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A Feast of flowers in the PICOS DE EUROPA, 
Northern Spain 

May 27 – June 8, 2024

Photos: Teresa Farino TF, Spiro Kasomenakis SK, Fay      
Citerone FC, Valerie Mountain VM, Judith Rapacz-Hasler

Our OCA Tour Guide, Teresa Farino, a British all-round 
naturalist and author with a special interest in the flo-
ra, and fauna of the Iberian Peninsula, treated us to 
a plethora of terrestrial orchids, spring flowers, butter-
flies and moths, surrounded by landscapes dominated 
by swathes of verdant pastures, interspersed with de-
ciduous forests and occasionally interrupted by rocky 
bluffs, culminating in the dramatic limestone scenery 
of the Picos de Europa. Charming pan-tile-roofed vil-
lages nestle in every corner, as well as churches that 
pre-date the arrival of the Moors. A truly memorable ex-
perience of the Picos de Europe and its surroundings.

This was The Orchid Conservation Alliance’s first trip 
to Northern Spain. Northern Spain lies in the Atlantic 
climatic region, and as such receives a lot more rainfall 
than the rest of the country: it is colloquially known as 
“Green Spain”. While we were prepared for rainy days, 
we enjoyed sunny days and comfortable temperatures 
for most of the journey.

Monday, May 27. Everyone arrived on schedule by 
mid-afternoon. Some of us took a walk near the hotel 
and discovered the first orchid Heart flowered Serapias 
(Serapias cordigera) as well as the Small-flowered and 

Tongue Orchid interspersed (S. parviflora & S. lingua). 
This genus appears to be widely distributed in northern 
Spain. 

Serapias and Bee Orchids (Ophrys apifera) are wide-
spread in nothern Spain

L - Small-flowered Serapias (Serapias parviflora) TF
C - Tongue Serapias (Serapias lingua)

R - Heart flowered Serapias (Serapias cordigera) TF

Bee Orchid (Ophrys apifera)



Tuesday, May 28.  We drove to 
the coastal town of San Sebastian 
known for its famous beaches, quaint 
old town, a picturesque bayfront 
promenade and world-renowned 
Restaurants. It is considered a re-
sort town on the Bay of Biscay in the 
Basque Country with its crescent-
shaped Bay de la Concha. A lively 
town with parks, monumental and 
elegant buildings, one of which used 
to be a casino, built between 1882-
1887, but today it is the headquar-
ters of City Hall. Walking first along 
the coast and then along the lower 
part of Urgull hill we observed differ-
ent flowers growing on the hillside, 
but no orchids in sight. Later a gentle 
stroll along the Playa de la Concha 
we opted to have lunch at La Perla 
Restaurant with a panoramic view of 
the Bay. 

Wednesday, May 29. A drive to a cos-
tal picnic area near Barrika where we 
encountered a nice cluster of Bee Or-
chids (Ophrys apifera) over the walk-
way. Driving further we stopped at a 
sandy beach in Gorliz where among 
the dunes the Beach Morning Glory 
(Calystegia soldanella) and Salvia 
cistus (Cistus salvifolius) were in 
bloom, as well as at least two Sera-
pias species.
 
On to Guernica, we passed the wall 
painting that depicts Pablo Picas-
so’s painting which was a response 
to the aerial bombing of the Basque 
town Guernica. Lunch at Zallo Barri. 
Returning to Bilbao we encountered 
more Heart flowered Serapias (Se-

rapias cordigera), as well as the lo-
cally common Bee Orchids (Ophrys 

apifera).

Thursday, May 30. We transferred to Pesaguero, vary-
ing the route due to heavy rain that subsided as we 
neared Aguilar de Campoo. Getting off the highway 
we passed Villaescusa de las Torres and approached 
the limestone ”sculpture city” of Las Tuerces, where 
we found many orchids amid quite different scenery: 
Clusters of Bee Orchids (Ophrys apifera), Early Spi-
der Ophrys (Ophrys sphegodes), Dull Ophrys (Orchis 

fusca), Yellow Bee-Orchid (Ophrys lutea), Woodcock 
Ophrys (Ophrys scolopax), Sawfly Ophrys (Ophrys 

tenthredinifera), Man Orchid (Aceras anthropophorum) 
and Bug Orchid (Orchis coriophora). 

