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Tour participants: Jason Mitchell (leader) with eight Naturetrek clients 

Summary 

Based at a charming, family-run hotel we spent a mostly sunny week enjoying this attractive and little-known 

corner of France and the river Dordogne which has shaped so much of it. The weather was very hot at times 

with an unseasonal maximum temperature of 31°C and just one afternoon of rain when the temperature fell to 

an equally unseasonal 16°C. We experienced the region’s most famed site, the ‘hanging’ village of Rocamadour 

with its Black Madonna statue, and others less frequented by tourists like the delightful market town of Sarlat. 

But, as ever, the wildlife was the star with an impressive list of birds, insects and plants living on in our 

notebooks and memories. 

Day 1 Friday 12th May 

Jason met Barbara and Chris in the arrivals lounge at Limoges Airport, and then they greeted the rest of the 

group whose flight arrived on time from Stanstead. We boarded the minibus and headed south, arriving at our 

hotel a couple of hours later. A few raptors featured en route, most notably several Black Kites. Some showy 

plants were also identified as we ‘whizzed by’: the gaudy pink Rock Soapwort, Spanish Broom and Pyramidal 

Orchid. Once settled into our rooms we reconvened for a most enjoyable dinner ahead of our first day in the 

field and were delighted to be joined by a Hoopoe which probed the lawn outside the dining room in search of 

its own meal. 

Day 2 Saturday 13th May 

Shortly after leaving the hotel, a field awash with the blue of Meadow Clary prompted us to stop and explore a 

promising-looking area. In just a few minutes we amounted four orchid species along a woodland edge: Narrow-

leaved and Red Helleborines and Woodcock and Lizard Orchids. The distinctive, trilling song of a Bonelli’s 

Warbler rang out from the woodland canopy; a species whose song would become very familiar to us as the 

week progressed. 

 

Arriving at the start of a circular walk close to Chateau de Castlenaud, we set off and were soon confronted with 

an interesting and diverse mix of grassland and woodland plants including Meadow Saxifrage, Butcher’s Broom 

and Tassel Hyacinth. Orchids, ever popular, were common with Bee, Greater Butterfly, Pyramidal and Lady 

Orchids all seen, however it was perhaps the unusual Violet Limodore that attracted the most interest. Our first 

butterfly of the tour was a confiding Speckled Wood of the continental race, and close views allowed us to 

appreciate the stronger orange hue of the wing spots which can lead to confusion with the fritillary butterflies. 

 

Lunch was taken near the Chateau with the pleasant song of a Golden Oriole ringing out from nearby trees, 

however, typically it managed to stay hidden from view. 

 

After lunch we made a visit to the fascinating Chateau de Castelnaud. This most impressive fortress was at one 

stage under English control and played an important role in the hundred years’ war. The chateau has been 

lovingly restored and boasts a fascinating collection of weapons, not to mention spectacular views of the 
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surrounding countryside and river Dordogne below. The afternoon was not devoid of wildlife with Black 

Redstart, Serin and Crag Martin all common in and around the grounds. 

 

The journey back to the hotel was enlivened by close views of a dozen Black Kites that circled a tractor cutting 

hay, each in search of an easy meal. 

Day 3 Sunday 14th May 

Before leaving the hotel, we made-up individual lunches ahead of a day walk around the Rocs de Monges, set 

high above the river Dordogne. Shortly after leaving our base we made an impromptu stop along a quiet lane to 

investigate an interesting looking orchid on a bank. On leaving the bus it was identified as a Burnt Orchid and 

was soon being photographed by many of the group. A delightful half an hour was then spent combing the bank 

for plants: several species of orchid were found including two firsts for the tour in the shape of Fly and Lesser 

Butterfly Orchids. 

 

Arriving at Blanzaguet, we parked up and moments later spotted a fine male Common Redstart and a Melodious 

Warbler. Both were in fine voice with the former giving a pitch-perfect rendition of a Willow Warbler song! The 

morning saw us walking under the cliffs which we would later walk along, and our route took us through an 

enchanting Box woodland draped in mosses and lichen. After negotiating a steep, yet short section we were back 

on level ground alongside the river and enjoyed the ‘dancing’ Banded Demoiselles flitting at its bank and our first 

Pearly Heath butterfly was a popular find. 

