





ZARAGOZA

efugio Nacional de Caza
de la Laguna de Gallocanta
La dltima gran laguna
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-I-ierras duras y altas de Aragon. Alli, en el centro de una

enorme depresion, espejea todavia nuestra laguna més
grande. Resulta perfectamente visible desde muchos pun-
tos y hasta desde el aire suele llamar la atencién. Recorde-
mos que los vuelos desde Barcelona a Madrid pasan sobre
la vertical del gran aguazal. Es mas, recordamos a nuestros
lectores que no dejen de mirar a la derecha en el sentido de
la marcha cuando lleven unos 25 minutos volando.

Tiene éste mas de siete kilometros de largo por algo més
de dos y medio de anchura. Ocupa la parte casi central
de una gran cuenca endorreica, por lo que esta laguna tie-
ne aportes de agua procedentes de muchos lugares pero
no cede el agua por emisario alguno. Su vida depende por
completo de la pluviosidad de su propia comarca, que casi
nunca es generosa. De ahi que los limites y la profundidad
de esta masa de agua varfen enormemente de unos anos a
otros. Incluso puede resultar mas grande de lo que acaba-
mos de referenciar en los afios de muchas precipitaciones
para quedar completamente seca en otras ocasiones. De
hecho, durante 1994 y 1995 la mayor de nuestras lagunas
no conté con agua en su lecho.

Ser péjaro sobre los pajaros es sin duda un placer y un
recurso. Las estimaciones son mas completas y sin duda es
raro que se escapen grupos de aves a la estimacién, como
casi siempre sucede cuando en grandes masas de agua se
intenta censarlas desde tierra.

Pero ante todo es una delicia. La inmensidad del paisaje
inundado se acrecienta por la altura a la que puedes con-
templarlo. Luego llega el momento de sentirse un poco pre-
dador alado pues para poder contar e identificar a las aves
que flotan sobre las aguas hay que dar pasadas a unos cien
metros de altura sobre su superficie. Pero como eso pone
en fuga a las aves a cada bajada se produce una subida. Una
oleada de miles de alas se encrespa como si correspondiera
al rugir de los motores una viruta de color, como las que de
la madera saca el cepillo del carpintero o el cucharén de la
masa de helado cuando se extrae del mismo la porcién que

coronard el cucurucho de barquillo.

Pero es que cada bando es al mismo tiempo parte y un
todo: los miles de pares de alas tienen su identidad, su au-
tonomia, pero no dejan de buscar el mismo destino. La
légica interna de la bandada le da una capacidad enorme
para comportarse como un solo organismo. Y ahi estaban
ante mis ojos las evoluciones sincrénicas de las oleadas de
amenudo mas de mil pares de alas.

Otro cantar bastante diferente entonaban las fochas,
aves que casi renuncian a comportarse como tales. Son
muy torpes para iniciar el vuelo por lo que se impulsan
con una enérgica carrera sobre las aguas. Esto provoca un
chapoteo que cuando es provocado por unos centenares,
incluso miles, de patas supone que la superficie de la lagu-
na se pone a hervir. Por tanto, a cada una de nuestras pasa-
das se provocaban dos imborrables fenémenos. Uno en la
superficie y otro en los aires. La movilidad de los patos en
cualquier caso les permite recorrer poco menos de un kilé-
metro por minuto, mientras que la avioneta, en el minimo
de su aceleracion, se movia a tres veces més velocidad. Esto
provoca otro precioso efecto visual que es de adelantar pro-
gresivamente a las bandadas en vuelo. Es decir, que cada
pasada comenzaba con la espantada y con los patos en el
morro del avién para, muy pronto, ponernos a su altura y
acabar sobrepasandolos. Estos cambios, al ser también de

angulo de vision, se resuelven en unas multiformas etéreas.

En la cuenca endorreica de
Gallocanta sobrevive la mayor
laguna natural de nuestro pafs,
uno de los destinos preferidos
de las grullas invernantes.

The endhorreic basin of Gallocanta
contains the largest natural lake

in Spain, and is one of the preferred
destinations for visiting cranes

in winter.
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Tras el conteo cientifico y el deleite estético nuestro vuelo
continud hacia las costas del Mediterraneo, donde repeti-
mos varias veces las pasadas sobre el Delta del Ebro. Pero
sigamos por ahora en Gallocanta.

La mayor parte de las aves que suelen pasar el invierno

o parte del mismo en la gran laguna son casi siempre bu-

ceadores. Nos referimos a los porrones de varias especies,
sobre todo, comunes, patos colorados y fochas. A veces
son més de cien mil las aves de estas especies.

Pero si por algo destaca en la actualidad este aguazal
es por su papel para las grullas de todo el Paleartico occi-
dental. Porque esas enormes aves se concentran en su casi
totalidad en estas orillas, tanto durante el otofio, es decir al
comenzar la estancia en nuestro pais, como cuando se dis-
ponen a salir del mismo en las primeras jornadas del mes
de marzo. Esto favorece la posibilidad de que en algunas
jornadas se puedan contemplar hasta 60.000 de estas aves
en Gallocanta. Y conviene recordar que se trata de una de
las mas grandes que pueden verse en todo el continente.
Hasta 100.000 patos pueden coincidir en estas aguas, y a
ellos se suman decenas de miles de grullas, lo que convier-
te este enclave en uno de los mds importantes de todo el

continente.

Cada otofio y cada primavera varias decenas
de miles de grullas comunes hacen escala en Gallocanta.

Every autumn and spring, dozens of thousands
of common cranes stop off for a visit at Gallocanta.

> Son raras las temporadas en que Gallocanta
se llena de agua, pero cuando asi sucede el esplendor
de este paisaje alcanza sus maximos.

Gallocanta does not often fill up with water,
but when it does, the splendour of the landscape is unrivalled.
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A commitment to our environment

During recent years, the countryside — by which I mean the many diverse and numerous land-
scapes that a country such as ours possesses — has become considered to be one of our greatest assets,
partly owing to its great attraction for tourists, though fortunately also because of the greater awareness
that exists of the need to conserve our environment.

Perhaps this is why, when we refer to the countryside we use — very often and almost uncon-
sciously — words associated with wills and inheritances, thereby interpreting the land as property
which is to some extent public, depending on the location in question.

And so, words such as ‘heritage’ and ‘legacy’ are frequently associated with those of ‘natural’ and
‘landscape’. And unquestionably, the countryside is ours, but it also belongs to the rest of the living
beings that inhabit any specific landscape and all the different systems, processes and cycles that take
place within its field of action.

Because our environment plays an indispensable role in the cycle of life; something that goes far be-
yond any kind of admiration that a particular view can provoke in us when we are standing before it.

Thus, if we remember one of the basic criteria used by Ortega y Gasset (unquestionably one of the
people who best understood and described our landscapes), landscapes complete us. And this, taken
to its logical consequences, could lead us to claim that we cannot exist without them. However, land-
scapes can quite easily carry on existing without us.

And so, the point is, we should be capable of both appreciating and conserving our countryside,
so that it can continue to fulfil its essential function as a framework for natural life, and so that we can
also carry on enjoying it.

As a result, and as part of our commitment at Grupo CLH to carry out all of our activities while showing
the greatest respect for our environment, we want to share with you, the reader, these magnificent
photographs of 50 landscapes that writer and naturalist Joaquin Aratjo has selected and described for
us in this volume.

The variety of landscapes of our country is so enormous that it defies any kind of classification,
numbering or even acceptable inventory; this is point is amply demonstrated by the existence of the
more than 1,200 protected spaces in our country. This is why we have chosen to publish a spectacu-
lar selection that lists the most intense, comprehensive location to be found in each of the Spanish
provinces.

Many of these places are not very well-known or widely promoted, but they are landscapes that
have succeeded in maintaining the fauna and flora that bring them to life, and which are the reason
why they are deserving of a visit (albeit one that respects them as much as possible). Thus we can
share the enjoyment and admiration of the 15 million people who visit one of these protected places
in Spain every year.

Jost Luis LOPEZ DE SILANES
President of CLH
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PROLOGUE

Contemplation as therapy

From the window that gives me with the light I
need to write by, I have an excellent view of what
explains, justifies and even makes possible this
book. I have before me, through my window,
one of the finest scenarios in the endless history
of life. Wherever I look, its achievements appear,
the way in which it has succeeded in organis-
ing and beautifying natural panoramas. What'’s
more (and at risk of boring those who already
enjoy the intense pleasure of contemplation),
[ will add that what makes the view from my
window most fascinating is that I cannot dis-
cern any conventional man-made work. There
is not one single house, not one road, and no
high—or low-tension cables. Even the darkest
stains of those unforgivable forestry replanting
projects now seem integrated into the visual dis-
play, though only because they were carried out
some 30 years ago.

There is a surprising logic that impregnates
the panorama (which, by the way, is 60 kilome-
tres deep by over 20 wide). That aspect —that
certain harmony— is what I hope best defines
the common denominator of the texts that fol-
low. Almost all the ideas and descriptions in
this book are fruit of a voluntary act of sensitive
remembering and, almost as a corollary, of the
need to express it, given the pleasure that they
produce in me, and that I would like to share
with others.

Viewed objects have always produced an ad-
miring response in me; and, just as important,
of a desire that they should also be experienced
by others. However, encouraging other people
to discover certain rural areas can be dangerous,
as we all know. But it still seems to me a ques-
tion of honour that no experiences should be
privatised, as well as the common-sense idea
that all landscapes should exist as a source of
knowledge for us. So much so, that I repeated
that my best definition of surroundings is some-
thing as simple and unusual as just experiencing
it. In any case, we should not forget how little re-
mains of the beautiful settings that, in past times
(though nobody remembers exactly when), were
home to the great scenarios of life that we have
today. Hence the following reflection: every hu-
man action occupies a place in space and time.
We are all living beings, related by a direct line
of succession that runs in tandem with calen-
dars and a portion (or several) of planet Earth
even though none of those inescapable abodes

were created by or maintained by the succession
of the, perhaps, 600 consecutive generations of
members of our species. We use things, we wear
them out, but we hardly ever renew or restore
anything. If we want to understand (albeit in the
smallest way) what a natural environment is, we
must understand that it has been, and continues
to be the result of an infinite number of factors
and elements acting over the course of vast peri-
ods of time that have brought them to us. We
must realise that we cannot replace those gener-
ating factors. When people speak about restor-
ing landscapes, they forget that the best thing
would be not to intervene at all. The problem
is, natural forces that can easily replace ours are
always much slower.

In contrast, our way of being is to snatch eve-
rything rapidly, and to do so without any thanks,
without the minimum of elemental reciprocity
to what shelters, completes and maintains us.

What a shame that the same beings that are
capable of inventing trade, money and even the
bill of exchange, mortgages and, particularly,
debt, do not possess the decency to give some-
thing back to something that makes us possible
and restores us!

Our natural environment is the bank of all
our loans, but as it does not charge any interest,
we just forget about it. And it would be a very
good idea to give back at least what there is in
this book. That is to say, a great deal of admira-
tion, not to mention respect and, of course, the
desire that they should continue to exist there,
S0 we can carry on enjoying them.

Because nothing is born that did not begin
with passion. Nor does the culture of gratitude.
Because what it means is to face up to the chal-
lenge to bring to an end the haemorrhaging of
our countryside, the basic processes and ele-
ments for life.

Everything that follows below has been writ-
ten for this purpose. Or, to state it even more
plainly —when we use the calendars and man-
sions of life, of all those other beings that share
this planet with us, almost none of us ever feels
the need to give thanks for the shelter they
have been given, to praise the ‘decor’ or to lose
themselves in contemplation, in the same way
as people do with other form of pleasure and
enjoyment.

Such distance inevitably turns use into ar-
rogance, distancing, and even abuse and de-
struction. And, as the countryside is viewed all
too frequently as an environment determined
by trade and commerce, it should come as no
surprise that contemplation is the least-com-
mon activity in such spaces, when it should be

the most important reason for any trip to the
outside world.

At present, however, there is too much con-
trast in this attitude or rather, in this denatural-
ising of the uses of the countryside, which is
undergoing a great boom as a subject of study,
analysis, cataloguing, legislation and, of course,
cultural exploitation.

We have a great deal of countryside, every-
where, and so many different types that great
efforts would be necessary to unify the criteria
for it. We shouldn’t allow the many ramifica-
tions of corporate interest to create even more
negative effects in the countryside.

On the other hand, we must not forget that
humans are becoming increasingly mobile. Trav-
elling and especially for the wealthier members
of our species is something that is as common as
any other action. The desire and even the need
to discover other places has become generalised
and even standardised. As if all that were not
enough, travelling has turned into a kind of ac-
creditation of social status. People’s destinations
are excessively linked with their purchasing
power. Never staying still is an external sign of
wealth. As a consequence, it should come as no
surprise that, after having become a conventional,
frequent consumer product, travelling has as
with so many other goods literally become an
end in itself, when the journey should always,
by definition, be a means to an end. Or rather,
an intermediation or bridge between two places,
linked by the desire of the traveller who departs
from his everyday life to enter into the excep-
tional. Let us hope that as well as discovering
new places and boasting about their trips, peo-
ple also manage to savour the experience and to
store it in that fertile spot, the human memory,
from which an infinity of memories will later
sprout, almost effortlessly.

It is to be celebrated, of course, that people
travel more and more. However, I would like to
remind everyone that slowness is the fundamen-
tal ingredient of all pleasure, and of which the
pleasure of contemplation is not the least, but
one of the greatest.

And that is the main criterion for this selec-
tion of the most attractive areas of Spain’s coun-
tryside. My aim has been to whet people’s
appetites with the descriptions that follow to
incite readers to delight.

Right now, and as a kind of taster, what I
would like to do is to draw attention to a fistful
of pieces on the chessboard a chessboard that
is none other than the skin of Spain, and upon
which we are playing a crucial game. The black
pieces of degradation and destruction are

currently winning, but we are well aware that
we cannot afford to lose.

Looking at it another way —in order to
make up the deficit, the first thing we must do
is to know what we are risking. Because it is
something that could not be more important,
nor more valuable, irreplaceable or manifestly
unrepeatable.

What we are going to do now take a trip
through 50 rural landscapes that have only two
common denominators: their compromised, en-
dangered condition, and their capacity to bring
us peace and calm.

Joaquin Araujo

Our

ALAVA

Or when harmony becomes coquettish

The main intention of every panorama is to
achieve harmony. And even though it is often
very hard to discover where it is hidden, the eye
of the naturalist can often find it, though not
without sifting through the tatters of its past
splendour. It is no less true that in many places,
the pleasure of contemplation is increased even
more by the certainty that the pieces on the
chessboard of life are all in their place. As aresult,
the most beautiful of games is still being played
upon them — what some call survival, while oth-
ers prefer to consider the game of vivacity.

Hence the first thing that should be pointed
out about this, the largest of the protected ar-
eas in the Basque Country, is that it contains
many of the harmonies that make life itself pos-
sible, and despite the fact that it is nearby large
concentrations of human populations and their
infrastructures, and industries and their con-
stant, protracted side effects of distortion and
exclusion.

This neighbourhood of splendour and bro-
kenness turns the former (which are almost al-
ways in the minority) into bright points of that
necessary light which gives life to everything.

Light in all its beauty, though also in its tech-
niques for existing in the world; in its movements

and even in its surreptitiousness and the way in
which it goes unnoticed. Valderejo demonstrates
this with a succession of landscapes that possess
good muscle tone, a sturdy skeleton and a still-
innocent soul. That is to say, these landscapes
have a great deal of light, a constant supply of
transparent water, woodlands and groves, grass-
land and a generous display of calcareous spikes
rocky outcrops and peaks that represent the
blooming of the world’s rocky roots. All of the
above are criteria for the high aesthetic quality
of a panorama. Though in fact, there is a certain
deception at work here —that of the gentleness
that has not excluded the heights. Because let
us not forget that the tallest peaks at Valderejo
are over 1,200 metres high, while the valley bot-
toms lie at a little over 700.

The rocky cliffs of this nature park are not
too arrogant, but rather they become the (nearly
always safe) home of the rock-breeding species
which vary from the colossal griffon vulture and
the golden eagle to the tiny winged gentleness
that is the sand martin.

The limits of the park function like a wine-
skin, to turn it into something that is secluded,
familiar and feasible, and, of course, very cosy.

Woodlands, rocks, quarries, grasslands and
farmland: a broad alliance between the things
that have been placed there by time and through
work. And all of it seasoned with a deep calm.

Like much of this southern part of the
Basque Country, this landscape represents a
link, a transition area between the large units of
the Atlantic forests and the world of the Medi-
terranean.

Lahoz, Lalastra and Villamardones are towns
which, with a gentle show of dignity and respect
for the wisdom that has always accompanied ru-
ral culture and architecture, lie snugly in the lap
of this nature park, demonstrating something
that proves more crucial to us everyday —the
fact that the work of man as a builder of land-
scapes can serve perfectly to complete them
rather than to destroy them.

ALBACETE

The finest of springs

Every river has a mouth, some sort of orifice
from where the water first issues. Sometimes, a
river has several small mouths, other times the
springs flow out into existing masses of water,
and we can only perceive them in the form of

slight bulges on the surface of the watercourse
being enriched.

Whatever sort of spring we are talking about,
there is a lot that goes on before that initial bub-
bling and boiling in the watercourse. In the case
I plan to describe now, for example, there is a
vast succession of sierras. The peaks are ideal
for springs because they are always ready to am-
bush clouds. But when, fortunately, they are also
oriented more or less south-north, their cloud-
catching skills are compensated by the fact that
the main rain-carrying weather systems travel
from west to east.

We are now in the Sierra de Alcaraz, which
is inseparable from the mountainous group that
begins 200 kilometres further south. Along the
border between the provinces of Jaén and Gra-
nada, a whole succession of limestone elevations
shoot up, forming the sierras of Cazorla, Segura
and Las Villas.

We are now close to the springs, and this
maze of sierras reminds us that they function
like the great water collector of the Albacete
river, though which soon becomes Murcia’s.

To start with, the existence of its forest mass
acts as a kind of guarantee of abundant, clean
water, to which it acts as a kind of huge mag-
net. The trees have a reciprocal relationship
with the lofty, humid air. However, the liquid
soon embarks on a game of hide and seek, es-
caping from view and sinking down into the
depths of the limestone. It goes potholing, and
explores the subterranean regions for years, and
for many kilometres. We will never truly know
the other side of this landscape, with its huge
underground lakes. But fortunately, we do get
to see the conclusion of this beautiful, secret
telluric story. Because the water becomes even
more fantastic when it returns, bubbling, to our
sight reborn, immense and clean. The source of
the Mundo is up near the peaks a vast abseiling
watercourse that pours down from a huge cave
located almost 100 metres high, in a semicircu-
lar rock face of grey limestone.

This is where the fresh, clean spring of the
river Mundo takes its last blind steps before
hurling itself out into the bright void; this is un-
questionably the river’s finest moment, and its
best point.

It is a rare privilege to be a waterfall and a
spring at the same time, and even more so when
the flow is almost always generous. Because the
Mundo almost begins its life above ground as a
full river, and does so as if it had emerged from
an eagle’s eyrie. And so, just like a baby bird, the
first thing it does it is to make a short flight, last-
ing no more than three or four seconds, before
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landing joyfully in swells of foam. Thus the wa-
ter’s birth is immediately followed by maximum
oxygenation, as if to add extra purity before it
sets off on its journey down to the market gar-
dens of Murcia.

