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Picos de Europa

(Plates 63-66)

The Cordillera Cantabrica, like the backbone of some great supine beast,
runs along the north coast of Spain from the Pyrenees to the Portuguese
border. Like a slipped disc, Picos de Europa is displaced to the northern,
seaward side of the spine, although still linked intimately with it through the
mountain pass of San Glorio. There are several legends concerning the origin
of the name Picos de Europa, the most popular of which derives from
medieval times. The glittering teeth of these mountains were supposedly the
first sight of terra firma for land-starved European fishermen as they returned
from trawling their nets in the northern seas.

Only Iskm from the Costa Verde, Picos de Europa receives most of its
weather from the Atlantic; the climate is cool and moist, the valleys lush and
verdant, and mists occur so frequently that spring and autumn travellers may
never see the tops of the mountains. In bable, the lilting dialect of the Asturian
people, the gentle mist-like rain from the Atlantic that so regularly sweeps
across this land is called orbayu, whilst encainada is the shepherds' name for
the low-lying cloud that comes swirling over the mountain passes without
warning.

Sheltered, north-facing corries in the peaks conceal permanent icefields or
cembas, whilst even the valleys are mantled with snow for four or five months
of the year. On the other hand, the climatic boundary between the Atlantic
and the sunnier sub-Mediterranean passes through the south-eastern corner of
Picos de Europa, and thus fauna and flora more typical of the rest of Spain
also have their place here.

In contrast to the slates and shales of the Cordillera Cantabrica, Picos de
Europa is a land of pale limestones, laid down in the warm seas of the Lower
Carboniferous over 300 million years ago. Although far to the south of the
Aretic ice-sheets, localised glacial activity during the Ice Ages created the
typical frost-shattered topography of today, with its ancient hanging valleys
and glacial cirque lakes. Huge circular hollows, known as hoyos or jous, are
sunken into the mountain plateaux - lunar landscapes filled with shattered
limestone rubble, relics of former Ice Ages.

Limestone is a soft but highly permeable rock which has little surface
expression of water; almost all erosion takes place underground. Percolating
ground waters and underground streams' create huge caverns and galleries
populated by stalagmites and stalactites. These can be entered from the
outside world via sinks or swallow-holes in the limestone, technically known
as dolines, some of which extend vertically for hundreds of metres: a
speleologist's paradise. This karst topography, an eroded limestone landscape
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produced by percolating ground-water and underground streams, is par
ticularly well-developed in Picos de Europa owing to the high level of rainfall.
Almost every level shelf has been eroded along its constituent joints to form
the characteristic dints (ridges) and grikes (clefts) of limestone pavement, with
its typical flora of green spleenwort (Asplenium viride) and holly fern (Polysti
chum lonchitis).

Picos de Europa comprises three towering massifs, separated from one
another by precipitous gorges through which flow the southernmost salmon
rivers in Europe. Together they resemble a great bat, spread-eagled and facing
the sea; the central massif forms the oval torso whilst the more slender,
uplifted wings are represented by the western and eastern mountain ranges.

The westernmost boundary of Picos de Europa is the Desfiladero de los
Beyos, a narrow ravine carved out by the Rio Sella. The adjacent massif,
Corni6n, receives much of the precipitation brought into this land by depres
sions over the Atlantic: about the same amount of rainfall is deposited
annually over the Highlands of Scotland. This macizo occidental (western
massif) thus retains its verdant allure throughout even the driest of seasons,
and although not boasting the highest or most striking peaks, is home to Peiia
Santa de Castilla, a distinctive crenellated summit, beloved by many who
know these mountains well.

The central massif, known as Urrieles, is undoubtedly the most awe
inspiring, crowned by a number of peaks exceeding 2.600m in height. John
Ormsby, in the earliest description of these mountains in English, writes
'looking at Picos de Europa from any elevation, it would appear about as
hopeless to go in search of the highest peak as it would to try to determine
which is absolutely the tallest spine on the back of a hedgehog.' (A]6, 67,
1872.) Nevertheless, a brave attempt was made to do so, and Torre Cerredo, at
2.648m, was deemed to be some six metres superior to Llambri6n, although
the absolute accuracy of these measurements is thought to be a little dubious
today. Peiia Vieja is also of considerable height, attaining some 2.613m, but
the jewel in the crown is indubitably Naranjo de Bulnes (2.519m). This almost
conical block of limestone, known to the local people as Picu Urriellu, is
depicted in mountaineering legend as something of a Spanish 'Matterhorn',
unclimbed until the beginning of the 20th century. It was conquered for the
first time in 1904 by Pedro Pidal, Marquis of Villaviciosa, and his Valde6n
born companion Gregorio Perez, otherwise known as 'el Cainejo'.