 

After crossing some low-lying fields where a Black Kite made an impressive aerial attack on a Honey Buzzard we 

arrived in St Sozy, were we took lunch under the welcome shade of some trees. A coffee followed at the local bar 

and we all remarked on the impressive number of House Martins nesting on the church; sadly an increasingly 

rare sight back at ‘home’. 

 

Leaving the village behind, we passed along a woodland path gradually climbing to the ridge above. All agreed 

the weather was ideal for walking as we continued our ascent making frequent stops to look at birds, butterflies 

and plants. Arriving at a glade a striking Ascalaphid, more commonly known as a Sulphur Owlfly, caused a stir as 

it sped around over our heads. 

 

Soon the path levelled and we walked the ridge towards a magnificent viewpoint where we marvelled at the vista 

and were able to pick out various points from the morning’s walk. Having reached our highest point the 

afternoon was all downhill; fortunately the same could not be said of the wildlife. As we descended through 

scrub woodland, grassy glades full of wildflowers held a bounty of orchids and butterflies; Adonis Blue, Scarce 

Swallowtail and Small Heath were all numerous. Before long we arrived back at the bus and were soon heading 

homeward bound.  

Day 4 Monday 15th May 

Leaving the hotel we made a brief stop at a river where, from a bridge, we surveyed its waters below. A 

Kingfisher shot through, while a confiding Blackcap sang loudly from a riverside tree. Moving on we soon 

arrived on the Causse. Before starting on a short walk, we stopped to investigate a small pond where a pastel-
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blue dragonfly, a male Broad-bodied Chaser, was patrolling. A closer look revealed dozens of young toadlings 

and a pair of Viperine Snakes. Looking on we were amazed as these aquatic beauties entwined and mated in the 

shallow water at the pond’s edge. Birds were also present and we were able to enjoy the songs of several species: 

jangling Corn Buntings, scratchy Melodious Warblers and the liquid notes of a Nightingale.  

 

Descending into a combe, we soon found the fascinating flower spikes of Violet Limodore which were present 

in good numbers under the shade of adjacent shrubs. The scree slopes provided more interesting plants in the 

shape of Southernwood and Small Toadflax; the same habitat was alive with insects. Several rather attractive 

owlflies were resting in the grass, allowing some close-up photographs to be taken. Butterflies were numerous 

too, with Black-veined White, the handsome Spotted Fritillary and Southern White Admiral all seen before it was 

time to walk back up to the bus for lunch.  

 

After lunch, which was taken beside a Neolithic burial mound with wide-ranging views over the Causse, we 

continued to investigate the open plateau above the combe turning up Man Orchid in the process.  

 

After lunch, the rest of the afternoon was spent visiting the nearby and spectacular hanging village of 

Rocamadour. The site is famed for its Cité Réligieuse and complex of religious buildings which are accessed by 

climbing the Grand Escalier staircase starting from the floor of the Alzou Valley. However, it was a relief to 

some that there was an alternative to the staircase in the form of a lift! Many visited the Chapelle Notre-Dame 

with its Black Madonna statue before we headed back to the hotel. 

Day 5 Tuesday 16th May 

After breakfast we headed south-east towards the Gramat Causse and the Moulin de Saut. Winding down a quiet 

road, we stopped to explore a floriferous hillside. Two attractive day-flying moths were on the wing: the slate-

coloured Chimney Sweeper and the colourful Speckled Yellow. Continuing on to the mill, we started along a 

track that leads to a cliff path high above the Alzou Gorge and doing so we marvelled at the mill below while 

enjoying the spectacular purple swathes of Viper’s Bugloss. Our first Wood Warbler of the tour sang from the 

woodland canopy, while a Kestrel circled overhead in the company of Jackdaws. Colourful Bastard Balm and the 

equally attractive Blue Lettuce were popular finds with the botanically minded. 

 

En route to our afternoon destination we passed through Gramat where we had lunch in the well-kept and shady 

grounds of the Marie (town hall), followed by a coffee in a local bar overlooking the ‘place’.  