       Bee Orchid              Early spider Ophrys            Dull Ophrys                  Yellow Bee-Orchid           Woodcock Ophrys

    Ophrys apifera            Ophrys sphegodes             Orchis fusca                    Ophrys lutea                  Ophrys scolopax          

     Sawfly Ophrys                                             Man Orchid                                           Bug Orchid  SK  
Ophrys tenthredinifera                              Aceras anthropophorum                             Orchis coriophora



Heath Spotted Orchid (Dactylorhiza maculata)

       Pink Butterfly Orchid  TF     
      Orchis papilionacea                  

  Early March Orchid  TF                Burnt Orchid  TF
   Dactylorhiza incarnata                  Orchid ustulata

Pick-nick Lunch above Bejes

After a welcome lunch break at the Hosteria El Con-
vento, a medieval Convent converted into an attractive 
Hotel and restaurant we visited another site of the lime-
stone plateaus (páramos) of northern Palencia where 
we encountered more populations of the above-men-
tioned species.
It got pretty late as we arrived at the Posada El Hoyal 
in the municipality of Pesaguero, where we stayed for 
the next six nights. Our hosts Óscar and Carmen were 
expecting us, helped with luggage and then served us 
a family-style, three-course evening meal, accompa-
nied by wine.
A hearty continental breakfast with daily extras and 
lovely evening meals, cooked by Carmen and served 
by Óscar were enjoyed every day at the Posada El 
Hoyal (Photo: FC)

Friday, May 31. A visit to the limestone massif of the 
Sierra de Bejes, where we encountered several spe-
cies of orchids, as well as the renowned ‘black’ pasque 
flowers (Pulsatilla rubra ssp. hispanica).

The drive to Bejes was uphill, driving interrupted by a 
few goats on their way home. From the village of Bejes 
the walk along an old mining track revealed a number of 
orchids on the limestone: Bee Orchid (Ophrys apifera), 
Fly Orchid (Ophrys insectifera), Man Orchid (Aceras 

anthropophorum), Early Purple Orchid (Orchis mas-

cula), Provence Orchid (Orchis provincials), Epipactis 
sp. and Burnt Orchid (Orchis ustulata). Reaching the 
top we were treated to a delicious lunch, a daily treat 
prepared by Teresa. After a short siesta we continued 
our walk, first searching for the Frog Orchid (Coelo-

glossum viride). They are hard to spot as they are short 
plants and have a subtle color, no luck in finding them. 
Through some forest and then haymeadows with rocky 
outcrops we spotted a number of orchids: Heath Spot-
ted Orchid (Dactylorhiza maculata), Green-winged   

Orchid (Orchis morio), Pink Butterfly Orchid (Orchis 

papilionacea), Early Purple Orchid (Orchis mascula) 
and of course the ‘black’ pasque flowers (Pulsatilla ru-

bra ssp. hispanica), all spread fairly wide around the 
rocky grassland. 

    Fly Orchid (Ophrys insectifera)

             Provence Orchid                   Early Purple Orchid 

            Orchis provincials                     Orchis mascula

Green-winged Orchid                       
Orchis morio       SK                         

Spiro photographing the tiny Burnt 
Orchid (Orchid ustulata)



Sierra de Bejes   

'Black' Pasque-flowers 
(Pulsatilla rubra ssp. hispanica)

Left and below photo: 
Teresa Farino

Saturday, June 1. We drove to Santa María de Lebeña 
and along the roadside once again, we encountered 
Bee Orchid (Ophrys apifera). Spiro ventured into the 
Holm Oak woods to find Red Helleborine (Cephalan-

thera rubra). On the return way we visited the delightful 
pre-Romanesque church of Santa María de Lebeña, 
dating back to the year 910. A Mozarabic structure in-
fluenced by Visigothic and Asturian elements. 
Later we drove up to the more Mediterranean habi-
tats around Tudes, where we enjoyed our picnic lunch 
among the walnut grove in the village. Later we drove 
back down to Castro Cillorigo, and walked gently up-
hill along the old gorge road, through limestone crags 
high above the river, where we saw, among others, 
Pyramidal Orchid (Anacamptis pyramidalis), several 
spots with Bee Orchids (Ophrys apifera) and Man Or-
chids (Aceras anthropophorum), plus, in a scree en-
vironment, Epipactis kleinii: tiny Helleborines growing 
among the rocks.