Spain’s water courses are on the way to
clear recovery, following the poor treatment
they have suffered in past decades, and it is
in the hope that all the atrocities carried out
against water can be corrected that I have cho-
sen the most spectacular spring in our country.
This is how the Mundo first sees the daylight,
that great ally of the Segura river, as well as of
much of southeast Spain. And with its tumul-
tuous encounter with vertigo and light, the wa-
ter confirms that everything is capable of start-
ing again. And furthermore, that this necessary
transparency is something that should never
abandon our rivers.

ALICANTE

When salt is an oasis

There are not many of them, but just some-
times, human interventions in the landscape
can become wonderful backdrops for natural
life. Furthermore if (as in the case of this salt
works) the process is resolved with little or no
impact on the surroundings and, furthermore,
the end product can and should be considered
as being renewable, then the coincidence is an
even greater one.

For those who represent our most distant
common ancestors, the Indo-Europeans, salt
was something that sprouted out of the water. A
source of bright white flowers that helped them
with crucial tasks. They saw the living sodium
chloride as an organism that sprang out of lig-
uid, as well as achieving the minor miracles of
preserving their food, giving it flavour and even
helping them to retain liquid in their bodies.

The places where sunshine still makes this
fruit of the sea grow, stripping it of its compan-
ion water, have the same end product the force
of life that surges through them torrents, they
also provide coastal landscapes with a good fla-
vour and, being wetland areas they prove indis-
pensable in the middle of so much aridity.

All of which produces, by the way, a proc-
ess that is cultural and, at the same time, in-
dustrial and ecological. Moreover, almost all
the salt works in our country (and we have
quite a few in our inland areas) are invariably

a good destination for people who want to
observe living creatures. In the first place,
because these waters, which are retained and
maintained with a minimal depth, are capable
of maintaining rich zoological and botanical
communities. At the same time as they pro-
vide food for very different species of all kinds
of creatures, salt marshes also function as pro-
tective resting places for them. And as if that
were not enough, many salt marshes also have
provisions of freshwater, which immediately
result in dense blankets of lake vegetation,
especially thick reed beds that immediately
become home to a great number of species.
A few of them, meanwhile, can nest in the
separating banks or, as in the case of the fla-
mingo, the most eye-catching of the visitors
to this area, nest directly on top of the salt
water tables.

But the Alicante salt works of Santa Pola are
one of the few places where all these factors co-
incide, and this is mainly because of the enor-
mous expanse involved.

Every year, the flamingos flock to this site;
they do not have time to contemplate the wide
expanse of the salt marshes, the banks and
edges of which they gather around every sum-
mer. There are so many of them, and they are
so punctual and so concentrated when they ar-
rive, that is difficult to understand why these
coastlines of the Iberian Levant do not sink a
couple of centimetres every summer, owing to
the birds’ weight.

There is a thin slash of asphalt that runs
across this region, and sad it is that nobody
stops to contemplate the dangling silhouettes
of the flamingos. Neither do they bother to slow
down, which explains why this point is one of
the places where most birds die in all the coun-
try. And even so, in high summer, this recently-
created Nature Park is filled of wings. All around
you can see different kinds of birds, bobbing and
floating egrets and different species of plovers
(especially stilts), avocets, collared pratincoles,
black-tailed godwits and sandpipers. Wait five
minutes and you will also see grey herons, and
egrets and night herons, our most common wa-
ter birds. And not wanting to be left out of this
little party, there are also wriggling water snakes
and darting crested larks.

There are also species such as little terns
and chuckling silvery seagulls that seem to give
a saltier touch to the air. As most of these birds
have a most intense white plumage, it seems as
if the salt had produced children, and had sent
them flying into the air, to ensure that this land-
scape is one of the most intense purity.

ALMERIA

The colours of barrenness

There is no surer friendship than the one that
a landscape offers you. While at first, when you
arrive, it might seem to be devoid of any com-
pany, a dual festivity awaits you: there is the one
that time and its disciple, light, have prepared
for your visual enjoyment, while for your senses,
they offer you solitude. A solitude populated by
the gentle harmony of all the colours, the tracks
of minuscule insects across the sand, and undu-
lations scratched out of the roots of the earth,
opened up to the air in endless rills.

It is no longer easy for anyone to converse
with these few silences that remain to us,
hemmed-in and ripped to shreds, in the remote
enclaves that have not yet been destroyed by
mass production. But when you do find them,
the surroundings will tell you how to achieve the
highest possible peaks of tranquil beauty in this
here and now that you have chanced upon.

Nothing lies to you, and you deceive no
one in such loyal company as this almost naked
body which is the dunes and fields of Cabo de
Gata. From here you can hardly see that huge
fraud, the deceitful cement phallus that has now
walled in most of our coastal areas. Neither does
the woodworm of noise destroy your eardrums,
nor even the to-ing and fro-ing of canned hurry.
All there is, is yourself and your old friend, with
his arms open and a hint of a smile. Time itself
becomes sponge-like, and until you study them
closely, the seconds do not leap here they just
slide. The clock of nature does not condemn an-
yone to appointments. You are always punctual
and on time, because here they are always wait-
ing for you. Nature’s hospitality is her beauty.

The coast of Almeria is home to one of the
few spills of terrestrial magma on the Iberian
peninsula, and the only desert in the whole of
Europe. Both of them will cause you to widen
your eyes with surprise and hunger for horizons
and hills, for once not of your own size.

This landscape almost instantaneously cures
that heavy burden of being the centre of the
universe; and the fact is, it dilutes you. Neither
should you expect to hear words conversation
takes place through the pores of one’s skin,
pierced by gentle breezes (which are the most
mobile thing moving through this world) which
try to infect you with their freedom.

Later on, with a bit of luck, you will see a
creature that is little more than a pair of wings,
getting further and further away, and which will
leave a brief musical caress in your ears. There

are not many animals here, nor their anteced-
ents, plants, but this apparent void produces
one of the area’s finest aspects. Because we al-
most never have enough time to listen to them,
nor to listen to the language that existed before
all other languages.

That is something you can only achieve with
such friendships as the one that in exchange for
so little you will find on this Almeria coast. That
corner where tranquillity has made its bed.

ASTURIAS

The woodiest woodland

Every landscape in fact comprises lots of land-
scapes, but there are two aspects of the environ-
ment in particular that can be considered as a
starting point, and even as a way of understand-
ing them. I am referring to the fact that we can
both travel through them and enjoy looking at
them from a distance. The latter case brings us to
that complex relationship known as contempla-
tion. We can almost always reach the hills, look-
out points and vantage points without much
effort, and from there we have the opportunity
to enjoy vast panoramic views. This prospect
is especially delicious in the case of Muniellos
if you return a number of times, at least once
for each of the seasons. Thus visitors should
experience this area at least four times a year,
leaving some three months between each visit,
to realise that a landscape also represents time,
alternation, a succession of events and, in short,
a process. We shouldn’t dissect landscapes, not
in photos, or in documentaries, let alone in our
memory. Their dynamism should be accompa-
nied by our own, in close complicity. Of course,
this is no easy business, as almost everyone lives
at a distance from the dynamic of nature, but
we must remember that a landscape has to be
experienced in order for us to feel it. And that
everything that is not felt can be destroyed.

But let us return to the leafiest natural area
on the Iberian Peninsula, to the woodiest wood-
land area, which could, by the way, almost be
described as a natural forest, even though it is
not completely so. The almost 3,000 hectares of
Muniellos represents an excellent mature forest
in an area which, as the main Atlantic deciduous
tree species all fortunately coexistence here, is a
veritable expanse of lushness. The old forests are
the most dynamic, the healthiest and, of course, the
ones that work the hardest at renewing life. It

is this maturity of most of its woodland masses
something that is an extreme rarity in this coun-
try that makes Muniellos unusual, and almost
unique. In short, we are talking about one of the
few valid examples of a real forest. These excep-
tional conditions have resulted in the area being
given legal protection over 30 years ago.

Beside the Scots pines, Muniellos is also
home to ametzas, beeches, birches, alders, row-
ans, ashes and various species of non-domestic
fruit trees.

This forest also features a couple of endemic
varieties a buttercup and a kind of waterweed
that can only be found in the lakes of the upper
Muniellos area; nowhere else on the planet.

The forest’s fauna is even more impressive

something that is always the case with wood-

land areas in which their consequences (that is,
their services and inhabitants) are always more
important than they are.

Though bears are rarely sighted here, visi-
tors can see many roe deer, chamois, wolves,
otters and grey dormice, as well as typically
Pyrenean species such as pine martens and wild
boar. Among the 100 forest bird species found
here (as well as a fair number of water birds) are
the Cantabrian grouse and the middle-spotted
woodpecker. Almost all the reptiles and amphib-
ians of the north can be found here, as well as
hundreds of species of moss, lichen and fungus,
which always flourish in these perpetually damp
regions. In short, there is a huge number of crea-
tures, as is always the case with woodland, and
especially if it is the best of its kind.

One of the reasons why this area truly de-
serves the title of ‘the woodiest woodland’ is
the way that visits are strictly regulated. Only 20
people maximum are permitted to enter the for-
est annually, and nobody can do so more than
once a year. In any case, this Asturian forest
helps to remind us, more than just of its con-
tents, what its two main functions are: to grow
larger and to protect the entire landscape and to
keep it stable.

Woodland never begins where it seems to,
nor does it culminate at the apex of its treetops,
nor in the profoundest depths of its root system.
In fact, trees and their relatives never end, even
though their unlimited contributions contrast
with their peaceful appearance. Because one
of their most forgotten skills is that their main
creation transparency is incorporated into the
atmosphere, to recreate it at every moment. And
as, at the same time, air is the greatest traveller
(given that it manages to travel as far as the most
distant and hidden of our cells) then we can
consider that the woodland’s breath reaches all

latitudes and longitudes something that helps to
consolidate that dimension of plant communi-
ties that I previously described a continual en-
larging of reality.

On the other side of the coin, there is every-
thing that we can make out concerning the sta-
bility of systems, a point on which, once again,
the forests clarify beyond all doubt. The hill-
sides of Muniellos swathed with mixed wood-
land help us to understand what a forest’s sta-
bilising function provides. The quiet function
of their roots sets in motion the most dynamic
action on this planet, which is no more and no
less than the renewal of life; or rather, natural
fertility. Among other reasons because it brings
about the participation of all the elements that
are essential for life. The mesh of different soils
at Muniellos is the sum total of the water, air,
earth, energy and the living multiplicity of its
zoological and botanical communities. If I add
that the sensible idea of strictly protecting the
space includes we humans into the fertilisation
factors, then we realise that there is little or
nothing as complete as a forest that is the finest
forest on this huge peninsula, and which shows
us that the best opportunity to be gained is that
of a living forest.

AVILA

When stone feels

Unhke many of the best landscapes, this one
does not always conceal itself, though the Sierra
de Gredos is one of the most hard-to-under-
stand rural areas that I know of. It is, of course,
one of those spots that do not open their doors
to understanding and enjoyment straight away.
What’s more, like all rebels, it demands some-
thing of its own condition from those who over-
come their exhaustion to reach the top of these
peaks.

There are few other mountainous outcrops
in which the fact of having two very different fac-
es is displayed in such an overwhelming manner.
From Extremadura’s tallest peak Calvitero one
can see, off toward the east, the line of voluptu-
ous granite swellings which, like clouds, seem to
have landed in the heart of the central mountain
system, the spine of the entire peninsula.

Sierra de Gredos is, first and foremost, a gi-
gantic provider of essentials, of elements that in
practice feed in all possible directions. It climbs
so high because, like all sierras, it is attempt-
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ing to escape from the blandness of life in the
flatlands. One of the main characteristics of this
sierra is that centuries after its tallest peaks were
buried beneath the ice during the glacial age, it
still has enormous deposits of snow every win-
ter. This snow feeds several thousand springs,
and in turn originates several of the largest tribu-
taries of the river Duero, on its left side, and of
the Tajo on its right.

Almost everyone knows that these peaks
contain the watercourses of the Alberche, the
Tietar, the Jerte, the Tormes and the Adaja. They
are, without any doubt, indispensable refer-
ence points that are also linked to cities of great
historical importance. But the sources of liquid
transparency that this granite mass represents
has many other watercourses, as well as a sig-
nificant number of large upper mountain lakes.
But I must make mention of one of the main
geographical peculiarities of this sierra its can-
yons. Those sunken scratches which traverse the
sierra, many of them running perpendicularly
to the east-west chain; they are, of course, the
ones that run down southward toward Toledo
and Céceres, and they are called Pelayos, Arbil-
las and Garganta Blanca.

Meanwhile, on the Castille-Leon side, the
granite mass is crossed by the canyons of Es-
caleruelas, Gredos, Pinar and Bohoyo, which
inevitably feed the fast-flowing Tormes, that
massive river that flows through the regions of
Avila, Salamanca and even Zamora.

BADAJOZ

The victory of hospitality

A sierra-island invariably becomes an unavoid-
able landmark from every point that it can be
seen, even if it is viewed from a distance. When
such a unique eruption takes place on an im-
mense, flat plain, it is inevitable that it is going
to be the destination for people’s gazes, trips,
trees and water. The Sierra de Pela plays to per-
fection its role as a powerful magnet. It lies in the
middle of the eastern corner of La Serena, un-
questionably one of the natural regions with the
greatest personality in our country. It is a huge
plain, bigger than many provinces in Spain. It
is almost completely without tree cover, apart
from a few groves of the previously frequent
Holm oaks dotted here and there. This is the
land of grass, which is why it was always the loca-
tion for transhumant herds and flocks during

the winter. Harsh and almost bristly is La Ser-
ena which, more to the east (specifically, on the
edge of the Sierra de Pela) virtually links up with
the semi-Siberian landscapes of unquestionable
originality that can be found there. Outcrops
of quartzite emerge like knives fairly frequently
from the gentle curves and straight lines of the
land. They are called ‘dog’s teeth’, but in fact
they are a blessing for quite a few forms of life
that inhabit this area, including not only sheep
but also some of the largest contingents of win-
ter birds on the continent. These include flocks
of lapwings, larks, golden plovers, seagulls and
especially cranes. And there, in the middle of
this flat expanse, stands the Pela, a jewel of a
sierra, because just like a precious stone it shines
amid the serenity of La Serena.

There, one can find small scatterings of
more quartzite, but especially on the slopes
that also possess all the basic elements of the
most typical Mediterranean woodland. Even
wild olives abound here, the ancestors of our
domestic olive trees. As a consequence, it is
a world filled with a great deal of mountain-
dwelling fauna.

But the Guadiana laps at the northern edge
of this emporium, even though here it cannot
exactly be called a river, but rather a huge mass
of water, trapped and tamed by dams. In effect,
Orellana reservoir is one of the four largest dams
that obstruct the aforementioned river and its
main tributary the Zdjar. Thus we have here
one of the more consoling contradictions of our
landscapes right next to the false steppe of La
Serena, at the side of the stripped world which is
all too often lashed by drought, can be found the
largest water reserved in old Europe. This factor
immediately turns the surrounding area into a
phenomenon that multiplies its visual beauty
and encourages all the typical manifestations of
nature connected with wet areas to come along
for the show.

Itis not for nothing that Extremadura is still
famous for its wide-ranging hospitality.

THE BALEARIC ISLANDS

The remains of the shipwreck

The alignment of this archipelago resembles,
in some way, a kind of hierarchical organisation.
More than once it has been said that it looks
like a brood of partridges, given the fact that the

main island, Cabrera, resembles the adult moth-
er and the rest of the islets her brood of chicks.
Though Conejera, the second largest of the
islands, could be considered to be a young bird
from the previous year.

One of the main aspects that surprise visi-
tors to this group of islands is unquestionably
the transparency of the water around them. It is
as if the pedestal were more beautiful and artistic
than the sculpture it was supporting. Even so,
as I have had the good fortune to visit this jewel
of nature on more than two dozen occasions, 1
must say that this point strikes me every time
the fact that the most stunning feature of the
view is its support, that a limpid, almost ethe-
real element is supporting and holding up an
arrangement of orange and silvery rocks, with
their pine groves and expanses of Mediterranean
undergrowth.

Meanwhile, the creation of the National Park
of the Archipelago of Cabrera did not only rep-
resent the first protected land area in a maritime
region, it was also the first time that an area pre-
viously used for military ends was adopted for
more creative and sustainable purposes. These
include eco-tourism, sport, scientific research
and, of course, for simple leisure purposes and
the (always forgotten) preservation of the beauty
of the very landscape. Itis an environment that is
always associated with a living community very
often comprised of exclusivity. And as in many
rural cases (though in this one, much more so),
one must remember that what cannot be seen
is much more important than what can. This is
particularly demonstrated by the massive to-ing
and fro-ing of the many thousands of seabirds
that have formed colonies here. Some of these
include the peregrine falcon and the sea eagle,
as well as the groups of cormorants that dive for
fish from the edge of the islands, while shearwa-
ters and seagulls often in their thousands prefer
to fish in waters further out to sea.

But as I say, what is submerged and therefore
hidden (until you have the fortune to dive un-
derwater yourself to see it that is, everything that
lives in these still-productive marine depths) is
not only marvellous in terms of the number and
variety of living beings that inhabit these waters,
it also represents one of the first important steps
toward the creation of marine reserves. In com-
parison, consider the difference between this
area and the virtually exhausted coastal areas
of much of the Mediterranean. A wide range of
the main coastal habitats are covered by the pro-
tected perimeter, the most important ones being
the plains of posidonia (marine grass) and the
underwater cliffs.

Cabrera, with its collection of nearby islets
and rocky outcrops, awakens interest every-
where. These are lands that have not been ma-
nipulated, they are complex in appearance but
possess the basic components of a limpid sea,
a rough rock that is sometimes silvery, some-
times reddish, and all of which is crowned with
austere plant formations and communities of
animals and plants that are almost unique to
our shores.

At least this tentative example of what the
Mediterranean used to be like is safe for the mo-
ment, and has not been shipwrecked, which is
the fate that has befallen virtually every other
part of this overpopulated sea.

BARCELONA

The shady pine forest

Our country’s pine forests fulfil a function that
is all too often under valued. It is true, most of
them are the result of long, arduous, premedi-
tated work. They are, in fact, forest crops, and
as such they need not only planting but also the
subsequent care and maintenance. And this is
more necessary every day, by the way, if we want
to maintain our woodlands in optimum condi-
tions. But conifers are a true blessing, at least
in the few spots where they have succeeded in
becoming predominant in a landscape. Firstly,
because they make an excellent covering for the
countryside, but they do not only cover and pro-
tect, they also make it bigger and better. Second-
ly, we should consider the fact that some pine
woods were planted because conifers are the
only viable option in certain spots. They possess
an austerity that few other plants do, and they
grow so fast that the results are visible within
the space of a few years. However, they can also
show fragility, especially in the face of fire, and
those summer blazes are one of the greatest en-
emies of our wooded landscapes. Because if the
greenness of our leafy groves is always one of
the main signs of identity of a healthy country-
side, then the ashes and dead trees left after fires
a sight we have seen all too often represents the
terrible scream of the damaged earth. The burnt
forest is the antithesis to what I explained, in
the introduction to this volume, was for me the
pleasure of contemplation.

I make these reflections on pine woods be-
cause everything I have mentioned above can
be found, admired, interpreted or suffered in

a particularly striking manner in the large ex-
panses of conifers in the Levant and Catalo-
nia, many of which have now become (or are
about to become) protected spaces, where
greater attention is paid to the continuity of
these forest crops.