Urrieles is divided from Corni6n by the most spectacular gorge in Picos de
Europa: La Garganta del Cares, also described as 'The Divine Gorge'. This
cleft in the living rock owes its existence to the tireless action of the Rio Cares
which, since time immemorial, has been carving a bed for itself between these
two massifs. The walls are almost sheer, rising in places to over 2ooom; these
cliffs are a favourite haunt of that elusive bird the wallcreeper. If you look up
you may see a group of griffon vultures drifting lazily across that narrow band
of blue which represents the sky. From Cain in the south to Puente Poncebos
at its northern end, la Garganta del Cares stretches for some 12.km. This is one
of the most famous walks in Picos de Europa, along a narrow mule-track that
has been carved from the wall of the gorge high above the spray of the
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thundering river. You cross from side to side over fragile bridges and in some
places are walking inside the mountain itself, along tunnels where the roar of
the river is but an echo.

The gorges of Picos de Europa are so sheltered from climatic extremes that
many of the trees and shrubs clinging precariously to the walls are those
typically of the Mediterranean. Wild jasmine (jasminum fruticans) and bar
berry (Berberis vulgaris) bloom amidst the glossy evergreen foliage of straw
berry trees (Arbutus unedo) and Spanish laurel (Laurus nobilis), whilst the
turpentine tree (Pistacia terebinthus), a close relative of the pistachio, spreads
its leaves in the sunniest spots together with wild figs (Ficus carica), walnuts
(juglans regia) and olives (Olea europaea ssp. sylvestris).

Andara (or the macizo oriental) is the smallest and easternmost of the
massifs of Picos de Europa. It is separated from Urrieles by the Rio Duje,
which joins the Cares at the Puente Poncebos, and from lesser mountains
towards Santander by the Li€bana valley, home of the Rio Deva and eastern
margin of Picos de Europa. Spring comes earlier to this valley and, as it lies in
the rainshadow of the peaks of Urrieles, you can be assured of rather warmer
and sunnier weather here. The Rio De~a starts life, as do all of the main rivers
of Picos de Europa, as a bubbling spring deep within the mountains, before
wending its tortuous way eastwards, then northwards, and discharging into
the Bay of Biscay. Its headwaters arise in the sheer natural amphitheatre
formed by the mountains at Fuente De, an abbreviation of Fuente Deva or
Fuente de Eva, meaning literally 'Fountain of Eve'.

Part of the journey of the Rio Deva is through the Desfiladero de la
Hermida, a third magnificent gorge. Despite the better climate of this part of
Picos de Europa, one village in the gorge, the hamlet of La Hermida, perched
on the western flank, is reputed to receive not a ray of sunlight for almost six
months of the year. The peaks are less imposing in Andara, and are certainly
less well-explored; the highest are Morra de Lechugales (244lm) and Pico
Cortes (2370m).

Since the death of Franco, Spain has fragmented to form no less than 17
autonomous communities, each with its own regional government and a
liberal ration of self-rule. Three of these autonomies are each responsible for a
pal1 of Picos de Europa: Asturias (formerly Oviedo) to the north, Cantabria
(Santander) to the east, and Castilla-Leon (Leon) to the south-west. The
meeting point of the three is at the 2570m summit of Pico Tesorero in the
central massif.

Covadonga, in Asturias, the site of a shrine to Our Lady and the canonised
San Pelayo, is one of the most-visited national monuments in Spain. In AD 722
a certain King Pelayo faced the Moorish invaders who had previously con
quered almost all of the Iberian peninsula.The decisive battle was fought at
Covadonga, when the supposed intercession of Our Lady caused an avalanche
that crushed the Muslim forces, allowing Christianity to win the day. King
Juan Carlos II has referred to Asturias, because of Covadonga, as ' ... the
primary and eternal source of the nation'.