       Bee Orchid                           Red Helleborine

    Ophrys apifera                      Cephalanthera rubra



Elder-flowered Orchid 
Dactylorhiza sambucina TF

Nigritella gabasiana  TF

San Gloria Pass

      Burnt Orchid                         Early March Orchid 

    Orchid ustulata                    Dactylorhiza incarnata

Monday, June 3. We spent the morning 
exploring the weekly market in Potes. 
Many stands with meat, sausages, 
bread, grains in open bags, flowers, 
cloth and shoes. After the market, we 
drove up towards Fuente Dé where we 
took a walk through the meadows and 
deciduous forests and encountered one 
of the most orchid-rich localities in the 
Picos de Europa. 

Along the road of the San Glorio pass

Sunday, June 2. Driving over the San Glorio pass, we 
drove further on the highway and turned off in Portilla 
de la Reina to our destination, the Arroyo de Mostajal, 
where we encountered mainly Burnt Orchid (Orchid 
ustulata), Early Marsh Orchids and the yellow-flowered 
form of Elder-flowered Orchid (Dactylorhiza incarnata 
& D. sambucina) as well as some towering Pale-flow-
ered Orchids (Orchis pallens), a rare plant here.

Back over the San Glorio pass we stopped in a wet 
meadows where the more acid base-rock hosted a 
completely different suite of orchids, including the Ibe-
rian endemic vanilla orchid Nigritella gabasiana, the 
red-flowered form of Elder-flowered Orchid and Early 
Marsh Orchids (Dactylorhiza sambucina & D. incar-

nata), plus Horned Pansy (Viola cornuta), Irish Spurge 
(Euphorbia hyberna) and wide-spread are Asphodelus 
albus.

Asphodelus albus 
with a bee



Barton's Orchid 
Dactylorhiza insularis

After the market, we drove up towards Fuente Dé 
where we took a walk through the meadows and decid-
uous forests and encountered one of the most orchid-
rich localities in the Picos de Europa. We saw many of 
the species already seen earlier in the week, with the 
addition of Barton’s Orchid (Dactylorhiza insularis), Py-
ramidal Orchid (Anacamptis pyramidalis), Man Orchid 
(Aceras anthropophorum) and Sawfly and Early Spider 
Ophrys (Ophrys tenthredinifera & O. sphegodes), with 
an intrepid few hiking at speed further up the track to 
locate some Twayblades (Listera ovata). On the way 
back, Teresa pointed out a Lizard Orchid (Himatoglos-

sum hircinum), that we had all missed as we passed 
the spot earlier. On the way home we paid a short visit 
to the world-famous monastery of Santo Toribio de 
Liébana and more Bee Orchids!

The day concluded with a guided visit (sponsored by 
our hosts Óscar and Carmen, Posada El Hoyal) to 
a local bodega for wine- and local liqueur-testing in 
Cabariezo. Interestingly, the winery uses predomi-
nantly local grapes called Mencia. Tradition-al liquor 
is made in copper containers using the remains from 
winemaking that are distilled and made into a clear, 
almost tasteless spirit called orujo.

Pyramidal Orchid (Anacamptis pyramidalis)
Man Orchid (Aceras anthropophorum)

Lizard Orchid (Himatoglossum hircinum)
Sawfly Ophrys (Ophrys tenthredinifera)

Tuesday, June 4. A drive into the 
heart of the Picos de Europa, tak-
ing the cable car at Fuente Dé, a 
three-minute ride up to 5,900 feet 
(1,800 m), where we observed a 
good display of early summer al-
pine flowers. Among the more 
interesting plants were two spe-
cies Spring and Trumpet Gentians 
(Gentiana verna & G. angustifolia 
ssp. corbariensis), the endemic 
anemone Anemone pavoniana, 
and several species of saxifrage. 

Fuente Dé, a three-minute ride up to 5,900 feet (1,800 m)



Later in the day we descended to Fuente Dé for a 
late picnic lunch, then spent the afternoon in the more 
shady woodland habitats in the area, where the sapro-
phytic Bird’s-nest Orchid (Neottia nidus-avis) was our 
target species, growing in shade with Herb Paris (Paris 

quadrifolia), otherwise known as True Lover’s Knot, in 
the genus of Melanthiaceae).

