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      (Photo: Clusiusôs Gentian, Gentiana clusii, by Charlie Rugeroni) 

 

Wild flowers of the Pre-Alps 
 

 



 DATE LOCATIONS & NOTES 

1 2 June Train to Valence 

2 3 June Les Nonieres and surrounds 

3 4 June Col de Pennes and village of Jansac 

4 5 June Valle de Combeau (lower) 

5 6 June Valle de Combeau (upper), Réserve Naturelle des Hautes Plateaux du Vercors  

6 7 June Cirque dôArchiane 

7 8 June Luc, Les Claps, Marais des Boulignons (Rochbriane), medieval town of Chatillons 

8 9 June Return to London 
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Tour Leaders  
Charlie Rugeroni           Wildlife Travel, England 
Laurie Jackson          Wildlife Travel, England 
 
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
  
 
Day 1 Tuesday 2 June  
Outbound from London St Pancras to Valence TGV, via Lilles Europe 
The noisy departure lounge at St Pancras International Station was our meeting point prior to boarding the 
1258 Eurostar to Lilles Europe. It was not long before we were on our way and soon found ourselves trying 
to determine whether the reserve to our west was the RSPBôs Rainham Marshes, when we suddenly 
nosed-dived under the Thames, resurfacing at Ebbsfleet (where Gus and Ann joined us), went under the 
Medway and onto Dover. We tunnelled under the Channel re-emerging under somewhat less grey skies 
than those we had left behind. 
 
Continental sunshine soon bathed our descent south and sightings of wild boars, black kites, buzzards and 
pyramidal orchids were picked out on our journey. We arrived at Valence pretty much on time but lost that 
trying to get out of the car-park ï technology and barriers conspiring to let us out.  
 
Around 2130, and in sub-alpine twilight, we picked out the welcoming lights of the Hotel Mont Barral 
courtyard with Sylvie there to greet us. This would be our home range for the week. Luggage was left in the 
foyer and a beeline was made to the dining room and our supper. When everyone had retired to bed, 
heads on pillows with thoughts of what would come their way at daybreak, one lonely room light shone into 
the night gloom of Les Nonieres; its occupant stared inanely at his suitcase wondering how he could pick 
and hack his way into his lock.  
 
 
 



Day 2 Wednesday 3 June  
Les Nonieres and surrounds; light breeze, hot and sunny. 
 
At 880m, Les Nonieres looked bright this morning, with blue skies and much sunshine, coupled with the 
songs of black and common redstarts tumbling from rustic rooftops. Some of us took a pre-breakfast walk, 
most ventured out after our Vercors óbackgrounderô chat having located our bearings on maps pinned to the 
walls of the meeting room - quickly commandeered and made untidy with loose collections of field guides, 
flora and general info on the tables and chairs. This would become our end of day post-swim, pre-supper, 
rendezvous, where we would sort out any outstanding ID queries, have a laugh, a drink and discuss the 
next dayôs adventures. 
 
Once outside the hotel we took a right in the direction of Col de Menée and Grenoble - venturing 300m up 
this road. Here we encountered a dewy wood pink (below right), mountain lettuce in flower, flowering 
Pyrenean flax in white with the faintest of pink, some straggly looking Italian catchfly, Alpine figwort and 
some small but perfectly growing ground pine emerging between tarmac and track. A corn bunting could be 
heard singing from the valley below us but peer as we might over the neatly trimmed box hedge (typical 
along the edge of these scenic roads) we could not spot it. It was here that we came across our first of the 
óyellow perilsô in the form of Lembotropis nigricans (a bit like Dyerôs greenwood) and by far the more 
common of the two, Cytissus sessilifolius (broom-like). 
 

 

Dingy skipper was seen flying and here and there Fumana procumbens tumbled out of rock cracks and 
crevices above white flax (seeing it made Lizôs day) at the roadside. Around the village we heard serin and 
white wagtail in the fields, all of which were to become familiar sights and sounds in Les Nonières. From 
here we moved down towards the stream running through the hamlet and as we approached the first fields 
we came upon a comma and small clouds of silver-studded blues (below) and among them a pearly heath 
butterfly and a black-veined white. Along a wall to our left we picked out some Jersey fern, Sedum 
dasyphyllum and wall rue, whereas to our right and over the stream the field was packed with sainfoin and 
salvias. We also enjoyed good views of a party of marsh tits and a clouded yellow. More yellow dredged 
the sides of the track in the form of yellow-rattle and by a muddy stream crossing, blues and bees puddled 
in the mud where the Melampyrum nemorosum (overleaf below left) grew in the dappled shade, loved by 
Sue. Further along, several nodding wintergreens, clustered bellflower and a leaf/frog hopper (Cercopis 
sanguinolenta) made us stop in tracks, as did the first of many lesser butterfly orchids and then a man 
orchid (overleaf right) had much the same effect on us. 
 