 

Our next stop and afternoon destination was the Marais de Bonnefont; a nature reserve with waymarked paths 

passing through a varied wetland landscape. A boardwalk leads to a small pond which was guarded over by 

dragonflies and damselflies, but it was the striking Marbled Newt that we were in search of: sadly, on this 

occasion we had to do with the interesting, if less-colourful Palmate Newt. Further along, a stream meandered 

through woodland where metallic-blue Beautiful Demoiselles were common. Leaving the woodland we entering 

a wildflower meadow and butterflies became our main focus. Both Meadow and Marsh Fritillary butterflies were 

join by other insects including a rather large bush-cricket. Returning to the carpark via a sunny slope, we 

discovered a large and impressive display of Burnt and Military Orchids which also boasted a stunning hybrid 

orchid; a Military Orchid which had crossed with a Lady Orchid – named by the group as a Military Lady! 
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Leaving the marsh behind, we made an impromptu stop along a woodland edge as we headed back towards the 

hotel. A skulking woodpecker called revealing its identity as a Middle Spotted Woodpecker, a new and exciting 

species for most in the group. A patient wait eventually paid off with close, if brief views of his smart bird. 

Day 6 Wednesday 17th May 

After breakfast we started the day by ‘emptying’ a moth trap which had been running overnight. An impressive 

number and variety of moths had found their way into the trap. These were duly photographed and released 

unharmed. Most of the group were new to this method of observing moths and were amazed at the variation of 

colour, shape and size of this lesser-studied insect family. The most popular finds were three hawk-moth species: 

Privet, Small Elephant and Oak Hawk-moths, but there was also much interest in the smaller finds which 

included: Buff-tip, Lesser Puss Moth, Small Lappet and Jersey Tiger. But probably, it was the (four) Conehead 

Mantis that gave us the greatest thrill! 

 

Wednesday is market day in the famous medieval town of Sarlat, so once we’d sent the moths flying, we headed 

north over the river Dordogne and were soon parked-up. The market seems to take up the entire town area with 

stalls stretching in all directions. Great emphasis is placed on traditional French produce but there are few things 

that are not on show somewhere. As we enjoyed the hustle and bustle of the market we were also able to 

appreciate the impressive setting; the wonderfully restored medieval buildings represent some of the best in 

France. As we walked the quaint streets and alleys, swifts darted overhead and the local Black Redstarts gave 

there strange little song from the roof tops. 

 

Lunch was taken a little way from the throng of the market in a public garden well supplied with shade-giving 

trees; as had become customary, we all enjoyed a coffee before moving on. 

 

Our next stop was in the Beune Valley at a delightful water meadow with a crystal clear stream bubbling through. 

Exotic-coloured demoiselles flitted over the stream while the more diminutive Southern Damselfly was more at 

home around wet flushes within the meadow. Marsh Orchids stood out with their bright colours contrasting 

strongly with the surrounding grasses. Butterflies were present too as Grizzled Skipper, Small Copper and 

Green-veined White were all on the wing. 

 

A short drive later and we were parking up ahead of a pleasant walk down through a wooded valley to the 

Chateau de Commarque. However, just before heading out a large moth flew by and landed on a grassy verge. 

Closer examination revealed it to be a Lime Hawk-moth, taking the day-count of this impressive family to an 

equally impressive four species. As we descended through dappled shade, the strikingly white flowers of Star of 

Bethlehem stood out against a background of green. Once at the castle, we relaxed for a while. As some explored 

the wet meadow below the impressive chateau, others enjoyed an ice-cream before heading back to the bus and 

eventually on to the hotel.    

Day 7 Thursday 18th May 

This morning we made a longer drive into the neighbouring department of Correze in search of different wildlife 

and landscapes. Our first stop was Puy d’Arnac; a Puy is an extinct volcanic hill and it provided a wonderful 

vantage point from which we viewed the surrounding countryside. Orchids were plentiful, with our first Green-
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winged Orchid of the tour noted, but this was over-shadowed, literally, by a Red Kite hanging on an updraft 

giving exceptional views of this majestic bird of prey. 

 

Just to the south of Neuville we made a circular walk taking us through woodland and open fields. Initially 

walking on a quiet road between woodland, it soon became evident that the vegetation was quite different from 

earlier in the week, the most obvious new plant being the large and impressive White Asphodel. Crossing open 

fields, a Woodlark flew overhead giving its pleasant, if melancholic song. Butterflies were abundant, particularly 

the fritillaries with three species noted flying together: Glanville, Meadow and Knapweed Fritillaries, the latter 

obliged by landing on the plant from which it takes its name. Leaving the fields behind, we entered a wooded 

area where a Roe Deer dashed off between trees. With the weather turning, we hastily made our way back to the 

bus and finished our picnic not a moment too soon as the first drops of rain began to fall. 