In any case, there are many excellent exam-
ples of the beautifying power of conifer wood-
land, one being this Nature Park of Barcelona,
which contains many different types of wood-
land spread across an area of almost 15,000
hectares, which runs from the coast to the in-
land regions. The Maresme region represents the
anteroom for the successive, complex orography
of the Catalan coastal sierras which are, in fact,
an almost chaotic alternation of elevations and
valleys, and even though they do not feature
any great differences in altitude, they do include
some significant gradients.

Here, in addition to some large expanses of
cluster pines with a few umbrella pines, there
are examples of other types of woodland that
are enjoyed by Catalans and everyone also who
visits the region. And of course, it is an area that
receives many visitors, owing to the fact that it
is one of the main centres of tourist attraction
on the entire Mediterranean coast. Thus, next to
the most austere of pine trees, we can also find
representatives of the rainier world that favours
broadleaf varieties such as oaks, chestnuts and
even the very demanding beeches. And of course,
there also the true representatives of sclerophyl-
lous woodland: Holm oaks and cork oaks.

BURGOS

The art of water

It is no wonder that ravines can easily arouse
our admiration. No doubt if we had the power to
fly, they would not seem such formidable works
of chance, water and time. But the creation of a
void in what is the most solid, resounding mass
will inevitably produce some sort of attraction.
The creation of forms that break the rules, the
verticality of a space to which we are denied ac-
cess (without the use of complex, dangerous
techniques) in short, the sculptural capacity of
the fourth element and everything else all com-
bines to fascinate us. These are landscapes that
are so difficult and complicated that it is easy for
them to obtain our complicity. They are to use
a word that has been overused to the point of
redundancy wonderful.

There is a fluid that just as electricity does
today in our denaturalised societies moves the
metabolism of our entire planet. And just like
everything that is truly essential, it is so ever-
present that it tends to go unnoticed, every-
where. This should come as no surprise, since
we are capable of ignoring even what is most
obvious and necessary. Of course, I am speak-
ing about water the vital liquid, the elixir of the
countryside. And the same time I have to stress
the exception represented by places such as this
one, because there are few other places in which
the water that has been lost is recovered in such
a resounding manner. Since from its very birth
place, the Ebro becomes a series of waters that
flow along, playing hide-and-seek in the subter-
ranean labyrinths of the karstic complexes.

In my opinion, there are two aspects of these
canyons that should not go unnoticed. One of
them, of course, is capable of making anyone
passing by stop and take notice. It is the area
immediately around the town of Orbaneja, at
which point the Ebro passes the town on one
side, making an almost complete circle; a long,
narrow meander that has vertical walls on each
side, over 100 metres high, and with the silvery
limestone exposed to the air and well worked
by erosion. It is no wonder, given the fact that
the few inhabitants of this town all have a good
view of the shape of these walls, that it has been
named ‘the castle’. A lacework arrangement of
stone bobbins is silhouetted against the sky,
large holes have been dug out of the limestone
wall and, as if that were not enough, the stream
that erupts from underground at the very gates
of the town bubbles between its houses and
ends up as an imposing waterfall that creates
different platforms and sinkholes, even within
the town itself. And all of this with the most
complete limpidity so much so that one feels a
great temptation, almost a need, to experience
the cold, but stimulating caress of the water
against our skin. And there are very few other
places in the peninsula where people jump in for
a dip with more enthusiasm than here.

CACERES

Or when the landscape takes flight

H ere there are sierras so modest that they seem
more like a rather embarrassed horizon than the
sort of geological elevation one would expect from
any mountain landscape worth its salt. But there
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is nothing to complain about, and nor should we.
Massive facades are often not what is required.
Furthermore, the best way of characterising this
location is as a nation of air; because there are
so many large birds here, taking flight from the
crevices and rocky outcrops, that one could say
that the true profile of Extremadura’s central sier-
ras always lies a couple of hundred metres above
the point where the greenery ends. And that leads
me on to mention the fact that every landscape is
also made up of its inhabitants, its visitors and its
messages. Because the visual richness of a loca-
tion is never just limited to the place itself, it also
persistently exports its finest products.

In fact, Extremadura (which is perhaps the
region that has been most unfairly treated by
the current model of social relations and pro-
ductive systems) contains the greatest number
of important natural riches on our depleted
peninsula. This does not mean that the deg-
radation has not infiltrated Extremadura, but
that until only a few years ago, the looting and
pillaging took place slowly, which means that
this chunk of the west has succeeded in con-
serving more areas intact than any other region
in Spain or in Europe, for that matter. But the
outlook has changed radically in the past 20
years, and as a result the different threats have
now spread throughout Extremadura. These
include ecological poverty, erosion, deserti-
fication and all the typical damage caused by
our ever-developing society. In short, no matter
how important we might consider Céceres and
Badajoz to be as provinces of an inestimable nat-
ural value, there are now very few places that can
be called ‘exceptional” within these provincial
limits. Hence the great importance of realising
that as the Holm oaks slowly but inexorably fall,
the lynxes disappear, the vultures drop to the
ground poisoned and the last Imperial eagles no
longer find a quiet spot in which to build their
nest, great efforts should be made to guarantee
the existence of the natural environment of such
species, and their very future. This is how Mon-
fragiie National Park came into being.

It often tends to pass unnoticed, perhaps be-
cause of its geography or its geological structure,
or its isolation (all the paths seem to run along
those small cliffs and canyons of the Tajo). Its
traditional importance for hunting means that
it was made up of huge estates, only used for
organising massive hunts. The park was also
crisscrossed by shepherds with their flocks and
herds of sheep, goats or cows. But all that is
nothing but a distraction from the true dimen-
sion of what makes what has now become a Na-
tional Park absolutely unique.

Despite the millions of Holm oaks that have
been chopped down in recent years, despite the
ploughing-up of land that has devastated thou-
sands of hectares across many of Extremadura’s
sierras, the area of Monfragiie still possesses
thick woodland and impenetrable hillsides cov-
ered with dense undergrowth of tree strawber-
ries, rock rose, false olive and heather. Above this
thick blanket, the crowns of the cork oaks and
Holm oaks stand out against the green hillsides.
In short, this is one of the most perfect exam-
ples of Mediterranean woodland, from the point
where all kinds of meadows mark the central sier-
ras, while one of the finest cork oak meadows in
the world can be found on the Tietar side. And
it is precisely because of this that the lynxes and
mongooses, the civets and the polecats feel free
to wander about beneath the dark blankets of
undergrowth. Meanwhile, the black vultures the
largest known contingent in Europe build their
huge nests in the branches of isolated Holm oaks,
as do almost all the diurnal and nocturnal birds
of prey, including the Imperial eagle, the golden
eagle and the very rare black-shouldered kite. But
as the park is bisected by the Tajo, with its river-
banks lined with steep cliffs, there is also a wide
range of aquatic and rock-dwelling fauna here,
as well as one of the largest colonies of common
vultures in the world, black storks, Egyptian vul-
tures and otters. And these are only the most
representative animals and birds living here, and
anyone who has the minimum knowledge of the
natural world will realise that this represents a
zoological community that is abundant in forms
and varieties. Because if there are so many preda-
tors and carrion feeders, that means that there
also needs to be an abundant number of grass-
eating animals, and that is the case, as the rabbits,
hares and deer help to keep the aforementioned
groups flourishing.

The almost-hidden Monfragiie National
Park, with its 220 species of vertebrates can,
therefore, ensure the future of these dozens of
endangered species, and in fact constitutes a re-
serve that will, in future, be able to supply exam-
ples of species to other places, in the event that
they die out there. Let us remember, in passing,
that there is no other place in Europe where so
many resident vertebrates can be seen than in
this excellent guest house for fauna.

However, that wealth is not only important in
itself, it is even more so because it serves as an ex-
ample and shows the mechanisms through which
nature functions and how this can help biologi-
cal research; and when education becomes some-
thing that is eminently practical, places such as
Monfragtie will become the perfect classrooms.

CADIZ

Skies packed full

The rainy fronts coming in from the Atlantic
collide with the tall peaks of Grazalema, and
many of these Cadiz sierras help to trap no less
than approximately 2,000 litres of water per
square metre, throughout the year. But it is not
only the rains that are generous in those inland
sierras of Cadiz, which contain, among other
wonders, one of the botanical peculiarities of our
region, the Spanish fir. Furthermore, the fields
of Gibraltar, Tarifa, Vejer, Castellar, the extinct
Janda and the Malaga sierra of Ronda all amaze
visitors with their swathes of greenery, their effu-
sive watercourses and, particularly, with some of
their botanical examples, which are essentially
unusual for a region that is extremely hot for
much of the year.

All this orography is literally identical to that
of a thousand other places in Andalusia, but
which can hardly be seen, given that they are so
densely covered by the largest woodland mass
in the southern half of Spain. The main species
represented are cork oaks, though they make
way for the occasional splash of Holm oaks and
gall oaks, as well as the habitual expanses of
thickets that form such dense undergrowth that
it is almost impassable. This is, in fact, the larg-
est cork oak forest in Europe, and the second
largest on the planet. And though the cork oak
forests on the plains of Rabat are larger in terms
of sheer surface area, their ecological quality is
far from acceptable, and thus we can comfort-
ably claim that the cork oak forest now known as
the Nature Park of Los Alcornocales (cork oaks)
is the most important on the planet. What’s
more, the protected area of this park is over
170,000 hectares in size, which represents one
of the most important areas of Mediterranean
woodland. It is an almost continuous forest in
which hundreds of other species prosper from
rare ones such as Imperial eagles (many of which
spend part of their youth here) to the roe deer
which are particularly abundant. It could even
be claimed that this is the best place in Spain to
study the mongoose.

But Los Alcornocales Nature Park is strik-
ing for its mass of trees, and even more so for
the abundance of ferns that bear witness to the
existence of such a splendid Mediterranean jun-
gle. An absolute miracle caused by the generous
rainfall that I mentioned at the beginning rainfall
that radically alters the initial location of a land
that has such poor soil and is so low in nutri-
ents that its past inhabitants could only breed

goats and keep a few beehives; however, these
areas are today rich in cork, woodland fauna and
(apart from all practical considerations) in visual
beauty. Because this land of ours is now reduced
to so few places of natural beauty which, as a
consequence, we dearly want to conserve as a vi-
sion of the past, an example of how beautiful our
dear geography used to be until man’s greed and
envy stripped it of its greenness.

But this account would not be complete
without turning our gaze toward the apex, to-
ward the point at which Europe is linked with
Africa toward the Straits of Gibraltar. There is no
lack of attractive countryside here, and I must
also make mention of what used to be called the
Pillars of Hercules —that is to say, the 14— kilo-
metre stretch that separates the two continents,
with the rock of Gibraltar on one side and Yebel
Muza on the other. Between them, the Atlantic
and the Mediterranean lie in a close embrace.

And once again, this is a landscape that is
never still; because the most enjoyable part, vis-
ually speaking, of what happens in these spaces
is that they are the site for one of the most spec-
tacular natural phenomena in Europe the migra-
tion of hundreds of thousands of birds that use
this aerial corridor every autumn and spring for
their ceaseless nomadic journeys.

CANTABRIA

Sky, rock, water

There are very few cases in which geographical
features, ecological elements and the limits marked
to determine a protected space all coincide almost
to perfection. Not to mention the difficulty of con-
serving our landscapes from the slow demolition to
which we subject them. But in the central nucleus
of the Cantabrian cordillera, there is one example
that is very close to achieving that highly desirable
situation. In fact, the Picos de Furopa National
Park is only surpassed by that of Sierra Nevada,
which is even larger and more generous.

Given the way this book is organised con-
taining one of the finest locations of each of
Spain’s provinces I should point out that in this
case, the protected space in question extends
well beyond the administrative borders of the
community of Cantabria. In fact, large sections
of this park belong to the neighbouring regions of
Asturias and Castille-Leon.

Silvery rocky peaks spring up all sides; in
fact, the Picos de Europa contains one of the

highest percentages of bare rock in our penin-
sula. But what an embrace it receives from the
vibrant elements of its natural surroundings!

What has been created in the heart of these
haughty heights always suggests and even con-
firms to us that one of the finest possible results
has been achieved here. It is not by chance that
everything good in these peaks springs from
those great intangibles: solitude, transparency
and difficulty.

It seems as if altitude were an upside-down
still, and that the fruit of its distillation, up there
in the apexes of the horizon, is that delicate
state that we call beauty. This is, furthermore,
something that virtually everyone can acknowl-
edge; it is here that one of the few almost abso-
lute consensus can be achieved, even between
those who rarely tend to raise their gazes to such
heights.

There are very few people who do not agree
that cordilleras, mountain massifs and even
modest sierras are landscapes with great aes-
thetic value, even though normally the praise
stops there. That is to say, people do not tend
to relate the pleasure that they provide us with
the demands of commitment both personal and
collective to ensure that this fountain of beauty
does not dry up on us. Which means that we
should also recognise those far-off rugged areas
as the domain of the little freedom that remains
to us, a point that we must admit if we do not
carry on blinding ourselves with the domesti-
cation to which almost everything to do with
human existence is enthusiastically subjected to
nowadays.

This is why is a good idea to remember
that it is rebellion that the horizon is evoking
for us that the rocks, with all their massive
weight, seem to want to take off, and that it
is a fugitive desire to escape from this world
of straight lines and headlong acceleration. We
should also consider that the personality of a
mountain is like that of someone who has es-
caped from prison after having been unjustly
incarcerated. The other aspect that describes
the evocative attractions of these mountains
that are named after our continent is their very
complexity, both within their entrails and on
their surface layer: realities that are always cha-
otic, but which produce the harmony that is
so attractive to us. And that is because most
of the transparency that continues to resist
the siege of smoke that we impose on so many
other places is still based there. When we come
into contact with clean air, the first thing that
opens up is our very capacity to realise what
the panorama is offering. The mountain atmos-

phere cleans us, at the same time as it increases
the capacity for visual penetration. If it were
only because they heighten our basic sense of
exploration, then mountain heights should be
considered a public asset.

This objective can only be achieved in a
few locations in our country, one of the most
prominent ones being the Picos de Europa
National Park, a spot that is one of the most
hopeful bastions together with that of Sierra
Nevada from which to defend the true spirit
of the mountain as it is; one of the few pro-
tected areas that has achieved the coherence
of covering almost the entire expanse of a mas-
sif. Considering this National Park as complete
and complex represents, therefore, two ways of
opening its first door.

CASTELLON

Shipwrecked volcanoes

U nlike the case of the eastern Mediterranean
area, in the west, along the coasts of Spain, Mo-
rocco and Algeria, archipelagos and even small
islands are a rarity. As a consequence, it is easy
to remember the names of them all, as there are
hardly more than a dozen of them. And without
any doubt, Cabrera (being a National Park) is the
one that heads the short list that also includes
Las Medas the four islets off the coast of Murcia
and the African Chafarinas isles.

There are so few areas of volcanic origin
on the Iberian Peninsula and its surrounding
area that the very first thing I should point
out about this Levant archipelago is that it
was formed by eruptions. After that I should
go on to explain the name of the archipelago,
which seems to derive from an abundance of
reptiles perhaps vipers though they appear to
have been killed off in the mid-19" century fol-
lowing the introduction of pigs, which gobbled
all the snakes up. But fortunately they did not
manage to eat all the lizards, which are very
abundant here, including three subspecies of
the Iberian varieties.

The Columbretes lie approximately 50 kilo-
metres off the coast of Castellén city, and they
are made up of four different groups of islands or
small reefs that are separated by distances of up
to one nautical mile. These formations are very
interesting in shape, given that they are basically
volcanic craters swallowed up by the sea, and
this gives them their semicircular form.
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There is very little vegetation on the islands,
with no more than 50 plant species, including a
few salicornias, wild capers, mallows and sheep
sorrel. Some species are so scarce that they have
been protected; this is the case with maritime
marshmallow.

The scarce and irregular rainfall, as well as
the lack of available land surface, are the reasons
for this lack of plant cover. But Columbretes’ real
importance lies, in fact, above and below the
actual islands. Because this tiny rosary of islets is
home to a marine community that is now begin-
ning to recover ever since the space was declared
a Natural Park, and since fishing in the area has
slowly begun to be regulated. No less important
a factor is the park’s new status as a protected
space after years of having been the target for
Spanish and American Air Force combat prac-
tice. Now there is nothing flying above the is-
lands but birds, as Columbretes is now home to
a large colony of shearwaters, several species of
seagulls, and a few Eleanor’s falcons.

CIUDAD REAL

Toward a theory of immensity

Situated in the Toledo mountains in the province
of Ciudad Real, this park offers one of the finest
combinations, morphologically and botanically
speaking. In the first place because much of the
park is completely flat, while on each side stand
two sierras which, though not very tall, are home
to some of the finest examples of vegetation gen-
erated by the Mediterranean climate. Here one
can find colonies of black vultures, lynxes, badg-
ers and many other examples of the large fauna of
Europe, the biggest example being the numerous
flocks of common deer. As the lower, flatter areas
of the park are scattered with very disperse Holm
oak groves, and as the deer wander from one to
another, the general panorama is reminiscent of
the African savannah, dotted with wild hoofed
animals. The fact that the park contains both
mountain and steppe environments means that
it is home to a range of birds, such as the great
bustard (the largest of the flightless birds), while
above their heads, other large birds are constantly
wheeling, such as the black vultures. Hares coex-
ist alongside white and black storks, golden ea-
gles with imperial eagles, and Spanish sparrows
with otters.

Cabarieros National Park is also home to all
the major Mediterranean woodland tree species,

and even to some of those species from what are
known as ‘transition environments’. One can
even find a few groves of birches, trees that are
more commonly found in the north. The low-
lying areas are dominated by Holm oaks, along
with many examples of gall oaks. The hillsides
are covered with thickets and dotted with cork
oaks. There are also examples of ametzas in the
cool, shadier areas, together with clumps of
bushes.

While Cabafieros was once the largest pri-
vate estate on the peninsula, it is today a place
specifically for the contemplation and study of
our country’s most representative natural spe-
cies. Itis very well organised and is the National
Park where visits are most closely regulated. I be-
lieve that this is an important point some land-
scapes should be viewed not too often, and by
few people. It should be enough for us to know
that, as a result, many other future generations
will have the chance to gaze upon its wonders.

CORDOBA

The tenacity of modesty

Siena Morena is a protected arc that in some
way manages to gather the whole of Andalusia
to its bosom. Unlike what normally happens,
mountains just like seas are agents of union
much more than they are of separation. These
natural bridges may create difficulties for hu-
man beings, but at the same time they unite
landscapes and natural life. Apparently empty
areas are almost always full, of course, of other
elements, as vibrant as they are essential for the
continuity of life. They also encourage a certain
convolution these places are complete because
they have always been so out-of-the-way. Or
even because they have gone as unnoticed as
they have been avoided due to the manifest diffi-
culties and discomfort that they present. Howev-
er, they have now become true sources of a wide-
ranging environmental service, offering refuge for
many different forms of life and, of course, for that
beauty which seems even more intense for being
so hidden. And being a part of the Sierra Morena,
this Nature Park shares that precious chest of re-
serves of the biosphere that succeeds in support-
ing much of the area as a whole.

Even so, the park’s austerity is broken by
the cool freshness that the Bembézar brings
to its hillsides, which are always covered with
kermes oaks and a dense mass of woody shrubs.

