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The Dehesa is
wild grass\and dotted with trees.

But these aré no ordinary trees——holm oaks,
cork trees and gall-oaks have shaped this land-
scape and, today, large herbivores graze the
landscape, stealthy |berian lynxes prowl! the
shadows, formidable eagles patrol the skies,

and colourful wildflowers conceal predators that
have such astonishing camouflage they seem 10
completely disappear-

Every year, the Dehesa welcomes thousands of
long-distance travellers——mlgrating birds arrive
for the winter, following the warmer climate and
the most sought—aﬁer food, the treasure of the
Dehesa: acorns.

This story begins in one of the oldest forests in
Europe, the primitive forests of the Tertiary Era.
surrounded by perpetual mists and the unique
climate, archaic species have survived. Above the
canopy, three large eagles guard the lower areas.
The short-toed eagle has just crossed the strait of
Gibraltar on its journey from its African winter
home. The Bonelli's Eagle, living in this area all
unusually swift and aggressive
hunter, and just the shadow of the berian
imperial eagle, endemic to the region and the
largest of the three, is enough 10 evoke terror

in its prey-

The eagles will guide us on our journey through
the vast realm of the Dehesa.

gut while life plays out above the canopy: ina
miniature world at ground level, crab spiders can
adjust their own colour to match their surround-
ings, pbecoming invisible to hunt down prey nearly
twice their size. Praying mantis spread terror not
only amongst insects, but amongst each other,

as the females turn on the males after mating.

Spanish lavender, hedge mustard, orchids, poppies
y more coat the ground in vivid colour
across the dehesas of Andalusia, Extremadura,
Castillay Leon and Portugal. New visitors arrive
from distant |ands; wood pigeons, Kites, yellow-
faded vultures of Egyptian yultures gather in
dozens before moving on o their breeding
grounds.

the Iberian Peninsula’s best
sometimes called the Spanish serengeti, it is an ancient,

kept secret—

Central to this landscape. mountain rabbits are
the engineers of the ecosystem. as their grazing
controls the plant growth and their warrens
provide shelter for other small creatures. Yet they
live in such numbers, they aré food themselves for
the hunters in this pasture.

Hundreds of years ago, forests had been cleared
to improve visibility and reduce the risk of
ambushes. With the trees removed and thickets
eliminated, the vegetation cover has become

razing pasture for domestic livestock such as
pulls, sheep, cattle such as Andalusian cardenas,
along with wild herbivores such as deer, fallow
deer and mouflons.

The populations of rodents, rabbits and reptiles
are held in check by Egyptian mongooses but they
need to watch out for the lynx. Lynx ar€ very
partial to rabbit meat and see any mongoose of
fox that crosses their path as competition to be
killed immediately to remove a rival. Our glimpses
into the private life of the Iberian lynx will reveal
its secret and complex behaviour.

It seems that in the dehesas, there is nowhere 10
hide, but reptiles will always find somewhere to
wait out the heat of the day: Ocellated lizards and
great pastard snakes hunt during the cooler hours
and go into hiding as temperatures rise with the
sun.

But all is not what it seems in this idyllic \andscape.
Giant millenary trees are being attacked by
aggressive fungi that mutilate them slowly,
denying them the ability to absorb nutrients.

If not strangled by fungi, in this climate trees are
also in danger of dehydration and water distress:
Holm oaks have ingenious developed strategies
{o cope.

In the dry heat, the few remaining water holes in
the countryside become meeting places for wild
animals desperate\y seeking to quench their thirst.
But for the unwary animals, there aré predators ...
small rodents, hares and rabbits try to avoid them
by drinking at dusk but they are still at risk from
night-time predators such as owls, masters of the
darkness, hunting with their deathly silent flight.
Meanwhile, scorpions wait patient\y in strategic
positions, waiting for the passage of some

unfortunate insect.



© H. M. Mufiz

N ™ .
© H. M. Mudi & © H. M. Muhiz
e - o 41

]
| :

b

©H.M. Muhiz




Others already prepar or their next day’s
work. As the first rays of sunlight cross the
forests, human yoices can be heard in the
he locals aré harvesting cork.
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