In 1918 the Parque Nacional de la Montana de Covadonga was created,
covering almost the whole of the western massif. Together with Ordesa in the
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Pyrenees it was the first National Park in Spain and is also one of the oldest in
Europe. Since the raison d'etre for its existence was originally purely historical
and religious, it was not until fairly recently that the immense worth of the
wildlife and scenery of Covadonga was realised. There has since been some
attempt to moderate the effects of agricultural intensification and to preserve
the beauty and diversity of the National Park, despite the problems associated
with two million visitors every year.

The Cordillera Cantabrica is thought to be one of the earliest areas in
Europe to be settled by Palaeolithic man; evidence of the existence of these
people is to be found along the length and breadth of the Costa Verde.
Altamira, close to Santillana del Mar, is the most famous of a series of caves
depicting life-sized paintings of horses, deer, and other animals with which
early man shared his world. A small cave lying at Buxu, a few kilometres east
of Cangas de Onis, Asturias, is the nearest known locality to Picos de Europa
which contains the marvellous works of these ancient artists.

By the end of the last glaciation, nomadic ttibes of hunters and fishermen
were scattered throughout Spain. The extensive deciduous woodlands of Picos
de Europa were gradually cleared to provide grazing for the first domesticated
animals, and for growing a few crops, as these Mesolithic and Neolithic
peoples eventually opted for a more settled existence. Only fragments of the
primeval forests persist here today, having been widely replaced by charac
teristic secondary grassland and heathland communities.

The pattern of land-use is much the same today. Where the river valleys
widen out somewhat there may be a little level ground suitable for growing
potatoes, maize or onions for family consumption. For the most part, how
ever, the steep mountain slopes are clothed in haymeadows, naturally
bounded by hedges and dry-stone walls. Above the meadows lie the rough
grazing lands - known as monte - dominated by a seemingly endless variety of
gorses, brooms and heathers. This habitat type can be equated with the fridd
of the Welsh hills, here found largely above the natural tree-line, which lies at
approximately I 300m in Picos de Europa.

Fragments of deciduous oak woodland persist in the werter valleys, whilst
evergreen species more typical of drier Mediterranean communities, such as
holm oak, holly oak and cork oak, dominate the canopy where forests still
exist in the Liebana valley. At high altitude stunted beechwoods, the natural
climax woodland cover of much of the Cordillera Cantabrica, can still be
found. Some of these forests are so inaccessible that they remain undisturbed
by man and have been shaped only by natural forces. _

Above the monte, little vegetation impinges on the purity of the pale, almost
luminous, limestone except where glacial morainic deposits have collected in
natural basins in the mountains. These sites, known as vegas, are roughly
equivalent to the 'alms' of the Alps, and are utilised as summer grazing for the
autochthonous herds of sheep, cattle and goats that form the basis of the
economy in Picos de Europa.

If you look closely at the seemingly bare limestone you will see that in fact
low-growing, tussock-forming plants nestle in every nook and cranny. At high
altitudes you can find half a dozen species that are unknown outside these
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mountains; they are endemic to Picos de Europa. These include a small blue
and white species of columbine (Aquilegia discolor), a houseleek (Sem
pervivum cantabricum), a milkwort (Polygala edmundii), and a low-growing
toadflax (Linaria (aucicola), among others. One of the more famous species
which is found only in these mountains is the blue-leaved petrocoptis (Pet
rocoptis glauci(olia), wondered at by generations of botanists who have been
fascinated by the sub-alpine flora of Picos de Europa.