The prospect encourages us to depart from the
conventional parameters of this world, and this
rough arrangement of elevations and depres-
sions, of sunny and shadier areas, of seasonal
streams running along canyons, all represents
an opportunity to come into contact with the
essence of the most characteristic landscape of
our country, with its extraordinary capacity to
maintain itself alive even in the most difficult
circumstances.

As I have done and will continue to do dur-
ing the course of this book, I will be including
aspects of landscapes which are often paid little
or no attention. I will in some way be attempt-
ing to create a summary of what is essential for
the promotion of the most important assets of
our natural heritage. One point that I consider
of paramount importance is that they should
be kept in optimum conditions. This is why I
include these Cordoban enclaves, which exist
in many of the hottest places in all of Spain. Be-
cause what Hornachuelos represents is the tri-
umph of life over the difficult task of survival that
is imposed by the Mediterranean climate on all
its inhabitants. It shows how an almost insuper-
able difficulty that of maximum heat combined
with minimum rainfall can be overcome. The
fact that the maximum growth periods for plants
do not coincides with their main sustenance wa-
ter. That is why it is a miracle that they are always
green, always offering shade, always lush when
they should be completely dry, as they quiver in
the endless waves of torrid heat.

CUENCA

The best place to get lost

There is so much to admire here: the way
that the edges of the sierra fade gently into the
neighbouring mesetas, the fact that its perimeter
measures over 500 kilometres, the way in which
it is covered by an almost unbroken blanket of
conifers, and the fact that countless watercours-
es split off in all directions from its heights in
short, the way that this extremely wrinkled land
of limestone rock comes close to what seems to
be never-ending. I can assure you that getting
lost here means the opportunity to discover one
of the finest of aesthetic experiences, as it is one of
the finest environments in our country for natu-
ral life forms.

Its average height, its continental location
and of course the fact that it is a long way from

the Atlantic means that it never receives heavy
rainfall. What’s more, and as can clearly be
seen from the levels of the reservoirs in the
upper basin of the Tajo, these mountains are
going through a very difficult period. The fact
that it never rained much here to begin with,
apart from sporadic exceptions, is a distant
memory in the almost five years in which the
area has received much less water than nor-
mal.

Even so, Cuenca mountain range is still a
source of water, and even Alto Tajo Nature Park,
which runs through the part of these mountains
that belongs to Guadalajara, is a clear example
of the fact that springs are not unusual, even
though at the time of writing their flow is much
lower than is normal for this time of year.

In a wider sense, one could say that this is a
massive promontory that stands on the corner of
the meseta and connects up with the Universal
Mountains. In the middle of this arrangement
there is a kind of longitudinal crest that acts as a
dividing structure between the tributaries of the
Tajo and the ones that flow south and east down
to the river Jtcar, which goes on to flow through
the provincial capital that, in turn, is located on
one of the edges of the mountain range. The re-
lief has been raised, drilled and excavated out
of a huge mass of limestone rock. In fact, this
is one of the places where one can encounter
the most outlandish shapes, almost everywhere.
The sinkholes those circular formations that are
sometimes full of water, others of sediment are
very common, while fossils can be found all
over the area. Almost in the centre of the space
there are three of the most intense locations in
our entire country. On one hand there is Lake
Ufia, a turquoise blue shimmering mirror sur-
rounded by limestone crags that, just like the
rest of the mountain range, is surrounded by
pine groves. The most abundant are the resin-
ous varieties, though one can also find maritime
pines and even Scots pines in the shadier areas
and higher spots. Other memorable locations
include the source of the river Cuervo and the
Beteta meander, while the wild forests of walnut
and hazel trees often wrapped up in clematis are
unforgettable.

One of the most popular destinations for
visitors is Hosquillo game reserve, where a wide
range of species of Spanish fauna are kept in cap-
tivity. These include bears, wolves and almost all
the largest animals commonly seen in the coun-
try. One species deserving special mention is the
mouflon, which exists here in one of its largest
populations in the country. Another popular
site for visitors is the dramatic mountain passes

which the river Jicar has carved out of what is
known as the devil’s window.

The water is clean and cool, and so it comes
as no surprise that common and rainbow trout
can be found living in the river. Meanwhile,
looking out to the top of the many rocky cliffs, it
is a common sight to see Egyptian vultures and
many other species of large birds of prey floating
above in the air.

GIRONA

The fruits of rebellion

I_andscapes are capable of recounting their own
history with great precision. And they are just as
effective at recounting what we, the humans, did
to them. The marks of love or hate from those
that have passed through a land always remain
indelibly printed there. What is always more dif-
ficult is how to reveal the amazing efforts and
mammoth struggle that a new way of relating to
the world is beginning to spread everywhere. I
am referring to the moral commitment to defend
the continuity of life and, therefore, the integrity
of the locations that make it possible or rather,
the areas to which this book is dedicated.

Very often, now that thousands of people
regularly find refreshment in the tranquillity of
our most beautiful landscapes, we forget that
this has only been possible thanks to the stub-
born initial actions of a few people who loved
that now protected area. They are the people
that rescued it sometimes at the last moment
from the omnipresent representatives of that
unquenchable appetite for everything to be just
the same.

This is the case with Aiguamolls d’el Em-
pordd in the Ampurdén region, a coastal lake
land area located nearby one of the regions that
has been most severely affected by the uncon-
trollable machine of tourism. However, a few
Catalan ornithologists and ecologists made
enormous efforts and succeeded in demonstrat-
ing the massive, irreplaceable value of these sod-
den lands located at the mouths of the Muga
and Fluvia rivers; spectacularly, they managed
to overturn the opposition in a rebellion that
became an unforgettable historical landmark for
the conservation of nature, and which safeguard-
ed a beautiful, living enclave for the future.

Now almost all the local people view the
rescue mission as a great success, and they have
come to be proud of this area which is one of the

most outstanding examples of protected natural
life in all of Catalonia. Many visitors from half
of Europe agree, as they consider visiting these
remnants of non-dehumanised landscapes that
remain on the Mediterranean coast to be an ideal
use of their leisure time.

While this park not on the same level as Al-
bufera, to a great extent it has the same origin;
that is to say, it was formed by a gulf being silted
up and closed off from the sea by the sedimen-
tary deposits of the aforementioned rivers. Thus
a barrier of sand dunes was created between
the sea and dry land, after which the processes
of sedimentation ended up creating a flatland
area. The difference is marked by the relatively
small size of the sheets of water, which are much
smaller than those of the well-known wetland
areas in Valencia and Minorca.

Extensive grassland, half-underwater, river-
side woodland and masses of lakeside vegeta-
tion complete the mosaic of this wetland park.
The location has also been the object of one of
the finest examples of fauna recovery that have
been recorded in recent years. For example, the
purple gallinule, which had died out completely
on these coasts, has returned with a vengeance,
just as the otter has done, and even the white
stork. This Nature Park is one of the most-visited
in all the community, and has one of the finest
infrastructures when it comes to observing the
birds. A gigantic rice silo has been renovated and
turned into a huge hide from which birdwatch-
ers have an excellent vantage point of the com-
pletely flat area of Aiguamolls d’el Emporda.

GRANADA

Where the sky goes to sleep

I_andscapes often seem to jump out of them-
selves. And not only because they are extremely
tall just like us, some mountains prefer dream-
ing to their own immobility. But in fact, what
happens is that they are dreaming that they
are dreaming. And one of their most frequent
dreams of these ancient natural masses, is that
they are becoming day by day. The amazing
thing is that sometimes, they manage it.
Literature down through the ages has asso-
ciated mountains with some of the mood states
typical of human adolescence of. No doubt be-
cause of the fact that tall sierra profiles, often
made up of sliced and spiky shapes, appear
whimsical, almost playful; but they are equally
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arrogant and sweetly tormenting, without losing
their innocence. Furthermore, other connections
can be made here because mountains are often
young, just like the spirit of most mountaineers,
no matter what age they are. Thus a definite link
exists between mountains and their faithful com-
panions people like us, right now. Thus the few
mountain chains that have a lofty profile without
too many pretensions, almost modest in their
forms, gentle as pillows, al help to confirm the
idea that the exception is just as important as
the rule. As a result we can also lose ourselves in
peaceful, restful outlines, which almost resemble
rather tired elderly people. But mountain settings
are always dazzling because here, light is made
up of rock and water, of the endemic plant spe-
cies and the animals that move swiftly and easily
through the landscape.

All of the above refers, of course, to Si-
erra Nevada which, though it lacks the broken
scratches with which most of the other Spanish
mountain chains ascend to the sky, it still repre-
sents a sublime transgression.

Many of the sierra’s peaks are taller than 3,000
metres, though they are not particularly dramatic,
as they are round in shape, in a way that can be at-
uibuted to the massive effects of glacial erosion.

And once again we have to use our imagi-
nation to get a vague idea of what a kilometre
of ice pressing down on a rocky summit must
have been like. And the way that this massive
block of weight and its tiny movements gradu-
ally scraped away at the hard surface, until what
previously had no doubt been rough and jagged
was left rounded and softened. There are few
stories in history apart from the development of
life that are as exciting as the way in which rocks
were moulded and eroded by time and climate
to produce the terrain we see around us today.

But it is not just the heights (those peaks that
are crested with white for six months of the year),
nor is it the forms that are so important here; it is
the park’s location (almost on the coast), and its
geographical situation (very much to the south)
that have turned Sierra Nevada into a theatre of
operations for the most intense creative biological
originality. So much so that this spot has a com-
pletely exclusive climate and ecosystem that is
unique to the planet. A combination of the typi-
cally Mediterranean and dizzying heights, all con-
tained within this geographical strip, and which
has scientifically been called an oro-Mediterranean
environment. A place where a fair number of spe-
cies succeed in withstanding the highest figures for
sunshine and snow for the entire continent.

Meanwhile, there are several other dozen
species that are completely exclusive to the

massif, which completes its range of species with
no less than a representation of all the other ar-
eas of life from Europe as a whole. This includes
all kinds of woodland and scrubland; in fact,
this means that you can travel to the north from
the south, and only journey half a dozen kilome-
tres, along comfortable roads.

The creation of this, at the moment the larg-
est of our national parks, is a victory for good
sense in a spot where almost all records for origi-
nality of life forms on the continent are broken.

GUADALAJARA

With all the air up in the air

The moments when one savours a view are just
as important, at least, as the locations and look-
out points from where one is observing. Appre-
ciating a view also involves discipline, experience
and even that rare wisdom that requires choices
one of the most important of these being the
times when one goes to enjoy that view.

Just as social and work calendars and time-
tables concentrate and channel what have be-
comes massive flows from the city into the fields,
I imagine that the proposal I am about to make
will not be greeted with much enthusiasm. Be-
cause in spite of the harshness and austerity of
the environment, some of us believe that the bar-
ren areas and high lands of Guadalajara are best
seen in winter. Because that is precisely when
the experience represents a true challenge for
the observer to remain for a certain time in the
open air. But in exchange, you receive a shower
of solitude, which is an inseparable factor for
those who are true connoisseurs of appreciating
landscapes. A winter exploration also gives you
the chance to enjoy the land in all its transparen-
cy, because it is then that you will find the lines
of the landscape, its colours, and the sporadic
manifestations of natural life most active. What
has been recently washed by the cold can often
give us a special feeling of pleasure that what we
are looking at is fresh and new. And we are very
close to another of the great attractions of those
open spaces from here you can almost caress
everything, as very little can conceal itself from
your gaze. There are few shapes of any size, and
as a result there are almost no shadows, shade
tending to act as the disguise and shelter of so
many natural elements. Looking from the peaks
of Maranchén and Molina, one can see that the
very plains are resting in the sky, or that the sky

itself is reclining on that enormous pillow which
is this high plateau. Such lofty places as these
are slowly becoming populated with windmills
for the purpose of producing renewable energy,
but in fact they are austere, with a simplicity that
is deeply moving because one’s solitude is al-
most assured here.

What is more, these high peaks that other
times might deceive us now manifest themselves
with complete sincerely. Because in fact and even
though the plains are the common denomina-
tor here we are at least 1,500 metres above sea
level. We are at one of the points in the centre of
the peninsula to which clouds invariably arrive
in a very tiny form, so that woodland doesn’t
have to take shelter in the shade and depths of
the valley. Gall oak and ametza, in any case, are
well up to the challenge of such arduous pla-
teaus, but it is the juniper that is best suited
to such harsh climatic conditions. Even so, it is
the sabines that represents the finest example of
plant communities here a tree that not only has
a laudable fortitude, its twisted and sometimes
unravelling trunks represent one of the most at-
tractive decorations of the landscape. We are on
the most southerly edge of the Iberian system,
where limestone is dominant. This silvery rock
can be seen everywhere, though in a very flat-
tened form, while in any of its interstices you
will inevitably find a bare thyme bush.

But the most characteristic feature of Guad-
alajara, mainly because of its massive size, is its
Alcarrfa area. This is one of the finest examples
of a karst table landscape, and is almost com-
pletely flat, just like a dining table. This sort of
structures can sometimes reach a significant
height, such as the famous Tetas de Viana,
which stands around 400 metres above the
average height of the Alcarrfa. Its lithological
make-up is very similar to that of the contigu-
ous plateau areas, but here one can also find
one of the most characteristic man-made ele-
ments of such a landscape the majanos, piles
of stones extracted from the land by farmers,
and which fulfil an essentially aesthetic and
biological function. Alcarria has only a few ex-
panses of woodland, almost always comprised
of gall oak, Holm oak and a few ametzas. In
any case, what gives this landscape an extra
peculiarity is the bare bush vegetation, which
is thicker on the peaks and hillsides, and fea-
tures many aromatic plants. A feature which,
for obvious reasons, you could call hidden
sweetness.

And in the valley bottoms there are always
market gardens tilled beside the typical stands of
riverside trees, mainly black poplars.

GUIPUZCOA

When the rock is a flower

Viewed as a starting point in this area of the
Pyrenees, this sierra half-Guipuzcoan and half-
Navarran anticipates many of the general charac-
teristics of a great cordillera that never ceases to
beautify the horizon, all the way along its almost
500 kilometres of length.

Aralar is made up of three large landscape fea-
tures —firstly, there is something that is common to
virtually all the great cordilleras: that is, white lime-
stone, a rock that is constantly under attack by all
shades of green, some of them very quiet, uniform
and flat. These almost alpine meadows are home to
large numbers of domestic animals such as sheep,
cows, horses and goats, and represents just another
element of the landscape that virtually covers it
when the snow is not doing so. In fact, a kind of
process of transhumance takes place between the
upper pastures of Aralar and the surrounding val-
leys. The third feature of this area is the woodland,
though this is a green that appears and disappears,
because it is mainly produced by beeches.

The area is an excellent combination of the
harsh and the gentle, the shady and the radi-
ant. Rock, hills, woodland and grasslands... four
great constants in the Basque land, and which
here, where it joins with Navarra, are manifested
with such intensity that nothing seems to have
been worn away by the passing of time.

The mass of beech trees that is attempting
to cover the hillsides of the sierra is one of the
finest in all the Basque country, and thus the
ethnographic and megalithic heritage of this si-
erra is highlighted.

To a great extent, this arrangement of eleva-
tions appears to be cutin two by the clear dividing
line that runs between the domains of the large
forests, on the eastern and southernmost sides,
while on the other side, mountain meadows fea-
ture massively on the western and northern faces.
The pastureland, of course, contains many rocky
formations and bushes, which are made use of by
all the different kinds of animals present.

Meanwhile, on the southernmost edge of the
mountain there groves of Holm oaks and common
oaks, though their numbers always seem to be tiny
when compared with the beeches, which represent
the finest forested area in the community. Mean-
while, a considerable number of plants that are en-
demic to the Cantabrian and Pyrenean mountain
systems sparkle brightly across the entire pano-
rama. Let us not forget that we are at the point of
connection between the two great cordilleras, and
this is demonstrated by the occasional appearance

of awolf or two, or a pair of wheeling bearded vul-
tures. In addition to such unique representatives of
the rarest fauna on the continent, this is also home
to the black woodpecker, the largest member of
the woodpecker family on the continent. And if
that were not enough, and in spite of the fact that
this sierra is not particularly high, itis also home to
some examples of high mountain fauna and flora,
such as the snow vole.

HUELVA

When the landscape walks

N owadays, Donana is (and please forgive me,
all those of you who only expected a descrip-
tion of its excellent biological phenomena) more
of a landscape than a biological reserve. I mean
it is a natural space in the most classic sense,
and very far from all the current considerations
of ecology. But precisely because of that, it has
given shelter to all those nomadic and sedentary
fauna, to the rarest species and to wonderful rec-
olonisation by species that left us decades ago.
Actually, the land’s dynamic fertilisation of the
water, and the water by the ocean’s tides, and all
of this beneath a fierce, tenacious light, means
that a considerable number of species typical of
these latitudes can be viewed here.

Suitably for a park that bears the name of a
wormar, it always seems to have a female person-
ality in the restorative, hospitable and productive
sense. Though having said that, we should remem-
ber that the whole park is laid out upon an active
geology, upon a world in which the landscape
swims, walks and flows out into life itself. Those
flat, sometimes flooded pieces of land continue
to smile and surprise us with their complicated
beauty, their processes and the natural cycles that
produce dozens of different scenarios. Anyone vis-
iting here will see that what it really consists of is
a lake that is now almost unrecognisable. While it
was created a couple thousand years ago, it is now
a flatland with a yearning for flooding, with nos-
talgia for being a pool. But the sky does not often
oblige with the necessary rain.

In any case, this is a small world of com-
plicated reference points, where everything can
end up being mistaken. Remember that this sys-
tem is fed by water from two sources the course
of the Guadalquivir River to the west and the
Atlantic Ocean to the south. Cork oak woodland
and thickets, just before you reach the massive
agricultural expanses, act as lookouts toward the

other west and the north, even though those ar-
eas are dominated by rice fields just as large as
the park itself. Because this is the southern cor-
ner of Seville and Huelva.

Dofiana contains a dozen different living envi-
ronments, what are generally referred to as habi-
tats. But all that has been described a thousand
times before and studied down to the last detail.
The fact that it is a biological reserve has meant
thatit has been the object of so many scrutinising
gazes, so much analysis, accounting and search-
ing for connections that one might be led to
believe that there are no more mysteries hidden
beneath these dunes, lakes, pikes and woodland.
Even so, if there is one thing that is not about to
run out it is nature’s ability to produce new fea-
tures, one of the most outstanding being the fas-
cinating alternation of dunes that advance inland
and swallow up whole pine groves, and which
in turn recover when the gigantic wave of sand
has passed on. Later on, approximately every 30
years, these other areas of life (called corrales) are
created between the dunes.

This endless wheel of sand that attacks the
inland area (almost as if the sea wanted to ex-
plore further in, disguised as one of its products)
is, at the same time, a very important starting
point when it comes to understanding that this
area possesses whole landscapes that walk at a
speed that is sufficient for a careful observer to
notice it. Just sometimes, the clock of geology
runs at our own scale and measure.

