carduelis chloris Great Banded Grayling Kanetisa circe
Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis

Crosshill Loxia curvirostra Meadow Brown Maniola jurtina

Rock Bunting

Emberiza cia

Spanish Gatekeeper

Pyronia bathsheba

Keith’s group added: Hesperiidae

Mallow Skipper Carcharodus alceae
Green Woodpecker | Picus viridis * Sage Skipper Muschampia proto
Firecrest Regulus ignicapillus Essex Skipper Thymelicus lineola
Long-tailed Tit Aegithalos caudatus Small Skipper Thymelicus sylvestris