Despite the notoriety of the high altitudes as a botanical paraqise, my own
idea of heaven is to be found in the gloriously colourful haymeadows. Man
aged in a traditional manner since they were first reclaimed from the primeval
forest, these meadows represent some of the most floristically rich Atlantic
grasslands in Europe. Some 50 species of orchid have been recorded here,
including the evocatively named pink butterfly (Orchis papilionacea) (Plate
64), lizard (Himantoglossum hircinum), man (Aceras anthropophorum),
woodcock (Ophrys scolopax), fly (Ophrys insecti(era) and sawfly (Ophrys
tenthredini(era) orchids, to name but a few. Dark, exotic tongue orchids
(Serapias spp .), towering white asphodels (Asphodelus albus) (Plate 63) and
Pyrenean lilies (Lilium pyrenaicum) decorate these meadows, whilst the mon
tane grasslands are renowned for their pasque-flowers (Pulsatilla rubra, P.
alpina (Plate 66) and P. vernalis}, anemones (Anemone pavoniana), dog's
tooth violets (Erythronium dens-canis) and Pyrenean fritillaries (Fritillaria
pyrenaica). At the edges of melting snowfields, the tiny Asturian jonquil
(Narcissus asturiensis), and hoop-petticoat daffodil (N. bulbocodium) form
yellow-studded sheets in the vegas in early summer.

For me, one of the most exciting discoveries concerning the haymeadows of
Picos de Europa is that they are crammed with plants that are also native to
Britain, but are seen so rarely there today: greater yellow rattle (Rhinanthus
serotinus) , round-headed leeks (Allium sphaerocephalum), martagon lilies
(Lilium martagon) , burnt-tip orchids (Orchis ustulata) and globe flowers
(Trollius europaeus) (Plate 65) in an almost endless array.

As the climate is perpetually humid here, especially in the western valleys of
Picos de Europa, no less than 28 species of fern have been recorded, whilst the
moss and liverwort communities of these mountains are very similar to those
of the Western Isles of Scotland, and of Ireland. Other plants found also in
Ireland include large butterwort (Pinguicula grandi(lora) and St Dabeoc's
heath (Daboecia cantabrica). I

The people of these mountains have medicinal uses for almost all the
meadow flowers - mallow for bronchial complaints, chamomile for aiding
digestion. Their herb-lore has been passed down from father to son, from
mother to daughter for hundreds of years. Most villages also boast a small
clutch of beehives, either traditional ones made out of hollow tree-trunks or
cylinders of cork, or the more recognisable, modern variety, the flowers of the
haymeadows providing an endless source of nectar: the raw material of
delicious honey.

Other artisan crafts practised by the people of Picos de Europa ip.clude the
preparation of fine cheeses of high gastronomic status: Cabrales, Picon, Gam
onedo and Beyos. Cabrales is the most famous of these, hailing primarily from
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the region of the same name, in Asturias, while Picon, from the villages of
Bejes and Tresviso, in Liebana, is very similar. Both cheeses are made from a
mixture of cows', goats' and sheep's milk, the curd being strained through
horsehair. The young cheeses are wrapped in plane or oak leaves and then
taken to cool limestone caves high in the mountains for three months to a year
to mature. Traditionally the preparation of these cheeses uses milk taken only
from native breeds of animals. The sheep are of the lacha breed, the goats
originate from the Pyrenees and the cattle are either casinas or Asturianas de la
montana - small, red animals from Asturias - or tudanceas - wide-horned,
grey-roan animals from Cantabria. Both breeds are well adapted to the harsh
winter climate and annual ascent and descent to the upland vegas.

Parts of these untamed mountains remained unseen and untrodden by man
until the I960s. They are indeed one of the last truly wild places in Europe.
The Cordillera Cantabrica, in particular Picos de Europa, has been described
as one of the few surviving areas in Europe where the original post-glacial
mammalian fauna remains virtually intact. Wolves and bears still roam the
primeval forests, both so isolated from the populations of Central Europe that
they have evolved into separate Spanish races. Over 60 mammalian species are
known to frequent the mountains and valleys of Picos de Europa: riches
indeed. But the visiting naturalist, unfortunately, is unlikely to see many of
them. Many of the small mammals are extremely secretive; some are noctur
nal, some are just shy. Species such as the highly endangered Pyrenean
desman, a large aquatic mole, for which the clear mountain rivers of Picos de
Europa are an international stronghold, have declined more in the last 25
years than in all the previous centuries, owing for the most part to man's
increasing interference with and destruction of the natural environment.