HUESCA

Fertile solitude

Falhng into the temptation of using flattery is
not the best way to present our landscapes, es-
pecially given the fact that it could invariably be
the common denominator for everything being
observed. This is an important point to bear in
mind when we consider Guara’s irrefutable per-
sonality. That is, there is no better initial defini-
tion for this huge natural region of Huesca than
to consider it exceptional. Its originality is over-
whelming, and the proofis part of an action that
is as eloquent as it is simple just go and see it!
This is especially so when the theory becomes
more important than the practice. Experiencing
the exterior world and not just being satisfied with
documentaries, guidebooks and books is the best
therapy to begin to realise that its beauty is clearly
marvellous and irreplaceable. I would go so far
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as to say that nobody can explore a landscape
without becoming a defender of it. Fortunately,
Guara is just emerging from a crisis that has oc-
curred in many other natural environments in the
country. Centuries of necessary use of their natu-
ral resources and the consequent degradation of
woodland and soil was followed by an almost
massive abandoning of the towns in the region.
Left to its fate, the region was about to tumm into a
veritable human desert, something not advisable
in places where history weighs upon the land-
scape just as much as it does on life. But now we
are approaching the ideal balance, owing to the
fact that attractive landscapes are proving more
desirable every day, and Guara has become the
destination for a significant amount of rural tour-
ism. However, this area has an added attraction
there is no better place in Europe for that new
sport of ‘canyoning’ than here. And that explains
Guara’s main originality its narrow canyons or gul-
lies, the result of the spectacular erosion caused
by rivers such as the Guatazalema, the Flumen,
the Alcanadre and the Vero rivers that flow on
across the Somantano to join the Ebro. As quite
a few of them start at almost 2,000 metres above
sea level, and Guara lies at a little over 600, the
ravines’ slopes and hills are on a spectacular scale.
There are several landmarks along the course of
the river, which sometimes runs between walls
of almost 100 metres high and only a few metres
wide. In fact, there are no deeper clefts of this
kind in the country’s entire river system. One of
these is the canyon of Masctn, where there are a
huge number of forms and shapes carved out of
the rock by time and water. On the Flumen there
are some rocky outcrops that have the same struc-
ture as the famous mallos at Siglos.

And as if all that were not enough, the water
flows along literally untouched, with an unusual
transparency and a slight blue tinge that could
not combine better with the grey or sometimes
orangey limestone. In some places, the water has
succeeded in carving out massive pools from the
rock, and which are called ‘giant’s cooking pots’.
And if you look up, meanwhile, you will probably
see a bearded vulture or two circling above you.

JAEN

Infinite foliage

The mountain chain of Cazorla is almost in-
separable from its sister chains of Segura and Las

Villas. Furthermore, all three are closely linked
to the nearby Sierra Nevada and Sierra Morena.

The sierras of this nature park are over
200,000 hectares in surface area. The massif is
all limestone, resulting in a highly complex land-
scape in which steep slopes are combined with
subterranean drainage networks, bare rock walls
and serrated, inaccessible peaks.

However, the hard, silvery flesh I mean, the
rock of the sierras is not their most spectacu-
lar feature. What is truly amazing is their skin
—that thin, living dermis that is home to a com-
plex plant community and a still-rich fauna.

The difficult orography and the resulting low
human impact, the danger involved in scaling
the mountains and the considerable amount
of protection that the area has been granted
over the centuries have all resulted in a sizeable
woodland mass in a country that is not tradi-
tionally tree-friendly. In fact, the conifer forest
at Cazorla is probably the largest woodland area
in the European Community. The main species
are pines, represented by the European black
pine (which is almost perfectly vertical) and the
kermes oak.

Mixed in with the pines there are a large
number of deciduous, flat-leaf trees such as oaks,
maples, cherries, alders and chestnuts. There is
even the occasional totemic yew or scattered
ancient junipers and sabines. In the lower-lying
areas, Mediterranean-type woodland becomes
more common, with examples of Holm oaks,
gall oaks and one of the finest conserved exam-
ples of Mediterranean undergrowth in all of An-
dalusia, with rosemary bushes, rock rose, mastic
trees, barberry and terebinth. There is an amaz-
ing variety of plant organisms here, and in fact,
on the mountain chains of Cazorla and Segura,
over 1,000 species of larger plants have been
identified, which represents some 20% of all the
botanic wealth on mainland Spain. A percentage
which should, furthermore, be compared to the
land area on which it grows (0.25% of the penin-
sula). In Cazorla, one has the sensation of being
in one of the last great refuges of larger fauna,
something that is rare in much of the rest of the
country. Naturalists, hunters and nature lovers
often compare Cazorla with the mythical game
reserves of East Africa. Of course, there are enor-
mous differences, but at least these sierras can
offer sightings of large mammals. In fact, Cazorla
should be used as an example to be followed for
any project to re-establish the richness of a fauna
population in any location.

The peaks of Cazorla are also home to black
vultures, golden eagles, Egyptian vultures and all
kinds of different crows and doves. Incidentally, it

is a shame that there are no imperial eagles here,
as it would be a perfectly compatible environ-
ment for them.

Meanwhile, the pine groves of Cazorla are
home to alarge variety of small forest birds, such
as tits, whitethroats, goldcrests, chaffinches,
spotted flycatchers, robins, doves, little owls,
booted eagles and buzzards. There are rock-
breeding bird species and those that live in the
open fields, and we should not forget that
the cliffs also have winged inhabitants such as
martins, swifts, redstarts, rock thrushes and
wrens. There is also agricultural land in Cazorla,
especially at the valley bottoms, and here one
can find crested larks, magpies, yellowhammers,
buntings, blackbirds and thrushes. Meanwhile,
the higher areas have the typical appearance of
alpine meadows, and in the summer they are the
home to sheep and goat flocks, as well as exam-
ples of the Du Pont’s lark, rock thrushes, north-
ern wheatears and alpine accentors. The same
applies with the rest of the zoological classes in
fact, over 40% of all of Spain’s vertebrate species
live here, and all in a tiny fraction of the whole
territory.

Finally, the water reveals to us the enormity
of the panorama here the watercourses, from the
first source of the Guadalquivir to all the fast-
flowing streams with their dramatic waterfalls,
tiny lakes and one huge reservoir.

LA CORUNA

The minimum of the maximum

This small archipelago, which lies only a dozen
kilometres from the Galician coast and relatively
close to the town of Malpica, captures much of
the interest of this community. It is made up of three
islets of which Sisarga Grande is the only one
of any size. The dimensions of the other two
mean that they hardly have any vegetation of
any consideration. The total surface area of this
space, which has been declared a national game
reserve, is around 90 hectares.

Since lighthouses became automatic, it has
been completely uninhabited, though in fact it
could not be more heavily populated with ma-
rine birds, naturally. The seagull colonies are
not as numerous as those on the Cies islands,
though they are more compact. In addition, the
colonies of these tiny islands contain more spe-
cies of seagulls, and are the only place in Spain
where kittiwakes breed. This is the same hardy

species that has colonies in the Svalbard archi-
pelago, no less virtually next to the North Pole.
Nor are there many other places where the less-
er black backed gull breeds, a bird that is very
similar to the yellow legged gull, but with a dark
back and wings.

On the Sisargas Isles, waves are one’s only,
ceaseless company. They are what turns this
enclave into sheer sound. It is one of the ele-
ments of the landscape that is so often relegated
to a minor category, but there is no doubt that
the opposite is true. Because the acoustics of the
space are so clear that whether it is a storm or
simply a lapping wave, the splashes, crashes and
sloshing of water is one of the great attractions
of such a spot. Furthermore, once you are safely
back on the coast of La Corufia that faces the
Sisargas Isles, you can spend a long time delight-
ing your eardrums, listening to the mood states
of the ocean.

LA RIOJA

Natural hospitality

In this location there is a deep hollow or cleft
that is home to one of the most pleasant refuges
in the country the monastery of Valvanera. Ac-
tually, it is a short, narrow valley with a steep
slope, but as it is almost completely oriented
west-east, it is one of the best examples of a
sunny-and-shady area that we have. So much so
that with one stride you find yourself in a differ-
ent ecosystem.

[ have always thought that there is no bet-
ter place in the country to prove the fact that
the sun controls almost everything in this land,
because the very presence of southerly sunshine
has led to the area’s colonisation by a whole
range of species. But if the shade reaches a hill-
side first, everything can change. In fact, the
shady part of Valvanera is home to one of our
finest beech forests. The sunny area, meanwhile,
has produced spectacular Mediterranean wood-
land, and thus the two main types of Spanish
landscapes face each other across the cold, thin
embrace of the river Valvanera. And that is the
common denominator for many other places in
the Iberian system of La Rioja.

Admittedly, La Demanda is only a stone’s
throw from Ezcaray, Cebollera and Cameros,
and as all these large sierras are zones of indis-
putable contribution and trustworthiness with
respect to that essential chapter of all territories

its disobedient landscapes, those areas that seek
to escape up to the top of rebellious mountains.
The mountains of La Rioja are unforgettable be-
cause they are high areas that are somehow out
of the norm, in that they are not consumed by
straight lines and comfort.

In truth, the area is packed with ornamenta-
tion, with horizons that seem to leap up to try
and catch the clouds they need for their wood-
lands and their streams. Towering at heights of
above 2,000 metres, these areas can still receive
the copious Atlantic fronts, and this means that
their main crop sufficient dampness is assured.
Hence the deep marks of the area’s glacial past
that can still be seen.

The entire southern front of this community
features this succession of vital, indispensable
roughness; gentler on the eastern and western
borders, and taller in the mid-western centre,
with San Lorenzo as its apex. After that, the land
empties out and reduces in height, though not
in complexity, as the sierras sweep down toward
the Ebro.

A few areas that can justifiably be described
as high mountain domains mean that La Rioja
possesses one of the few European high land
fauna and flora communities. Because in areas
above 1,000 metres, plants are dominated by
herbaceous and scrubland species, in the form
of heather and juniper, broom scrub and alpine
meadows. The snow vole and the alpine accen-
tor are clear indicators of a fauna that can only
be found in very high land.

Meanwhile, below the 2,000-metre mark,
different types of woodland appear in a stepped
formation. In fact, this community could be con-
sidered to be one of the most forested in Spain;
it has all the characteristic woodland ecosystems
as well as the fact that a large area has been re-
planted with conifers. But as a counterweight,
there are large, beautiful beech and oak woods
that are home to great diversity and are fairly well
conserved. This is the main reason why such a
small section of the country can possess such a
large percentage of the peninsula’s fauna.

LANZAROTE

The embers of life

A large area of Lanzarote is so young that you
could say that it has only just arrived in this
world. The volcanic eruptions of the 18% and
19% centuries completely renewed the island’s

old skin, and in fact these lava flows caused Lan-
zarote to increase in size.

The fascination of visiting this new area is
that it also gives one the chance to experience
two crucial moments in the life of landscapes.
Firstly, there is their appearance before life
adopts it as its home. Then, what we have is
something such as the ‘mountains of fire’ a huge
mass of colours, shapes and silence. This is one
of the only opportunities in Spain to immerse
oneself completely in monumental volumes and
colours; there are no other distractions here,
though of course once it has been colonised by
life, it will be just as magnificent.

There is no smell or odour here, nothing
moves above the still waves of lava, nothing can
be heard apart from the wind caressing the rocks
which, only a short time ago, were burning and
moving. For once, your eyes can drink in the
entire range of those colours and tones that light
bears in the bosom of its very transparency.

Timanfaya has a close relationship with the
chromatic range. It is almost as if those incan-
descent materials, which spilled out of the king-
dom of darkness (that is, the belly of the Earth)
had taken their logical revenge by copulating
with the entire palette of all the painters on
the planet. Perhaps it is the fact that fire burn-
ing the land and the rocks at a temperature of
over 1,000 degrees is proposing another, even
greater spectacle than the eruption itself. Or,
who knows, perhaps every volcanic belch, also
driven by a longing for eternity, is perpetuated
in time by bequeathing all its incandescence to
the still landscape that it created. In any case,
what Timanfaya succeeds in doing is making our
very gaze burn at the sight of all the contrasts of
colour on show.

But as well as colours, there are also forms,
especially because volcanic cones (which are
numerous here) are one of the finest, most at-
tractive geometric designs that the Earth has
built by herself. The obvious voluptuousness of
these profiles of these horizons that somehow
look like recumbent women represent, in any
case, a rest for our powers of perception, which
is taken up with an old philosophical dilemma
the idea that chaos is the first principle of life, of
beauty and even of its opposite: harmony. Most
of Timanfaya resembles an unmade cosmic bed
the blankets of lava create a total incoherence, a
hopeless roughness, the destruction of all per-
spectives. Such a shameless lack of organisa-
tion, however, moves us. Especially because it
means we have the chance to be present at its
founding moment. It is a journey through time,
back to the first moments when life began to
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flourish, and as a result, to challenge that very
passing of time. And the fact is that Timanfaya,
even though it is almost completely empty, is
also the location for the first palpitations of life.
The colonisation has begun slowly, but as ever,
with great hope and tenaciousness. While the
lava field has only lain here for two centuries,
what we can now observe is a source of new

life.

LEON
A roof without a roof

There are some examples of excellent land-
scapes that are rather indirect. That is, that a
panorama is considered to possess great things
only when, for example, it has succeeded in in-
spiring several poems. Not to mention whether
the fascination that it continues to invoke comes
from the past, when it was worshipped by the
earliest inhabitants of the region even though the
Asturian people did not often climb to the top of
their peaks, since testimonies from Roman times
tell us that these mountains were believed to be
the home of the gods. And as if that were not
enough, no greater works of mining engineering
were carried out in any other part of the vast
domain of that distant empire than here. The
mines that were excavated here in search of gold
have resulted in one of the main signs of
identity of this mythical mountain area. Another
confirming feature is the sound of the sierra’s
name, or the profound significance of the topo-
nym. All of these circumstances can be found
in this lofty, almost arrogant corner of Leon that
is called Teleno. Its name is in the singular, be-
cause without any doubt it is a mountain that
gives the false impression of being almost iso-
lated, though it has wide wings on both sides
ofits splendid peak. In fact, the sierra is over 30
kilometres long, and belongs to the Aquilano
mountain system.

This summit is also tall enough to be the
apex of the distant, recumbent gaze of the finest
airs. It is also the birthplace of water and soli-
tude, and a platform for forests. But above all, it
is far away from the processes of domestication,
having benefited from the most contradictory
of those systems devised for protecting nature
in the past century. I refer to the fact that the
use of large spaces for military ends, especially
as scenarios for manoeuvres, saved considerable
areas of land from the processes of degradation.

Admittedly, sometimes the explosions have
caused fires, but generally speaking, the com-
plete prohibition of conventional uses of the
land, typical of military areas, has succeeded
in maintaining much of the best of the natural
life here. Furthermore, you could say that given
the considerable number of this type of spaces,
which are still state property, a kind of parallel
network of protected spaces exists, with a high
landscape value.

Teleno is the peak and pinnacle of the entire
province, if we exclude certain sections of the
Cantabrian cordillera that touch its northern
part. As a result, it is visible from a long way
away, and especially from the axis that commu-
nicates Castille-Leon with Galicia. Meanwhile,
the Maragateria begins at its feet, and carries on
as far as Astorga. And of course, the Teleno’s
height (almost 2,200 metres) means that it is
covered with snow for many months of the year,
which makes it even more conspicuous.

This solitary spot —perhaps one of the
most solitary in the entire peninsula— pos-
sesses some of the finest examples of northern
nature; it has fast-flowing cold water rivers such
as the Duerna, the Tabuyo and the Llamas,
which are filled with salmon at certain times
of year. Meanwhile, the expanses of oak and
chestnut forests provide a spectacular home
for dormice, roe deer and woodpeckers, whose
hammering is like the song of forest life. But
particularly, this is one of the finest habitats for
wolves in our country.

LLEIDA

Ambushed by water

Almost no one on Earth has achieved the same
degree of appreciation of the natural world as
the Orientals did in the times of Lao Zi. At that
time (and as we can see even from the datagram
they used for the term ‘landscape’) it was above
all else a coexistence of water and mountains,
which means that there were also forests. And
even today almost all of us can recognise the
coherence of that apparent simplification —or
rather, any landscape that resembles that type
seems, somehow to be the finest example a dis-
tant place that is wild, difficult, full of light and
colour, water and trees.

Everything is better in such a landscape ow-
ing to the fact that it is always wet. Because all

a landscape needs is a tiny spring or a trickling
stream, and it duly produces not just greenery,
but a certain reconciliation of the human with
the spontaneous and natural.

And it is perhaps because in some way, all
living beings find their common denominator
in water. The basic relationship between all of
us is precisely because of the least solid sub-
stance of which we are mainly comprised. And
of course, seeing water in abundance, in all its
possible states, forms and almost infinite variety,
obviously produces the best impressions. And
these are augmented, of course, by an impos-
ing range of accompanying elements which, just
like flooding water themselves, cause even the
most ambitious proposals of the imagination to
overflow.

It should come as no surprise that this Na-
tional Park is presided over by a couple of peaks
that bear the name of Los Encantados (the en-
chanted ones). Thanks to them and to what can
be found below, any visitors will be equally fas-
cinated by a visit to Aigiies-Tortes.

These waters begin with immobility, when
the cold turns them solid and sends the land-
scape to sleep beneath its white blanket. Be-
cause this part of the Pyrenees is high enough
to ensure that the whiteness of snow lasts for
almost two full seasons here. Nowadays the
water releases itself relatively quickly from its
motionlessness, but when that lasted for entire
centuries (or rather, during the glacial age), there
were a fair number of lakes here which had been
excavated by the weight of the ice, and with al-
most all of them, they created a kind of dam
which became the main cause of the accumula-
tions of water between the peaks. This is one of
the main attractions of the area: walking along
and finding oneself amid dozens of alpine lakes.
Because at that point, nothing is missing in this
encounter between rocks and sky, water and for-
ests, meadows and the hundreds of animals that
have made these high lands their home. This
part of the Catalan Pyrenees has conserved its
valuable, ancestral natural heritage virtually in-
tact. Even lost species such as the bear are now
beginning to recover their old domains, thanks
to the introduction of new animals in recent
years. But the water almost never rests; the call
of its eternal return is everywhere, in the form
of streams, waterfalls and brooks, just some of
the most beautiful examples of water’s capac-
ity to attract admiration. And that, by the way,
should be the main function of any protected
natural space.

Because there are almost no other spaces
where water can be seen to be enjoying itself as

much as it does in the National Park of Aigiies-
Tortes; the charming music that it creates some-
times beats in a slow rhythm, when it enters the
curves of a meandering river, and sometimes
turns cheerful, inevitably due to the demands of
gravity and also to the clear purity and youth
of its early stages. And so the water sings, it
bubbles and it gives the surrounding area all the
green it could possibly contain. It reveals its very
bed, and it is evocative; because as it twists this
way and that, it gives our eyes, ears and memo-
ries an indelible sensation of pure delight.

LUGO

The slopes of the sun

M any of the finest sections of our rivers have
been turned into reservoirs. And what at first
represents a drastic alteration of a landscape
one of the most drastic possible ends up be-
ing a way of covering its entire course from its
very centre. The canyons of the Sil (which is,
incidentally, in the oldest rocky substratum in
the Iberian Peninsula) does not only result
in the habitual slope; the space has also been
the object of significant humanisation, result-
ing in a massive display of terraces, most of
which are used for vine growing. The area that
was scraped away for millions of years by flu-
vial erosion has now become populated with
wonderful greenery. The long, arduous work
carried out by the two most active rivers in
Galicia has produced dizzying, deep sections
and turbulent flows that give observers (even
the least sensitive of them) the sensation of
penetrating into a time before domestication
was a viable prospect. But at the same time,
everything we can find here in the way of wild
beauty coexists alongside the everyday work of
people who tend their crops, especially vines.
And then there are their monasteries, which
are so common here that one supposes that
the ‘sacred’ title of these river sections is owing
to the fact that this is the largest concentration
of religious structures in the entire country.
Which proves once again that there is nothing
better for developing one’s inner life than the
beauty that you experience around you.