Sylvieôs tasty picnic lunch was taken under some pines and all around us common spotted orchids, 
polygalas, silver-studded blues, Stachys recta, whitethroat song and the scent of thyme kept us amused, 
delighted and quiet while we ate. Then a shout of óRaptor!ô broke our spell and above us against the blue 
sky we had a short-toed eagle and on the ground, a knapweed fritillary caterpillar was momentarily 
disturbed for identification purposes. On the move and towards the waterfall we found some bastard 
toadflax. Matted globularia was also spotted as was a sooty copper, a delightfully clumsy violet carpenter 
bee and a white swallow-wort. At the waterfall, one amongst us (Mark, who shall remain nameless) couldnôt 
resist the temptation to take a dip ï his excuse, to get a better view of the trumpet gentian on the other 
side. The strong smelling bastard balm was seen here next to a gathering of lady orchids and some 
flowering aquilegias. Whilst we were enjoying the views of the waterfall, and Mark, a broad-bordered bee 
hawk-moth flitted through.  



 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 
A slope above the waterfall gave us fly orchid, both red and white helleborine and horned rampion and at 
the top, on the forest road, we came face to face with a magnificent pink flowered, shrubby restharrow and 
more lady orchids (overleaf top left). We continued on the road until it petered out onto a track and walked 
some more before returning downhill with beautiful views of the valley below.  
 
En route we picked out birdôs nest orchid, some stems of slender broomrape, sermountain, Bupthalmum 
salicifolium (a yellow ox-eye), trumpet gentians (overleaf left) pyramidal and fragrant orchids, Amelanchier 
lamarckii in flower, mountain/blue lettuce, Antirrhinum latifolium (a snapdragon), and near the goat farm 
some Venusôs looking glass and a purple crown vetch (Securigera varia, syn.Coronilla varia).  
 
On the wing we had Ascaphalids (owl-flies), wood white and chequered skipper butterflies (overleaf right). 
After rehydrating with mountain spring water at the Mont Barral we indulged in drinks and ice cream on the 
terrace before departing to our respective rooms. We got together before supper to ID some plants and 
insects, and to recap on the dayôs wonderful wildlife; it had been a full day and an excellent introduction to 
this beautiful part of the Vercors. A sumptuous supper of: oeufs en cocotte and jambon pesto, followed by 
cuisse de canette aux figues and carottes vichy and for dessert crème caramel ï wow! 
 
 
 

 
 



Day 3 Thursday 4 June  
Col de Pennes and village of Jansac 
 
Today we awoke to some pure pastoral sounds - the ótollo-long-tolong-tolong!!ô of goat bells, their wearers 
trotting up the hill to the dayôs meadow pasture. An early morning ramble in the village produced lucerne, 
clary sage, the deliciously delicate orlaya (below right), and the early riser, pearly heath. While waiting to 
leave for the Col de Pennes, Lynne spotted a southern white admiral from the bus window. The iridescent 
blue sheen suggested this was a recently emerged individual. 45mins later we were at Col de Pennes at 
1040m ASL and once the bus had driven off we were left in sunshine with the quiet of early morning and 
the sporadic, melodic, chortling of nightingales in the shrubbery. 

The hills were full of insects. We found the upland specialists almond eyed-ringlet and De Prunner's ringlet, 
along with green hairstreak, large wall and common swallowtail. A group of griffon vultures wheeled high 
above us over the valley. Mountain pine provided ideal shade for elevenses after weôd been a little way 
along the side of the pass and found Spanish catchfly, Vicia onobrychiodes, field eryngo, Trinia glauca, 
dipcadi, meadow and whorled clary, peach-leaved bellflower, Helianthemum nummalarium subsp. 
obscurum (though this needs further scrutiny next year), yellow woundwort, a zig-zag clover, a small 
scorpion vetch and, as we were eyes down in plant mode we suddenly slipped into lizard mode as we 
happened upon a pair of wall lizards on a rock, with the male doing his waving dance trying hopelessly, on 
this occasion, to interest his mate.  
 



 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

After lunch we explored the beech woodland track, were we 
heard calling great spotted woodpecker and black woodpecker, 
with a golden ringed dragonfly flying briefly overhead in a 
clearing. Here the white four-petalled sprawling mossy sandwort 
(above left), was among the first plants spotted, followed by 
hairy rockcress, some slightly grazed mountain/blue lettuce, hepatica showing through a grassy bank, 
birds-nest orchid emerging from the beech wood leaf litter, together with white helleborine, coltsfoot and 
some, just about to flower, Martagon lilies. Just after 1300 we started our descent along a tarmac road with 
much to see on either side. Then came our first saxifrage, a livelong saxifrage, its flowers rising from a lime 
encrusted basal rosette and also the arching stems of scented Solomonôs seal. Just a few steps further 
along, Ann came across a military orchid dredged in aphids. From here towards the north and in the 
distance we could see the higher Vercors mountains, which we would be exploring from tomorrow. The 
bank on our right held a good variety of plants. One showing particularly well was Nice milkwort (below left), 
its two flower colours (blue and, less commonly, white) growing side by side.  
 