 

With the afternoon turning wetter by the minute it was decided to explore the quaint village of Curemonte, said 

to be one of the prettiest in all of France. On arrival the heavy rain was persisting so we dashed into the nearest 

café. Enjoying a hot drink, we all agreed that if the week’s wonderful weather had to break then the last 

afternoon was as good a time as any. The rain continued to fall as we made our way back to the hotel claiming 

our only Red-backed Shrike of the tour, which was found by chance as we navigated the small country lanes. 

Day 8 Friday 19th May 

On our final morning, we enjoyed a relaxing time exploring the village around the hotel before bidding our 

farewells to the staff and made an uneventful drive to Limoges, where we had a last picnic lunch in a public 

garden before making the final leg to the airport. As we did, we spent time reflecting on a productive and very 

enjoyable week and once at the airport said our goodbyes, hoping we might meet again on another tour. 

Receive our e-newsletter 

Join the Naturetrek e-mailing list and be the first to hear about new tours, additional departures and new dates, 

tour reports and special offers. Visit www.naturetrek.co.uk to sign up. 

Naturetrek Facebook 

We are delighted to launch the Naturetrek Facebook page so that participants of Naturetrek tours can remain in 

touch after the holiday and share photos, comments and future travel plans.  

 

Setting up a personal profile at  www.facebook.com is quick, free and easy. The Naturetrek Facebook page is 

now live; do please pay us a visit!  

 

http://www.naturetrek.co.uk/
http://www.facebook.com/
http://www.facebook.com/pages/Naturetrek-Wildlife-Holidays/9765181485
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Species Lists 

Birds (=recorded but not counted; H = heard only) 

      May 

  Common name Scientific name 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 