Anyone who ventures even a short way into the mountains will
undoubtedly encounter the king of that realm: the chamois. Now present in
quite large numbers, these gloriously agile creatures can be seen springing up
almost vertical cliffs and balancing on the most inaccessible ledges. Wild boar
forage for underground tubers in the deciduous woodlands, but are rather
wary of intruders and you are lucky if you catch more than a glimpse. One of
the easiest ways to see these magnificent wild pigs clearly is to delay visiting
the area until the onset of cold weather in the autumn, when they come into
the villages to forage for potatoes in the fields, doing considerable damage to
the crops in the process.

Of the airborne representatives of the animal kingdom there are plenty. An
enormous list of birds has been compiled for this area, most of them breeding,
but pride of place must go to the raptors, or birds of prey. The rocky'peaks are
the favoured haunts of golden eagles and both griffon and Egyptian vultures,
whilst short-toed and booted eagles soar in the thermals over the passes in
search of their prey. Hen harriers quarter the rough heathland areas, gos
hawks and sparrowhawks patrol the woodlands and buzzards are ten-a
penny. Nesting on the rocky ledges in the heart of the peaks, kestrels swoop
overhead and occasionally a peregrine will dive past, like a small, dark arrow.

But the most characteristic bird of the Cordillera Cantabrica must be the
capercaillie. Again so isolated from the rest of the population that it has
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become a separate race, this bird differs from its Scottish relatives by living in
deciduous, not coniferous woodlands. Its main haunts are the high altitude
beech forests, where it is joined by a host of small birds not commonly
associated with Spain: crested tits, pied flycatchers, tree pipits, nuthatches and
treecreepers. Black woodpeckers, now increasingly scarce in Europe, as well as
their great, middle and lesser-spotted cousins, are also most at home here,
together with large numbers of green woodpeckers and wrynecks. Those who
are night-birds themselves should be able to distinguish the voices of no less
than six species of owl, as well as the distinctive whirring song of the nightjar.

The high peaks are favoured by a number of specialised montane birds,
including snow finches, alpine accentors, rock thrushes and black redstarts,
whilst huge flocks of choughs and alpine choughs wheel tirelessly overhead. A
solitary raven may cross the valley below you and the song of skylarks will fill
the air. For those who wish for a taste of something a little more exotic,
however, bee-eaters, hoopoes and golden orioles are not uncommon in the
southern and eastern reaches of Picos de Europa, and red-backed shrikes, now
driven to extinction as a breeding bird in Britain, can be seen everywhere.

Many reptiles and amphibians live in Picos de Europa, some preferring wet
habitats, some dry; some surviving only at high altitudes, some confined to the
valleys. The alpine newt is a particularly interesting case, the whole Spanish
population living in just a few glacial lakes, one of which is Lago de la Ercina
at Covadonga. Similarly, the Aesculapian snake in Spain is confined to these
mountains, and the viviparous lizard, despite being widespread in Europe,
occurs only in the Pyrenees and the Cordillera Cantabrica in Iberia. Yet
another example of such a restricted distribution is the Iberian rock lizard,
now reduced to just four isolated Spanish populations; the Cantabrican
specimens have probably evolved into a separate race.

When the cloud cover is low, or the orbayu is driving in from the Atlantic,
you are likely to encounter large numbers of black and yellow fire sala
manders; despite their high colouring these creatures are totally harmless. As
with many of the amphibians and reptiles of these mountains, however, the
local people are highly suspicious of them, fearing that they house evil spirits.

The butterflies that occur in these mountains represent well over one-third
of the entire European fauna. In addition there are many races which occur
nowhere else in the world, and many threatened and endangered species. The
hay meadows are alive with fritillaries and skippers, blues and coppers, whilst
hairstreaks dance in the sun-dappled glades of the deciduous woodlands. Even
the uplands have their own particular butterfly fauna, largely represented by a
variety of ringlets.

The variety of wildlife present in Picos de Europa is apparently endless; the
amount that you can experience in a fortnight in June only fractionally less so.
The local people take pride in their history and their culture, their customs and
their originality but they are always willing to extend their warmest hos
pitality to you. The sight of such mountains in any weather is enough to uplift
the heart and delight the soul, but the utmost tranquillity of Picos de Europa is
what draws me back time after time; that sense of being alone in the wilder
ness and at one with nature.
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