And finally, these enclaves are also blessed
by a wonderful microclimate that has encour-
aged some of the most significant species of
Spain’s vegetation to flourish here.

MADRID

A silent neighbourhood

The largest urban concentration in our coun-
try enjoys one of the most unusual privileges in
existence: one of the finest and best-conserved
woodlands on the peninsula, and which is liter-
ally surrounded by the big city (or at least, by
its network of ring roads). And as if that were
not enough, this great forest of Holm oaks also
connects up with the corridor called the Nature
Park of the upper basin of the Manzanares. As
a result, once could say that Spain’s capital has
maintained an excellent, direct contact with na-
ture, and furthermore, an example of nature that
is in an excellent state of conservation.

This, of course, represents a significant im-
provement in the well-being and quality of life of
almost 5 million people, and for many reasons
because it creates important interruptions in
the urban development, it beautifies the view, it
provides clean air and it encourages coexistence
with other neighbours, such as roe deer, fallow
deer, wild boar, black vultures, imperial eagles
and peregrine falcons.

The quality of landscapes can often be guar-
anteed by the simple fact that certain species
live there which act as clear indicators that it is
a complete, or almost complete environment.
Just think: when comfortably seated in a train
on the way to El Escorial, Avila, Salamanca or La
Corufia, you can see a nest of one of the rarest
birds on the planet, and the fact that this Iberian
Imperial eagle’s nest is built on no less than the
iron arms of a high tension cable pylon is more
than enough to demonstrate that this is a first-
class naturalistic zone. Because the mountain of
El Pardo has many excellent examples of such
coexistence between human and natural ele-
ments. For well-known reasons, the mountain
is part of our national heritage, and contains the
residences of the Spanish Royal family, as well
as connecting up with other smaller sections
of Mediterranean woodland that once covered
most of the province of Madrid. The park also
connects up with the Casa del Campo, another
enormous urban park, as well as with the Soto
de Vinuelas and the banks of the Manzanares
where it passes through Colmenar Viejo.

The gentle undulations of the land con-
trast with the twisted, almost stony Holm oaks,
which defy all the aches and pains of old age just
to make sure that we do not cut them down.
Furthermore, as there are many people who fly
over this small mountain everyday, it could be
said that the forest of El Pardo is one of the

finest examples of how the woodland mass that
used to surround almost all the great cities of
this country used to look, and how little remains
{0 US NOW.

The considerable number of flocks of roe
and fallow deer has become another factor that
determines some of the basic lines of the land-
scape. Because there is almost no undergrowth
here, in fact the scrubland has only survived in a
few of the steeper, more faraway places, and even
the autumn and spring grass never has a chance
to grow very long because of all the herbivores
here. In fact, the deer have even determined the
height at which the branches begin on the trees,
which is decided in turn by the maximum height
to which the teeth of these animals can reach.

MALAGA

Creative water

A micro-landscape, without any question.
Even so, the chest of its infinite collection of
samples could not be any fuller, because on a
tiny stretch of land we can witness all the crea-
tivity of water in terms of the formation and dis-
solving of rock.

If we accept, for once, that chaos can be or-
ganised, that whims can have a purpose and that
art is not only the work of mankind, then per-
haps we will come alittle closer to understanding
such spectacular phenomena such as Torcal de
Antequera in Malaga. In the first place, because
the shaping of rocks that have a particular chemi-
cal composition by the action of water and other
compounds can only result in an uninformed
chaos. But when you climb up to Torcal de Ante-
quera, you realise that all those profiles, ruptures,
passageways and drops have followed the immu-
table laws of nature; that’s just the way they are,
and they couldn’t be any other shape. The end of
this gigantic caprice is nothing but a maze: it oc-
cupies our avid gaze and our mind, as we search
of a solution. Because of course, nature is always
a great artist. Up there on the peaks of the Sierra
del Torcal, there are several million sculptures in
all kinds of shapes and even colours, in accord-
ance with the atmospheric conditions, the height
of the sun and the lichens that swarm across the
hard limestone. In this corner of our geography
beyond compare, it is impossible for the eye to
become sated.

Torcal can be reached from Antequera along
the Almogia-Malaga road. But when you first



300

begin the ascent of the slope that leads up to the
peak which looks down on the city (and which
also gives its name to the sierra that can be ac-
cessed at its summit at Torcal), there is nothing
to suggest that such a phenomenon is hidden
away up there, 1,400 metres above sea level.
And there is no less than 700 metres of thick-
ness between the base of the sierra and the de-
lirium of its shapes at its summit.

The genesis of this labyrinth is typical of cal-
careous formations the karst landscape only that
this one is in its final stages, and what used to be
a cave is now in a state of complete destruction,
following the collapse of its walls and ceilings by
the corrosive action of water and carbon diox-
ide. The clearest example of this amazing drilling
power is the striations that can still be seen in
the rock. Limestone pieces lie there, fragment-
ed but still proud, like ruined castles. Beneath
these beautiful stony features, a new cycle is de-
veloping. The water continues, filtering down-
ward and, in the heart of the limestone masses,
new caves are opening up to demonstrate, once
again, that the softest element can drill through
and even bring down the hardest ones.

MURCIA

A rescued landscape

The hardships that all living creatures experience
in the dry southeast of Spain have been overcome
by the marvellous pine forests that cover this
enormous sierra in the community of Murcia.
But as well as providing the greenery that paci-
fies the climate, retains the soil and administrates
the water, this enclave is unquestionably one of
the finest examples of how direct human action
can stop the natural environment from turning
into a desert. The woodland groves that are dense
and almost continuous in Sierra Espufia were all
planted by hand, and one can imagine how labo-
rious that was, a hundred years ago. But now, in
addition to the forest, the sierrais one of the main
destinations for eco-tourism, as its panoramas
and fauna are the most refreshing element in that
region. Furthermore, the greenery that covers
much of the surface area of this Nature Park is an
element that is halting the general erosion of the
community and is, therefore, successfully dealing
with desertification. Without question, this is the
most serious threat affecting our country, and is
demonstrated all around the edges of this park in
the form of surprising, visible examples. Because

that is the dual side of the desert it attracts us
with its naked, voluptuous beauty, and then ter-
rifies us with its almost complete negation of life.
But the counterpoint, I must add, can be found
within the park, consisting of well-consolidated
formations of not only the aforementioned pines
(of which there are at least three species here) but
also of Holm oaks, gall oaks and sabines, with
even the odd maple here and there. The valley
bottoms feature the typical expanse of riverside
willows, elms, ash and a little lakeside vegetation,
as well as quite a few oleanders which for almost
half the year give a spectacular touch of colour
when they bloom.

Sierra Espufia has now become the flagship
of Murcia’s natural world. It forms part of the
easternmost edges of the Andalusian system,
and its eponymous peak stands 1,600 metres in
height, slightly above the rest of the elevations,
which reach an average height of 1,100 metres
above sea level.

The sierra is a little like an axis that sprouts
with complete informality and disorder succes-
sive chains of elevations and their consequent
ravines, valleys, broken sections and mountain
passes. The river Espuna has become a signifi-
cant longitudinal reference, though several other
smaller watercourses set off from here in almost
every direction, including the Mula, the Argos,
the Quipar and the Benamor, all of which end up
flowing into the Guadalentin and the Segura.

Almost all the strata are secondary, com-
prised of limestone, conglomerates, marl,
sandstone and dolomite. Or rather, there is the
original rock as well as its various successors,
following the action of time and erosive agents.
One of the main attractions of this marvellous
panorama is what are called morras and mor-
rones outcrops of large masses of limestone that
culminate in sharp profiles and mountainsides.
One of the most outstanding of these is the Al-
hama, which has been named for its proximity
to that famous Murcian locality. Some sections
are relatively flat, such as the high plateau of San
Juan (where, by the way, you should look out for
alovely sabine).

The shady spot that is Cerro Espuna (which
is the most apt name for the pinnacle of this
sierra) is of an unquestionable beauty which ri-
vals any of the finest enclaves of the not-far-away
Sierra de Segura. Other sights worth seeing in-
clude the deep gouges of the canyons of La Hoz,
the Rambla de Labor and the Arboleda gorge. In
all of these one can see that the creativeness of
limestone and water is limitless.

Among the many examples of botanical and
fauna species that can be seen here, the most

eye-catching are the Barbary sheep. These wild
goats that were introduced from North Africa
have now become an inseparable part of the
landscape, and there are so many of them here
that they are easy to spot.

NAVARRA

The harmony of dryness

Very often, the desert sends out satellites to-
ward spots in which they later on create a trans-
gression. They become rooted there in their
new dwelling, occupying a portion of supreme
originality in the middle of completely different
settings. In this case it is a tiny enclave of aridity
within a very different setting. The word bardena,
one of the most important terms to describe ar-
eas of landscape, describes a communal grazing
system that has been carried out since the Mid-
dle Ages in this part of Navarra, and specifically
in those regions where cattle could find shelter
during the winter, owing to the gentler climatic
conditions here. There was even a kind of short-
distance transhumance that took place between
the valleys of the Pyrenees and these flatlands
beside the Ebro. This is demonstrated by the
fact that the towns of Salazar and Roncal jointly
enjoy the use of these areas of winter pasture.

This is a territory of some size, almost 500
square kilometres, and which has as its natural
borders the river Ebro to the south, and Aragon
to the north and west. The border between the
communities of Aragon and Navarra, mean-
while, represents the eastern limit.

One of the peculiarities of the bardenas is
that they can be divided into ‘black’ and ‘white’.
This unusual toponym is a result of the domi-
nant towns in certain portions of this region.
Bardenas blancas are the result of a predomi-
nance of gypsum and marl that give the area a
lighter colour. The alternating whims of erosion
are a wonderful sight to see here, and the view
is obviously easier thanks to the absence of veg-
etation. This is because the rills and hollows run
down all the hillsides; they get larger with every
step you take, until you reach enormous ravines
or crests and peaks with whimsical shapes. The
vegetation is sparse, dominated by a few unusual
plants, with even some endemic ones. Among
the former there are what are locally called si-
sallares (Salsola vermiculada) and ontinares (Ar-
temis herba alba). Meanwhile, lastonar grassland
can be found on the hillsides. On a few of the

flatter areas where there is deeper soil, there are
cereal crops. There are also generous stretches
of esparto grass.

The bardenas negras are areas where the soil
is dominated by reddish-brown clays. Here, the
vegetation is more lush, especially the scrub-
land. The sparse, stunted Sabine is one of the
main bush species.

As for trees and bushes in general, they are
mostly incidental features generally comprised of
replanted conifers, especially maritime pines.

Though these solitary spaces are home to
some fauna with a large hunting radius, such as
diurnal and nocturnal animals of prey, the most
typical animals of the bardenas are the Calandra
lark, the short-toed lark and the Du Pont’s lark,
which is a clear indicator of the semi-desert state
of the region, as are the sand grouses and impe-
rial sand grouses.

ORENSE

A splinter of splendour

Galicia should continue to be one of the
friendliest places for natural life on this planet;
even so, it has begun to turn its back on its
ancient capacity to grant the eternal promise of
renewal, succulence and beauty. Because while
they have been extraordinarily productive, the
lands of the north have been overstretched,
and this has resulted in the replacement en
masse of their natural woodland with those
rapid cellulose producers, the eucalyptus and
the resinous pines. Fortunately, some tatters,
shreds and splinters of what the landscape of
the entire north of Spain used to be like still re-
main. And that is the case of the mountainous
regions of this part of Galicia, and especially
Invernadeiro.

As with almost all the other inland moun-
tains, if they are part of ‘Green Spain’ (the
northernmost third of the country), this region
possesses some of the best conditions for the
development of the most complex natural sys-
tems. They are well irrigated areas, relatively un-
changed and little-visited at present. As a result,
massive woodland areas can be found here, as
well as some of the rarest animal species on the
continent and, of course, that even greater rar-
ity unlimited beauty. One of the finest examples
in Galicia is the Sierra de Invernadeiro. It is lo-
cated almost at the eastern tip of the province
of Orense and with considerable altitudes that

encourage greater precipitation at the same time
as they ward off almost all human activity. As a
result, an excellent animal community can be
found here, most of which are usually found in
more accessible spaces. This is a landscape of in-
calculable value, featuring a series of examples of
Quaternary glacial action, since these peaks were
once entombed beneath the ice that shaped the
forms of their highest valleys. On its southern
side, Invernadeiro gives way to Mediterranean
plant communities, including some significant
examples of Holm oak and cork oak woodland.
One of the most eye-catching animals to be
found here is the tree-dwelling grey dormouse,
a typical example of Atlantic woodland fauna.

PALENCIA

Full plains

There are few other regions in our country
with so much concentrated identity, with such
a strong personality, with such a comprehensive
character that represents completely explicit
signs of identity. This land is made up of land,
of course. But it is also much more, and this,
taken to its ultimate consequences, means that
what differentiates the informed, trained view
from that of the total indifference with which to
many people show to nature, is that the former
will notice many little details.

Though I am often effusive in my admi-
ration of Miguel de Unamuno’s writing, and
mostly for the fact that his ability to perceive
landscapes is one of the finest and most pro-
found examples ever to have appeared in print,
it will do no harm to acknowledge a minor
mistake of his. Because the declaration made
by the rector of Salamanca with respect to the
Palencia region of Tierra de Campos is really
unfair. ‘I don’t know why they give the name
Tierra de Campos [Land of fields] to something
that is nothing but fields of earth’ he once said,
in reference to the emptiness and solitude here,
while ignoring the great deal that is concealed,
lives and develops on these Castilian plain en-
vironments, which can also be found in Sego-
via, Avila, Salamanca, Zamora and Leon.

In fact, this region is one of the most in-
tense settings for a naturalist in the entire
country, and is much more than just ploughed
flatlands (though I should mention here that
the geometry of ploughing also offers an aes-
thetic touch to the land, which can prove very

attractive). Nor should we forget that the land
that produces our crops, especially cereals, is
a system of systems from which many others
spring, including plants and animals that we
would normally consider necessary in that
we include them among our direct resources.

The north meseta is a checkerboard with
few scars and a great deal of agricultural land.
As we are on a meseta that has a considerable
average height, the general climate is what sci-
entists call ‘supra-Mediterranean’. What this
term really means, apart from the basic con-
ditions of altitude, is that winters are colder
here than in the southern half. In contrast,
rainfall is a little more abundant and summers
are cooler.

All of this results in a better water supply
for the rivers, which at the same time benefit
from the springs located on the mountain sys-
tems almost the entire southern side of the Can-
tabrian cordillera which obviously receive large
amounts of rainfall. The water network is power-
ful, and sometimes over-enthusiastic, leading to
occasional flooding during rainy seasons. There
are a lack of pools, lakes and bogland (though 1
will be mentioning a notable exception, in the
section dedicated to Zamora the Villafafila wet-
lands, which actually also belong to Tierra de
Campos).

The homogeneousness of the meseta is
only apparent. The small crests, the patches
of lofty poplars, the open spaces and man-
made piles of stones, the outcrops of the last
vestiges of Mediterranean-type woodland
all appear every so often to remind us, from
the land’s distant origins, of what we see as
a geological medium to what much more re-
cently must have been the plant composition
of the great plains. Now the panorama is the
overwhelming domain of cereal fields, which
stretch across almost 2 million hectares that
are almost permanently in use, as well as the
other million occupied by pastureland, vine-
yards and fallow land.

However, in this virtually flat land of eter-
nal crop-growing, there are half-a-dozen spots
where one can find steppe-type fauna. By this
I am referring to much of Europe’s population
of great bustards and the largest populations
on the continent of red kites, curlews, little
bustards, kestrels, Calandra larks, Dupont’s
larks and many others. Thus these plains do
not only fill our silos, they also fill our eyes
through encounters with horizons that always
seem to be getting further away, with their wild
fauna and that precious treasure for us human
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beings the gift of finding oneself in the middle
of almost limitless space.

PONTEVEDRA

The fingers of the sea

Over there where the old world finishes, al-
most everything begins today. And it does so
with a caress from the sea’s fingers that is, from
the rias, and from that friendly, succulent land
of Galicia.

The Cies isles seem almost like an informal
jetty for the ria of Vigo. They are quite far from
the coast, which means that their isolation is
guaranteed. Some three nautical miles separate
these three Islands and a few small isles from the
nearest coast.

There’s something for everyone’s tastes
there a large town, beautiful and even hidden
features, exuberant pine groves that grow to the
very edge of the coast and also an incomparable
jewel the mouth of the ria, like a knife that the
ardent Atlantic cuts into the land of Galicia, and
which is enclosed by the Cies. It is a small archi-
pelago that confronts the extravagance of things
on the continent; three pieces of land where,
the Galician coast is represented in a miniature
form. Where the blue sea has no reason to fear
the black wave of oil, and where the cormorants
and seagulls make their nests.

The geological structure of these two rocky
islands is basically granite, and its profiles are
not particularly steep, though there is a section
of cliffs. Much of the surface area is covered with
resinous pine groves and scrubland. One of the
species that features particularly in the latter is
heather, which creates thickets of spiky plants
that often line the sides of the mountains nearby
the Atlantic coast.

Unfortunately, the two main islands have been
linked by a concrete breakwater, which breaks the
natural organisation of the archipelago.

Without any doubt, one of the most out-
standing contributions to the fauna in the area
is the enormous number of yellow-legged gulls
which group together here in what is one of the
most numerous colonies on the coast of south-
ern Europe. Some years, more than 10,000 pairs
have been recorded on these islands. Alongside
them there are up to 500 pairs of shags which
have even bred here.

This small squadron of stony lumps appears
to have split away from the southernmost coasts

of Galicia. But it has not shown any great desire
for adventure, as the islands have chosen to an-
chor themselves on the outskirts of the deep es-
tuaries. Specifically, the island of Savora and the
islet of Vionta are just off the ria of Arosa, the ria
of Pontevedra has Ons and Onza, while the
ria of Vigo is ornamented with the Cies isles. In
fact, they are like a tiny extension of the nearby
cliff areas: half a dozen islands and a scattering
of islets which will very soon be incorporated
into the network of National Parks. This is excel-
lent news, as it helps to complete the panorama
of our protected landscapes with the efficiency
and intensity that they deserve. And especially
in the community to which they belong geo-
graphically, as until now there have not been
too many protected spaces there.

These islands and islets, in any case, are
unique landscape elements given that our coasts
do not exactly have an abundance of archipelagos.
Logically, this scarcity increases the general inter-
est in the lack of such arrangements in Spain.

These granite outcrops find it hard to give
succour to a large number of living communi-
ties, and the ones whose existence is linked
totally or partially to the sea are especially im-
portant. So much so that one of the main exam-
ples of the biological wealth of these enclaves
is brandished above the rocks as if it were a gi-
gantic white flag. It is the mass of seabirds, and
especially the yellow-legged gulls, which form
colonies here of a truly amazing size. Though
there are many other winged inhabitants that
also deserve preferential treatment; the Cantab-
rian guillemot, for example, also uses the Cies
islands as its breeding area. This is a seabird
species that is on the very edge of extinction,
and only a few dozen pairs can be found in the
whole world, many of which will find their de-
finitive protection on this future National Park.
Cormorants can also be found on almost every
part of the islands and islets of this protected
area, while there are also a surprising number
of red partridges that flourish on Ons, since
their reintroduction there.

There is little plant covering, in terms both
of size and variety. The conventional scrubland
species such as heather and gorse somehow
find shade in a few replanted pine groves. Rock-
dwelling and coastal botanical communities are
well represented here.