1 Grey Heron  Ardea cinerea               

2 Mute Swan Cygnus olor               

3 Mallard Anas platyrhynchos             

4 Black Kite Milvus migrans           

5 Hen Harrier Circus cyaneus               

6 Common Buzzard Buteo buteo            

7 European Honey Buzzard Pernis apivorus                

8 Common Kestrel Falco tinnunculus               

9 Common Moorhen Gallinula chloropus               

10 Common Wood Pigeon Columba palumbus           

11 Eurasian Collared Dove Streptopelia decaocto           

12 European Turtle Dove  Streptopelia turtur      H     H   

13 Common Cuckoo Cuculus canorus   H H H H H H   

14 Tawny Owl Strix aluco H H   H   H     

15 European Nightjar Caprimulgus europaeus       H         

16 Common Swift Apus apus           

17 Eurasian Hoopoe Upupa epops          

18 Common Kingfisher Alcedo atthis                

19 European Green Woodpecker Picus viridis         H    

20 Great Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocopos major           

21 Middle Spotted Woodpecker Dendrocoptes medius         2       

22 Eurasian Skylark Alauda arvensis               

23 Woodlark Lullula arborea               

24 Eurasian Crag Martin Ptyonoprogne rupestris             

25 Barn Swallow Hirundo rustica          

26 Common House Martin Delichon urbicum           

27 Tree Pipit Anthus trivialis                

28 White Wagtail Motacilla alba           

29 Grey Wagtail Motacilla cinerea                

30 Eurasian Wren Troglodytes troglodytes   H H        

31 Dunnock Prunella modularis                

32 European Robin Erithacus rubecula           

33 Common Nightingale Luscinia megarhynchos     H   H     

34 Common Redstart Phoenicurus phoenicurus           

35 Black Redstart Phoenicurus ochruros          

36 Common Stonechat Saxicola torquata              

37 Song Thrush Turdus philomelos   H           

38 Mistle Thrush Turdus viscivorus           H   

39 Common Blackbird Turdus merula           

40 Garden Warbler Sylvia borin                 

41 Eurasian Blackcap Sylvia atricapilla           

42 Cetti’s Warbler Cettia cetti                

43 Melodious Warbler Hippolais polyglotta              

44 Wood Warbler Phylloscopus sibilatrix                

45 Bonelli’s Warbler Phylloscopus bonelli           

46 Common Chiffchaff Phylloscopus collybita           

47 Common Firecrest Regulus ignicapillus   H  H H H H   
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 

48 Great Tit Parus major           

49 Eurasian Blue Tit Cyanistes caeruleus           

50 Marsh Tit  Poecile palustris                

51 Long-tailed Tit  Aegithalos caudatus             

52 Eurasian Nuthatch Sitta europaea           

53 Short-toed Treecreeper Certhia brachydactyla         H H   

54 Red-backed Shrike Lanius collurio                

55 Eurasian Magpie Pica pica           

56 Eurasian Jay Garrulus glandarius           

57 Western Jackdaw Coloeus monedula            

58 Carrion Crow Corvus corone             

59 Northern Raven Corvus corax   H           

60 Common Starling Sturnus vulgaris             

61 Golden Oriole Oriolus oriolus   H H   H H    

62 House Sparrow Passer domesticus         

63 Common Chaffinch Fringilla coelebs           

64 Common Linnet Linaria cannabina               

65 European Goldfinch Carduelis carduelis          

66 European Greenfinch Chloris chloris           

67 European Serin Serinus serinus           

68 Cirl Bunting Emberiza cirlus   H   H H    

69 Corn Bunting Emberiza calandra        H      

Butterflies                   

1 Scarce Swallowtail Iphiclides podalirius            

2 Black-veined White Aporia crataegi             

3 Green-veined White Pieris napi                

4 Orange Tip Anthocharis cardamines                

5 Clouded Yellow Colias crocea                

6 Berger's Clouded Yellow Colias alfacariensis               

7 Brimstone Gonepteryx rhamni             

8 Cleopatra Gonepteryx cleopatra            

9 Wood White Leptidea sinapis             

10 Small Copper Lycaena phlaeas                

11 Little Blue Cupido minimus               

12 Silver-studded Blue Plebejus argus                

13 Brown Argus Aricia agestis              

14 Mazarine Blue Cyaniris semiargus               

15 Common Blue Polyommatus icarus            

16 Adonis Blue Lysandra bellargus             

17 Southern White Admiral Limenitus reducta            

18 Red Admiral Vanessa atalanta            

19 Painted Lady Vanessa cardui              

20 Glanville Fritillary Melitaea cinxia                

21 Knapweed Fritillary Melitaea phoebe                

22 Spotted Fritillary Melitaea didyma                

23 Heath Fritillary Mellicta athalia            

24 Meadow Fritillary Mellicta parthenoides               

25 Marsh Fritillary Eurodryas aurinia                

26 Meadow Brown Maniola jurtina                

27 Small Heath Coenonympha pamphilus              
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      May 

  Common name Scientific name 12 13 14 15 16 17 18 19 

28 Pearly Heath Coenonympha arcania            

29 Speckled Wood Pararge aegeria           

30 Wall Brown Lasiommata megera              

31 Grizzled Skipper Pyrgus malvae               

Orchids                   

1 Broad-leaved Helleborine Epipactis helleborine                

2 Narrow-leaved Helleborine Cephalanthera longifolia                

3 White Helleborine Cephalanthera damasonium                

4 Red Helleborine C. rubra                

5 Violet Limodore Limodorum abortivum               

6 Twayblade Listera ovata              

7 Lesser Butterfly Orchid Platanthera bifolia                

8 Greater Butterfly Orchid P. chlorantha              

9 Fragrant Orchid Gymnadenia conopsea                

10 Early Marsh Orchid Dactylorhiza incarnata                 

11 Common Spotted Orchid D. fuchsii                

12 Lizard Orchid Himatoglossum hircinum            

13 Pyramidal Orchid Anacamptis pyramidalis            

14 Early Purple Orchid Orchis mascula           

15 Green-winged Orchid O. morio                 

16 Military Orchid O. militaris               

17 Lady Orchid O. purpurea              

18 Fly Orchid Ophrys insectifera               

19 Bee Orchid O. apifera                

20 Woodcock Orchid O. scolopax            

21 Military x Lady Orchid Hybrid O. militaris x O. Purpurea hybrid                

 