Bird's-nest Orchid (Neottia nidus-avis)  TF

Herb-Paris (Paris quadrifolia)  TF

Wednesday, June 5. After breakfast we packed our be-
longings to drive back to Bilbao. First we stopped in 
Vañes, finding a spread of Marsh Orchids among them 
an alba form.  A quick café stop then on to the next spot 
where we encountered mostly Lizard Orchids (Himato-

glossum hircinum) and a few “gone-over” Lady Orchids 
(Orchis purpurea) in an almost desert-like field, memo-
rable for its crunchy lichens.

Lesser Butterfly Orchid 
Platanthera bifolia    VM

Heading towards the coast the last stop was at the 
sand-dune system of the Parque Natural de las Dunas 
de Liencres where we encountered a number of orchid 
species and a rich psammophilic flora. Orchids includ-
ed the Bee Orchid (Ophrys apifera), Heart-flowered 
Serapias (Serapias cordigera), Small-flowered Sera-
pias (Serapias parviflora), and Lesser Butterfly Orchid 
(Platanthera bifolia), with pride of place going to the 
Green-flowered Helleborine (Epipactis phyllanthes), 
which in Spain is only known from here and Gorliz (Bi-
zkaia) (although we didn’t see any when we were there 
earlier on the trip) together with a larger Epipactis spe-
cies not in flower.

Thursday, June 6. We opted for a sightseeing tour of 
Bilbao. First a visit to the Guggenheim Museum with 
the main floor an installation “The Matter of Time” by 
Richard Serra. Exhibits by Martha Jungwirth, lots of 
Pop Art “Signs and Objects”, etc. Of course, the fa-
mous “Puppy” by Jeff Coons, in front of the Guggen-
heim Museum is a highlight since it opened in 1997 
guarding the doors of the museum. After lunch on the 
Guggenheim Terrace, we took a gentle stroll along the 
Nervión River to the boat which took us on a tour down 
the river to the port of Bilbao entering the Cantabrian 
Sea (Bay of Biscay).

Epipactis in bud    VMLady Orchid (Orchis purpurea)



ORCHIDS IDENTIFIED 

Aceras anthropophorum -- Man Orchid
Anacamptis pyramidalis  -- Pyramidal Orchid
Cephalanthera rubra  --  Red Helleborine
Dactylorhiza insularis  --  Barton’s Orchid
Dactylorhiza maculata  --  Heath Spotted Orchid
Dactylorhiza incarnata  --  Early Marsh Orchids
Dactylorhiza sambucina  -- Elder-flowered Orchids 
Epipactis kleinii 
Epipactis helleborine
Epipactis phyllanthes  --  Green-flowered Helleborine
Epipactis sp.
Gymnadenia conopsea  --  Fragrant Orchid 
Himatoglossum hircinum  --  Lizard Orchid
Listera ovata  --  Twayblade Orchid
Neottia nidus-avis  --  Bird’s-nest Orchid
Nigritella gabasiana 
Ophrys apifera  --  Bee Orchids
Ophrys fusca  --  Dull Ophrys
Ophrys insectifera  --  Fly Orchid
Ophrys lutea  --  Yellow Bee-Orchid
Ophrys scolopax  --  Woodcock Ophrys
Ophrys sphegodes  --  Early spider Ophrys
Ophrys tenthredinifera  --  Sawfly Ophrys
Orchis coriophora  --  Bug Orchid
Orchis mascula  --  Early Purple Orchid
Orchis morio  --  Green-winged Orchid
Orchis pallens  -- Pale-flowered Orchid
Orchis papilionacea  --  Pink Butterfly Orchid
Orchis provincialis  --  Provence Orchid
Orchis purpurea   --  Lady Orchid 
Orchis ustulata  --  Burnt Orchid
Serapias cordigera --  Heart-flowered Serapias
Serapias lingua  --  Tongue Serapias
Serapias parviflora  --  Small-flowered Serapias P
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Friday, June 7. A day of leisure but three of us took 
a short drive to the Aizkorri-Aratz Natural Park, the 
second largest Park in the Basque country. We 
enjoyed a short walk in the nearby woods, where 
two prehistoric stones, roughly shaped to resem-
ble the human form, stood facing each other.

Bay of Biscay
Can t a b r i an 

Sea 

THE
END!
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