But conservation of this area is not only im-
portant for what can be seen above water, since
these islands also contain rare, valuable commu-
nities of sea-dwelling creatures and plants whose
habitat has been destroyed along almost all the
rest of the coast.

SALAMANCA

Water and its works

The fact that Unamuno defined this spot as the
most moving one he had ever seen (and he was
a tireless traveller) leads me to enthusiastically
attempt the impossible task of emulating the de-
scription the great writer made of this area:

‘The meseta cracks into deep rips, reveal-
ing its rough innards, the under-layer of the
frowning tables of Castille. The stubborn water,
which carves the rocks, drop by drop, in its sin-
gle-minded task, has eaten away its rocky bed,
twisting and turning in search of an exit. In the
distance, nobody can make out the deep gorge
along which the Duero flows; the undulating
flatland seems to be disappearing gently, without
any possibility of continuing into the foothills of
the Sierra de la Estrella, which encloses the ho-
rizon off toward Portugal. But one of the folds
of this land conceals the deep gorges, the
rough ravines, the imposing spurs and the erect
rock walls beneath which down there are the
bottom the Duero lives and flows, (...). In some
stretches, the walls of the gorge become gentler,
and the sides open up a little to receive, on the
covering of the earth, wild vegetation and even
agricultural land. These sloping areas that run
down to the river are called arribes throughout
the region; or rather, in the region of Salamanca
that borders the Duero and faces Portugal.

Arribes are also formed by the tributaries
of the Duero which run down into it, between
similar clefts and canyons to those of the main
river.’

Out of respect for this unsurpassable zenith
of landscape description, this is the only quota-
tion that appears in this volume dedicated to
the finest panoramas of the peninsula. It also
enables me to include a necessary reflection in a
book that many people will simply leaf through,
stopping briefly to admire its magnificent photo-
graphs, while a few, perhaps, will read the writ-
ten texts that accompany them. But I am sure
that very few will reach these paragraphs that
involve the other necessary dimension of all ex-
perience and all knowledge. I'm referring to the
fact that every day it is proving more necessary
to emphasise the importance of the most human
communication systems those systems through
which the word ensures that our capacity to im-
agine even when faced with the most direct reali-
ty is brought into function. That is why this text,
in which I attempt to record the appearance of
one of the most complete landscapes that can
be found in Iberia, begins with the quotation

that I consider to be one of the finest descrip-
tions of a landscape ever written in Spanish. For
example, few other places in this country have
so much sense of the phrase lookout point’ as
it does here. But on reading Unamuno, we truly
feel that we are gazing out at the canyons and
gorges; we can see for ourselves the clean slabs
of granite, the steps and the holes in the rock.

But while we cannot fail to enjoy Unamu-
no’s verbal mastery, a visit in person shows what
he forgot to mention. Because the arribes are one
of the most hospitable locations for animals, as
well as being little-frequented by human beings,
as the border with Portugal is one of the most
continuous empty areas in old Europe. Thus
these mountain passes are buzzing with the
flight and motion of countless rock martins, red-
rumped swallows, black vultures, black storks,
golden eagles, choughs and, particularly, blue
rock thrushes.

And now, at the time of writing, I am pleased
to say that both sides of the river Duero no long-
er represent two countries with a border in the
middle. Everything has come under the pro-
tection of two major parks which will serve as
shields and halt the destruction of these vantage
points.

SEGOVIA

When wounds become medicine

M ountain passes, defiles, ravines and gorges
in short, all those deep formations that water
has succeeded in carving out of the rock, could
be viewed as wounds a deep cut made by soft-
est blade in the hardest of layers. But I will not
continue by evoking the Book of the Tao, which
was perhaps the first book to describe most il-
luminatingly the essence of water. What I plan
to do, given these imposing stone crags on the
river Duratdn, is to present the positive conse-
quences of demolition. The labours of time have
that potential; they can remove things, but al-
ways in order to replace them with much more
life, to our great surprise. But it is worth seeing
it for oneself.

On the right, off toward the east, stands the
Guadarrama. The rest is flatland interrupted
only by the geometric pine woods of Cantale-
jo and Sepulveda. Fortunately, there are also a
few traces of what used to be sabine woods the
most tenacious of the conifers as well as a few
examples of junipers, those circular green lumps

which make a unique point of reference in this
dry spot. And dry it is, because in spite of the
area’s proximity to the Central System, there are
no surface watercourses in this corner of Sego-
via. A geologist will understand the reason im-
mediately, as he will see the geographical reasons
from the land structure. The rambler, however,
simply has to walk a little further northward in
search of the faded houses at Burmillodo. The
water is the surprise.

There is a trick here both for the eyes and the
heart but on this occasion it is a pleasant, almost
wished-for trick, given the uniformity that cease-
lessly reigns over the area. All of a sudden there
is no land, and no rock, just an emptiness. An
amazing ravine, almost 100 metres deep, runs
through this corner of the Old Castille meseta.
And down there, demurely, lies the Duratén,
a narrow avenue of water flanked by luxurious
greenery, the only thick, refreshing vegetation in
dozens of kilometres. But it is not only the pres-
ence of water and vegetation that has changed
everything the view has also become artistic and
sculptural; because the imagination of the finest
artist nature is visible in all forms of limestone
rock. And once again, we can observe the an-
cient competition between the softest and the
hardest elements that exist in our natural world
how water flows along, breaks up and remod-
els the rock. And particularly if it is made up of
calcium carbonate; all you need is the presence
of carbon dioxide, which is all around us in the
atmosphere, and you end up with a karst land-
scape the expression geologists use to describe
those areas of erosion that feature huge caves,
cracks and all the whimsical shapes created by
the path of water and its dissolving action on
limestone rocks. The karst landscape of the Du-
ratén is limited almost completely to the route
of the river, to the cracked canyon some 50 me-
tres wide, though it is still an amazing sight. At
each step, one discovers caves, isolated stacks,
crests that resemble petrified animals and strati-
fied flourishes colonised by vegetation that grips
on tightly to the reddish walls of bare rock.

The river Duratén has been eating away at its
bed for along time, at least since the neighbour-
ing Guadarrama first came into existence, some
15 million years ago, and nobody witnessed its
tenacious erosive work until our antecedents
who, a mere 40 centuries ago, took shelter in
the caves of this unexpected canyon. And on
some walls, their art can still be seen. The mas-
sive ravine of the Duratén was also populated by
Neolithic peoples, and was a Visigoth necropo-
lis. Later on, it became the refuge of St. Frutos,
patron saint of Segovia, which is why his hermit-

age now stands there, a structure that has always
competed with the Benedictine abbey and the
subsequent Franciscan monastery. Nowadays
only the former building, in a restrained Ro-
manesque style, has survived. It is a true gem,
and the only definite mark of mankind in over
16 kilometres of hidden river. Even so, there is a
reservoir that has frustrated the Segovian river’s
erosive ambitions, though it has become very
popular with visitors and campers.

SEVILLA

The opulent Holm oak grove

I fully realise that a tenacious, highly austere
living being such as the Holm oak shuns (or
that’s how it seems) any links with the word
‘opulence’, through its very tranquillity. But
even so, Holm oaks are opulent. When we see
their twisted woody tenacity, their almost stony
determination, their ever-present dark greenness
in short, when one’s gaze becomes imprisoned
amid thousands of haughty Holm oaks, then
the woodland becomes the main landscape ref-
erence point for any natural setting. Spain is the
country of the Holm oak, a tree that constructed
the best and the finest of this Mediterranean pe-
ninsula. And furthermore, it continues to be our
main ally and effective defender. I really cannot
understand why it has not been made into the
symbol of our country a representative of the
essence that is derived from our soil and climate.
And it may well help us to overcome the proc-
esses of environmental degradation that we will
have to face in the coming decades.

The Nature Park of the North Sierra of Se-
ville could be considered a genuine representa-
tive of many of the finest landscapes of the
southern half of the peninsula, given thatitis a
semi-mountainous environment with trees and
clearings that in many places become mead-
ows. As I mentioned previously in the section
on the Pardo mountain in Madrid, these previ-
ously forested wide spaces have allowed other
uses and functions to be introduced, especially
crop-growing and livestock-raising, though
with a clear tolerance of what preceded them.
In fact, when Holm oaks coexist with cattle or
wild fauna, not to mention huge expanses of
cereal crops or forage, we then have one of the
best examples of land use. This is one of the few
impasses that have resulted from the struggle
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between the past gave us and what man’s needs
have been removing a woodland area that is also
arable and pastureland. Nature is not squeezed
out, and human activities do not to smother it so
much. Perhaps this is why it seems to be one of
the most pleasant, friendly types of landscapes
not hostile, yet not completely domesticated.

Much of the foothills of Sierra Morena, and
particularly these low rounded hills, are covered
with Holm oaks, though by their side there are a
good number of umbrella pines, which are un-
questionably the most attractive of conifers and,
as they often reach considerable heights, help to
diversify the fauna even more. As for the relief,
it could not be more regular it is a gentle slope
that gradually loses height in its search for the
Guadalquivir Valley, without being too far away
from the highest point. In fact, most of these
peaks are no higher than 100 metres, while the
tallest part is one of the most important granite
outcrops in Andalusia Sierra Padrona, which
stands at 910 metres. Some of the tributaries of
the great Andalusian river flow along the valley
bottom; one is the Viar, which forms a few no-
table rocky sections, including some deposits
of quartzite. The other two major tributaries
are the Hueznar and the Retortillo; all of them
have been dammed in order to provide water
for the Andalusian capital, and this has diversi-
fied the landscape even more, thanks to the
incorporation of large artificial lakes such as the
Pintado.

This enclave is particularly generous in size
(it covers over 160,000 hectares) but, as I men-
tioned previously, it connects up on one side
with Hornachuelos and the Sierra de Andujar,
and on the other with Aracena and Picos de
Aroche, thereby forming a continuous protected
area that is unquestionably the largest and most
important in the country. This means that much
of the Sierra Morena is controlled and protected
by law, and so it should come as no surprise that
this has resulted in the flourishing of a number
of threatened species, including the Iberian lynx
and the Imperial eagle.

SORIA

Poetic summit

There is probably no better poem about a
mountain summit in existence than the one
Gerardo Diego wrote about the peaks of Urbidn.
While he had already created a literary-natural

landmark by extolling the virtues of the Duero
(which in fact begins here), he subsequently
managed to surpass himself in the following one
he even surpassed the verse of Antonio Mach-
ado, unquestionably the most intense of appre-
ciators of the Spanish landscape (and especially
of his home region of Soria). But without any
doubrt, there are few poems in which landscapes
have been better presented, because we must
not forget that Machado also wrote poems about
the mountains of north Soria, making specific
reference to Lake Negra.

We are now on the southern side of the wild-
est part of the Iberian system. On the other side
there are the Sierras de La Demanda. But there is
one factor that particularly stands out the sum-
mit of Urbién measures no less than 2,259 me-
tres, making it the largest peak in the system. In
its foothills, in the middle of wide meadows and
grassy areas is where the great river of Castille-
Leon is born.

The glaciers of the Quaternary period were
responsible for much of the peaks’ rounded
shapes, as well as for the small lakes and espe-
cially the aforementioned one, which is one of
the main attractions for the sierra’s many sum-
mer visitors. There are at least three others that
also deserve to be visited —the lakes of Negra,
Helada and Hornillo, all of them which origi-
nated through the formation of dikes by the mo-
raine of the massive rivers of ice.

As ifit formed the tip of a massive funnel, al-
most all the valleys that commence at the Sierra
de Rubién end up joining the incipient Duero,
which is immediately dammed at the Cuerda
del Pozo to produce one of the largest masses of
water in the country. Owing to the land’s high
mountain nature (as we are now in the northern
third of the country), and owing to their orienta-
tion, these sierras collect an important amount of
water, both from the Duero and the Ebro basins.
For the same reasons, for many weeks in winter,
the land above 1,800 metres also has abundant
snow. The same areas turn a deep green in sum-
mer, which is why these mountains were once
the destination of transhumance, a practice that
is now almost nonexistent.

But surely, what encourages people to
come and enjoy this part of Soria is the ex-
cellence of its well-cared-for pine forests,
which spread all the way along the foothills
of the Urbién for almost 70 kilometres fur-
ther westward. The main species is the Syl-
vester pine, almost all of which were planted
by hand. However, there are a few steadfast
beech groves holding their own in the more
northerly, hard-to-get-at places.

TARRAGONA

Ardent lover

Down there, the land makes love to the sea.
And it’s true, every contact between the land
and water represents a kind of copulation, of
mutual fertilisation. The water always makes the
land pregnant, and land always allows itself to be
loved by water. Also, the sea sometimes behaves
like a caressing hand a point that I touched on
when speaking about the Galician rias and their
islets. In any case, we have here two sides of
the same coin, sometimes in the form of a delta,
when solid pierces liquid or, in the second case,
when we talk of estuaries and rias, it is water that
penetrates the land. The sight of water always
means seeing more life, more landscape, more
diversity.

Deltas are always young structures, con-
structed by and growing thanks to the sediment
brought by great rivers to sufficiently peaceful
seashores. But this delta, the one on the Ebro,
is without any doubt the most beautiful in the
world. It traces a sharp arrow points with long
lateral wings. It is fertile for crops and is also a
very humanised environment, thanks to the
large network of roads and canals. But at
the same time it has a large number of lakes
and sandy areas that provide shelter to a truly
spectacular series of zoological communities
spectacular both in terms of quantity and vari-
ety. Some of the bird colonies are almost exclu-
sive, as in the case of some seagull species and
the flamingos.

A large part of this territory, reclaimed from
the sea and based on highly fertile silt, could
only be used for food production. It is the flat-
test flatland area in the country, and thus it is
ideal for agricultural crops. There are a good few
orchards that produce citrus fruits and olives.
As a consequence, one of the delta’s signs of
identity is its profound modification. The whole
area is full of huts, paths and boundaries. The
rice fields, to a certain extent like the Holm oak
groves, are an environment with two comple-
mentary sides: one depends on the work of the
farmers, as they are places that are ploughed,
sowed, fertilised and harvested, but the other
ones are areas of water attractive pools for wild
fauna, which flock there to obtain a considerable
portion of their nutrition. In fact, all of these
flooded expanses offer endless encounters with
different birds.

Nature has been relegated to a few coastal
lakes such as La Tancada, La Encafiizada and La
Aufacada, all of which are visible from well-situated

installations camouflaged towers that have an
excellent view over the sheets of water. Mean-
while, other places, such as the Isle of Buda, are
restricted access only, and function as complete
nature reserves. The same applies to the tip of
Los Alfaques, which is the southernmost arm
of the wings of the delta. Here there is a com-
pletely different world: salt marshes with abun-
dant salicornia, dunes, shifting sands and pools
alternating with beach areas in short, a true
reserve of life, isolated from the world by the
narrow Trabucador sand bar, which is the most
beautiful isthmus in the entire Mediterranean.

The huge masses of birds represent the mes-
sage that the delta sends out in all directions,
proving that the love between the sea and the
land is an extraordinarily prolific one.

TENERIFE

Everything begins up there

An incandescent splurge of lava that is not
at all completely asleep. Though it has had its
dramatic moments remember, those heights
have only been there for a relatively short time.
In fact, the entire Canary Islands are newborn
babies compared to the rest of the planet, now
at the half-way point of its life. But what we
can see here today is a pale reflection of what it
used to look like the tallest summit is believed
to have measured some 6,000 metres, only for
it to collapse completely, less than 2000 years
ago. The result of what could be called one of
the most dramatic cataclysms in earth’s recent
history is the enormous crater that measures
some 17 kilometres in diameter, and which is
an incredible sight if one walks around it at its
2,000-metre contour line. But it was on this
base that the current peak of the Teide regained
its height, as thousands of millions of tons of
lava was vomited out, causing it to grow an-
other 1,700 metres. But the process took place
with that rare ability that nature has to turn
chaos into harmony. The resulting landscape is
nowadays a delight to see, because the shapes
on view seemed to have been created with
the aim of beautifying the area and, of course,
maximising our pleasure. Seen from a certain
distance, the Teide is an almost perfect cone,
but if you view it from the East, face on, at a
distance and at the same height (that is to say,
from a helicopter or airplane at a height of some
3,500 metres) you will see that it has the shape

awoman’s breast in winter, it even has a perfect
nipple, thanks to the snow that settles on its
very top. Butitis only the sky that suckles from
that breast, which is only sometimes covered,
given that clouds in the Canaries usually pass
by at a height of under 1,500 metres.

This is a shape that is almost pure, almost in-
timate; the most beautiful volcano on the planet,
with a crater almost 80 metres in diameter and
with a height of 3,717 metres above sea level.
Even so, the volcano also offers us a thousand
other shapes and textures, with colour schemes
of the most delicate or violent all over the area.
Our eyes become fascinated by the many winks,
flattery and caresses of the landscape, and by the
emotion they produce.

Admittedly, the area is dominated by mo-
tionlessness, but there are endless details for
one’s vision to fix on. What is most spectacular
here is often what is almost still, even though
the dynamics here are very much those of a vol-
cano. Though that does not mean that the area
does not possess any other attractions beyond
sensual ones that can be seen close up.

Because alongside those shapes and colours
lie the achievements of life: in spite of the alti-
tude and the extreme dryness that such an area
suffers from, at least 139 species of the plants
grow here, 50 of which are not found anywhere
else on the planet. Some possess a delicacy that
is just within the limits of the possible, such as
the violet that colours wasteland areas at around
2,500 metres, or the plant evocatively known
as Tower of Jewels (Echium simplex), which is
capable of growing up to three metres in height,
and each of which produces several thousand
red flowers. Or the bushes and shrubs, which
are mainly broom and laburnum. This is a truly
unique plant community as a whole, and not
only because of the height at which the species
grow, but also because of the lack of rainfall and
the high winds; in all, these spaces are like a sec-
ond island which has climbed onto the shoul-
ders of the first (which is Tenerife). Thus this is
not only the finest telluric construction on the
planet, it is also a living environment without
compare.

As for vertebrates, the fauna is scarce, though
there are lizards, a few birds and several species
of bats, a hedgehog and a wild ram. However,
there are over 1,000 species of invertebrates liv-
ing here; a study carried out in 1997 proved sur-
prising owing to its discovery of no fewer than
17 new species that were previously unknown
to science. So, there is lots to choose from, but
all of us who love rural landscapes know that
discoveries never end in a place like this.

TERUEL

When dividing lines unite

Perhaps it could be considered a very second-
ary aspect, given the fact that a river is born on
every mountain. It goes without saying. But
there are some mountains on this peninsula
where several watercourses have their origin.
Even more important is the fact that these riv-
ers which all begin in a relatively small area are
no less than the Tajo, the Jucar, the Turia and
the Cabriel. The latter three flow off toward the
southeast, and even though they all travel a con-
siderable distance, they end up flowing out, al-
most together, on the Valencian coast.

Just like nearly all our great mountain chains,
these also feature a clear predominance of wood-
land. In fact, it must be remembered that 80%
of the trees that grow on this peninsula do so on
fairly steep gradients.

Here, in any case, the floral components of
the area show a certain simplicity. Black pines
cover most of the expanse of the slopes, a fact
that to a great extent determines the regularity
and even monotony that such trees provide. It’s
true that any woodland mass can be interpreted
as much the same in the same place, but if no
two drops of water are alike, then trees are much
less so. Though some examples of certain spe-
cies such as this one tend to be rather similar in
their appearance (and this is why timber mer-
chants love them). Black pines are tall trees, very
straight and regular. And so what awaits us on
the peaks of this mountain chain is really a world
of columnar homogeneity, though there is also
a certain predominance of very gentle, almost
tabular rugged areas with few apexes or land-
marks. Having said that, the landscape does fea-
ture a few breaks steep sections where the water
has begun its journey down to the plains. Once
again, we can find multiple diversity in terms of
the area’s structural unity: to be one and many
at the same time is a condition is achieved by
that all natural landscapes. Though here, it is
perhaps increased by the coexistence of siliceous
and calcareous Spain; that is, two basic materi-
als that behave differently in the face of erosive
agents. Stony ground coexists alongside mas-
sive limestone blocks, with high meadows that
are frequently visited by transhumance flocks;
meanwhile, the rock walls contrast with the fer-
tile agricultural fields at the valley bottoms, the
rich earth with its hollows and sinkholes. As this
area links up with those of the mountain chain
of Cuenca and with virtually all the high land
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areas of the Iberian system (it even has links with
the Maestrazgo and the Matarrafas), this park
could almost be viewed as a wave in the middle
of a rough sea. A petrified wave that stands at
a height of 1,830 m on the Pefia de San Juan,
close to the source of the Guadalaviar, the river
that becomes the Turia after it passes through
the city of Teruel.

Beside this watercourse which is the most
important one in the region some of the most
productive market gardens in the region can be
seen, a factor that prepares one for the plains of
Valencia and Murcia.

TOLEDO

Actors that become the stage

There are very few places in which the part suc-
ceeds in attracting us more than the whole, but
we are about to visit one of them.

It is true that during the course of these
pages, at certain points, I have given preference
to animals, ignoring the plants on the land or
the whole combination. On this occasion I will
make an exception, because the true attraction
of this area in the mountains of Toledo is the
great number of landscapes dedicated to game.
Because there is no doubt that there are a large
number of rural estates dedicated to the main-
tenance of the larger fauna of our country. And
furthermore, that it was the elitist use of these
spaces that has resulted in such an environmen-
tally optimum situation. Because it is thanks to
hunting that such spots have survived to the
present day with all their natural elements intact,
and also partly thanks to the resulting absence of
humans on these lands which, as a result of both
environmental, historical and economic events,
proved too remote for any regular human settle-
ment. They are huge spaces that are the property
of very few people.

So few publicly-owned rural estates exist
that when you discover them, you feel a kind
of relief, particularly owing to the fact that the
Mountains of Toledo being, unquestionably, the
zoological capital of the Mediterranean world are
also the finest example of one of the most subtle
aggressions that have been perpetrated against
the landscape in our land. I am referring to the
countless, interminable fences placed to keep
in the game. This compartmentalisation of the
landscape, while at the moment it has no solu-

tion, does succeed in giving these landscapes
the only thing they need erasing the marks of
human activity to the maximum. In that sense,
another undesirable features is the spaces that
have been deforested in straight lines, so that
hunters can shoot the large game that abound
in almost all our mountain chains; such treeless
strips are a clear focus of degradation, owing to
the way in which it breaks up the landscape.

But to return to the moving elements of the
landscape actually, many of the enclaves on
the Mountains of Toledo are a major breeding
ground for deer and wild boar in our country.
Though the reserve is also populated by rabbits,
hares, pigeons, doves, partridges and many oth-
er species, which coexist with other large species
of our country, including Imperial eagles, black
vultures, black storks, short-toed eagles, otters,
badgers and many others. And so, if you wish
to improve your relationship with landscapes
through their animals, there is no better place
to do so than in the Mountains of Toledo.

All this is possible thanks to the Mediter-
ranean scrubland’s capacity to conceal and feed
this emporium of life. In fact, this is one of the
main manifestations of this jungle in miniature,
and which covers up the sides of much of the
sierras in the southern half of the country, of-
ten making them impassable. A community in
which different species of heather and broom
coexist alongside Phillyrea latifolia, tree strawber-
ries, laurustinus and mastic trees.

VALENCIA

Wetting the city

The space that lies 10 kilometres south of the
city of Valencia the famous Albufera is no more
than the result of an uninterrupted group of
land masses hounding an expanse of water. Just
as happens on the Andalusian coast, this is a
privileged location historically speaking; records
exist describing what used to be a coastal lake
around 2,000 years ago, and how it has been
transformed into its current state.

In this sense, one must refer to a complex,
loosely-defined academic discipline called hu-
man geography. This means the analysis and
description of all the modifications made to the
landscape by man. It is almost impossible to
find any flatland area where the marks of man
are absent. A long time before man created one
of the finest agricultural regions in the world on

this benign Levant coast, what we call today Al-
bufera (which comes from an Arabic word that
means ‘lagoon’) was more of a small sea. A deep
inlet extended from the mouth of the Turia to
that of the Jucar. The existence of a small hill
around 150 million years ago, together with the
predominant direction of the water currents,
led to the slow but continual accumulation of
sediment, which was dragged along by rivers in
a straight line that hypothetically joined (on a
map that had still not been drawn) the mouth
of the two rivers.

Nowadays, a narrow bar of very shifting sand
can still be perfectly made out, and which began
isolating the inland sea from the wide Mediter-
ranean. This process took place at a time very
similar to the youth of the lagoon, and can be
compared to with the current appearance of the
Mar Menor, and was completed around two mil-
lion years ago. Since then, a balance has been
maintained between the salinity that the sea
brings in with its tides and the sweetening of
the waters of the Albufera by the many streams
that flow in from all over the region.

The lake releases its excess water by means
of two narrow channels that connect with the
sea; this circumstance facilitates a very sin-
gular agricultural technique interrupting the
emptying of the lagoon during the months of
November, December and January, as a result
of which the contiguous land (mostly used for
rice growing) is flooded. During medieval times
this great coastal lake was ten times larger for
this reason.

But as I said at the beginning, the natural
region is no longer natural. The big city has ex-
panded almost to the water’s edge. Large indus-
trial complexes pollute the water of one of the
most important wetland areas in our country.
The beaches are thronged by tens of thousands
of people, and the fishermen hardly ever find
the fish that used to live in the Albufera. Last
but not least, the area has been crisscrossed by
a dense communications network.

Even so, this highly original lake has now
been protected by law and there is even a scien-
tific monitoring station located there. And the
recovery of some pools by flooding the fixed
sandy area has brought very positive results, as
several colonies of birds have settled there and
multiplied their numbers significantly. Perhaps
the most spectacular example of this is the re-
appearance of the glossy ibis, which had last
been seen here over a century ago. Even so, the
hounding that Albufera is suffering from is not
over, given that this saline lagoon is one of the
largest wetland areas on the Mediterranean coast

and in the south of Europe. If it were fresh water,
it would no doubt have disappeared by now!

VALLADOLID

Cities of storks

Our large watercourses have created a long,
slender network of landscapes that we are still
not managing to protect as much as they (and
we) deserve. This is demonstrated by the alarm-
ing shortage of protected areas along these rivers.
It should be the complete opposite the 75,000
kilometre length of our main rivers should be
completely protected, with the logical excep-
tions of conventional uses and infrastructures.

In fact, what should be done is to create a
higher degree of protection for all landscapes
linked with one of the central stretches of our
largest rivers, those of the Duero being a good
example. Because a large number of riverbank
woodland areas are still not truly protected,
even under the auspices of a National Park. Itis
not an easy process to protect such an environ-
ment, as they tend to be mistreated by the dual
action of pollution of the watercourses and the
extensive deforestation that these riverside ar-
eas suffer from.

In any case, we have a number of excellent
examples of deep leafiness which for obvious
reasons has become a concentration point for
much of the best manifestations of natural life
in the community of Castille Leon. This is the
case with almost all the groves and copses that
run from Pollos in Valladolid to the area around
the city of Zamora.

But let us return to the watercourse that has
by now multiplied its flow several times. Specifi-
cally, when the river joins up with its eldest son,
the Pisuerga usually carries 28.3 cubic metres of
water per second, much more, therefore, than its
tributary which reaches 159.3 cubic metres per
second. This brings us, once again, to the ambi-
guity of many of our views on the hierarchies of
natural elements in the landscape. Or expressed
in another way, even though the conventional-
ism is obvious, when it comes to flowing water, it
is not very important which are rivers and which
are tributaries. All water is just that: water, and
therefore it has an equal value wherever it s,
wherever it sinks, flows or flows.

Have you realised yet that water and its ex-
ploits always give us food for thought?

And thus, the Duero’s flow increases by six
times shortly after it reaches one of its most cru-
cial points: Tordesillas. It is there that the river
reaches what we could call its finest maturity;
the complex and complete stage of being father
and mother to so many things of which we can
only scratch the surface.

To discover this stretch of water, you can
even use the flow itself, as the river is naviga-
ble, albeit using small boats. This means that for
years it has been the location for environmental
education programs based on boat trips down
these stretches of the river. And the fact is, few
aspects of reality change so much as one’s view
and understanding of a watercourse when seen
from the very flow of the river itself; that is to
say, from its interior.

This wide river flows along through the ter-
races that were formed by the Duero itself, albeit
in its early years. Up to 200 metres wide and
with banks of land and islands (which some-
times change), the landscape here is of great
artistic value. The dynamic of the great river
courses is like seeing a film of the forms that
mould the landscapes, while looking at a moun-
tain is like looking at a still photograph. In the
former, movement can be seen in the most sta-
ble forms; one has to use one’s imagination to
see them shrink or grow. And the Duero has suf-
ficient personality and flow to wipe the curves
that the river itself created off the map, to cre-
ate new islands or meanders that it builds and
destroys with the same effectiveness. The land
through which it flows is basically made up of
sandy soil and, in consequence, is not very re-
sistant. All the central valley is filled with materi-
als carried down from the Central System over
the course of the past 20 million years by the
numerous tributaries of what is now the Duero.
All these tributaries are now confined within in-
land seas that they themselves have created, in
these fields. And they have become their prison,
because that is the dynamic of rivers that build
their own channels after having had many oth-
ers beforehand. This is something that can be
perfectly appreciated in this part of Valladolid,
where geographers have distinguished no fewer
than 40 different fluvial terraces. This means that
the river once flows with at least that number of
variants, which it gradually abandoned once it
had created them.

This region of Valladolid and Zamora is also
the location for deposits of eolic origin, dating
back to times when very fine material was ac-
cumulated through the action of the wind. This
must have taken place during periods of extreme
drought and almost totally bare land the same

land which is extremely productive today, no
matter how little irrigation it receives.

VIZCAYA

A popular port of call

This ria (the famous ria of Guernica, a town
that lies at the reserve’s southern edge) is one
of the most important protected areas on the
Atlantic Coast of the peninsula. To the north lies
the most typical fishing port of the coastal re-
gion, Bermeo. The ria has a shape reminiscent
of the blade of a knife, around 12 kilometres
long by one wide. Its average depth (between
3.5 and 5.5 metres at high tide) is sufficient to
enable constant navigation. This wetland area
receives freshwater from the rivers Oka, Golako
and Mape, though water is also provided by the
numerous limestone aquifers in the nearby hills
and mountains. In all, this is a protected area
stretching over more than 22,000 hectares, with
some 31 kilometres of coastline.

In fact, what I am describing are the limits of
the Biosphere Reserve, which enlarges the size of
the wetland area considerably. It includes large
expanses of terra firma which, in turn, include
surrounding hills and woodland, thereby mult-
plying the attractions of his protected zone.

Urdaibai is the most important protected
natural enclave in the Basque Country. In addi-
tion to its natural features, there are also the
traditional activities developed by the inhabit-
ants of this region, and which could be consid-
ered a model of sustainable development. Fur-
thermore, the fishing boats that sail from Bermeo
could be added to these activities, all of which
help to maintain this large expanse of natural
heritage, at the same time without reducing the
possibility of creating lasting wealth.

Urdaibai is very similar to Santofia in terms
of what it offers, though with slightly less capac-
ity to receive waves of migratory birds, owing to
the smaller space and greater human pressure
here. But in contrast, it is enriched by the incor-
poration of fauna and flora from the surrounding
area. One of the points that should be borne in
mind is that this is one of the few enclaves where
the European bison can be found, a creature so
rare that it is considered to be one of the most
endangered species of Spain’s fauna.

As is often the case, birds are the best-repre-
sented fauna species over 200 species have been
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catalogued in this reserve, from peregrine falcons
to yellow-legged gulls; incidentally, the nearby
island of Izaro represents the largest colony of
the latter in the Basque Country. But the group
that provides the largest number of different
species is unquestionably the sandpipers. These
birds, which mostly breed in wetland areas in
the north of the continent, travel great distances
every year, and as they generally arrive along the
coastline, it is not unusual for over 20 species to
be present in Urdaibai almost every year.

Apart from that, the location is attractive for
its Holm oak woodland, scrubland and thickets
and the oak forests, which are mainly on the
western side.

ZAMORA

Wonderful austerity

I have already alluded to the main delights of
these flatland areas in Castille-Leon in my de-
scription of Tierra de Campos in the neighbour-
ing region of Palencia. But you will see that 1
have saved the best till last, because here the
uncertain gentle undulations of cereal fields are
suddenly broken by a shimmering collection of
small lakes that have become one of the most
sought-after spots for creatures that truly love
their freedom birds.

In any case, this is a landscape that could be
described as a demanding one; a place where
details call out for attention, if they are not to
escape out of the back door of our perceptions.

A panorama of plains requires greater visual
skill, no matter who it is worker, scholar or sim-
ply a traveller who is trying to understand this
landscape, dominated by the plain but always
complicated straight line. Because there are no
short distances, nor useful references here; nei-
ther is there any beginning or end.

The two Castilles contain an almost limitless
meseta that features many places deserving of a

visit, but why not begin with one of the corners
of Tierra de Campos?

It is here given that at all nothing stands
out that one learns to contemplate the whole.
A whole which surprises (despite Unamuno’s
ironic description: ‘they call it Tierra de Cam-
pos, when it is nothing but fields of earth’), as it
makes things look small and lost.

But other readings could be made (land-
scapes teach us just as much as books do), and
here the homogeneous graphic of the horizon
evokes a certain oceanic condition. We are afloat
on a sea where conventional, restless blues have
been replaced by ochres and reds.

It is so easy to till the soil of these Zamora
fields, given that they are all soil. The ancient
Mediterranean woodland has all but disap-
peared, while no other sizable vegetation has
come along to break the profiles of loams and
crests. The tree has become a mere anecdote,
though they could have marked those thou-
sands of kilometres of paths and roads with a
little shade.

Though having said that, there is at least
something that grows tall it is the eternal ear of
corn. But it falls in June. And the most charac-
teristic buildings of this landscape, the round
adobe dovecotes are also semi-collapsed; this is
why passers-by often stick their heads in to have
a look at the hundreds of small niches. Arabic
tiles sometimes are used to crown the building
which, faithful to the heavy soil, has given it
shape and volume, to the extent that it is hardly
different from the surrounding nature one of the
few cases of mimetic architecture.

But this is no time to reduce our perspec-
tive. Along the fields contained in the triangle
formed by the towns of Villapando, Tapioles and
Villafafila, a truce is declared in wet years amid
all this bare earth; it is then that a rosary of small
lakes appear, arranged along narrow strips of
reed beds and bullrushes. They are endorrheic
basins, a normal feature in flatlands, as some-
times these lands lack any natural drainage. And
if there is any, it soon drains into one of these
small lakes. These liquid masses often contain a
notable concentration of salts, and in fact they

were used as salt works in olden days. But these
small lakes are more important in terms of the
water regulation system that they represent for
the dry skin of Villafafila; they act as sponges
that retain water when it is abundant, in win-
ter, and they return it to the environment in the
summer, when it is scarce.

Right next to the actual town, there are two
fairly large lakes, now not very full as they have
become silted up. This process has been artifi-
cially accelerated in recent decades, given that
the inhabitants insisted that the salt marsh at
Villafafila should be several metres deep. The
most plausible explanation is that modern ag-
ricultural techniques are encouraging erosion,
and with this, the loss of something essential.

ZARAGOZA

The last great lake

The high, hard land of Aragon. But there, in
the centre of an enormous depression, glimmers
our largest lake. It is perfectly visible from many
points, and even from the air it is eye-catching.
Flights from Barcelona to Madrid pass over this
large wetland area, and in fact, about 25 min-
utes after having left Barcelona, you should see it
looking out of the window on your right.

It is more than seven kilometres long by
a little over 2.5 kilometres wide. It occupies
what is almost the central part of a huge end-
horreic basin, as a result of which the lake
receives water from many different parts of
the surrounding area. The lake’s existence
depends completely on the rainfall of the re-
gion, which is never overabundant. Thus the
limits and depth of this water mass vary enor-
mously from one year to another. Some years
it is larger than the dimensions given above,
while in others, it can dry up completely. In
fact, in 1994 and ‘95, many of our small lakes
suffered the same fate.

Viewed from above, in an airplane, it is a de-
light. The immensity of the flooded landscape
grows in accordance with the height from which
you contemplate it. Then comes amoment when
one feels a little like a winged predator, as in or-
der to be able to count and identify the birds
bobbing upon the water, one has to make aerial
passes at about 100 metres above the water. But
of course, that makes the birds take off in fright
every time. Suddenly, you hear the thrashing of
thousands of wings, and it sounds as if hundreds
of engines were revving up, producing flashes of
colour like the shavings from a carpenter’s plane
or a scoop digging into a tub of ice cream when
itis being doled out onto the plate.

However, each flock of birds is at the same time
separate and a complete whole: the thousands of
pairs of wings all have their identity and their au-
tonomy, even though they are all searching for the
same destination. The internal logic of the flock
gives it an amazing ability to behave as if it were one
single organism. And there they were, before my
eyes, the simultaneous currents of waves that were
often produced by over 1000 pairs of wings.

Meanwhile, there are also the ducks birds
that almost refuse to behave as such, and
which sing a very different song. They are
very clumsy at the moment of take-off, as a
result of which they need to begin with an
energetic sprint across the water. When this
is carried out by hundreds of thousands of
webbed feet, it creates such a disturbance that
the surface of the lake seems to be coming to
the boil. And so, every time we flew by, we
caused two unforgettable phenomena one on
the water’s surface and another in the air. The
ducks’ limited mobility, however, means they
can only fly a little over a kilometre a minute,
while our light airplane, flying at its slowest,
moved three times faster. This resulted in an-
other beautiful visual effect the progressive
overtaking of different flocks in flight. Thus,
each time we passed by, we frightened the
birds and the ducks flew off before the air-
plane. However, we soon reached them and
overtook them. These changes, as they also
represented a change in our angle of vision,
take on an ethereal multi-form appearance.

After the scientific head count and our aes-
thetic enjoyment, our flight continued on to
the Mediterranean coast, where we made sev-
eral passes over the Delta del Ebro. Most of
the birds that spend winter or part of it on this
great lake are invariably diving ducks species
such as pochards and teals. Sometimes there
are more than a hundred thousand of them
on this lake.

But the real importance of this watery ex-
panse is owing to the role it plays for cranes
for all over the western Palaearctic ecozone.
Because these large birds are almost all con-
centrated on these shores, both during autumn
(when they begin their stay in our country) and
when they prepare to make their departure, at
the beginning of March. This means that some
days, up to 60,000 of these birds can be seen in
Gallocanta. And let’s not forget that this is one
of the largest lakes on the continent, because if
up to 100,000 ducks can be seen on this lake,
as well as dozens of thousands of cranes, then
itis an enclave of particular importance within
Europe.
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