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Introduction 

I was absolutely delighted to be gifted this travel scholarship from the Merlin Trust to attend the Alpine 
Garden Society tour to Romania 2017. My current role is an assistant gardener for the National Trust at 
Dyffryn Gardens – an Edwardian grade 1 listed garden in the Vale of Glamorgan. I am in the early stages of a 
five year project to re invigorate our extensive rockery – a natural limestone outcrop.  Another important 
aspect of my work at Dyffryn is helping to renovate around 40 acres of meadowland. I was excited to see 
Romania’s diverse flora in natural situations, I knew that it would be an invaluable source of botanical 
inspiration, knowledge and pleasure 

Day 1 

We arrived in Cluj Napoca in Transylvania, Romania on the 30th of June 2017. Razvan’s cousin kindly met us 
in the airport to show us around the Botanical gardens in Cluj once we had booked into the hotel. 
Unfortunately we didn’t get much time in the botanical gardens as time had got away. The gardens were 
founded in 1872 by Brassai Samuel, it is 14 hectares in area.  It houses taxonomical and ornamental 

collections from all around the world as well as flora 
from all over Romania. The glasshouses, 
architecturally unusual and stunning, house some 
immense specimens of tropical and sub-tropical 
plants including Schefflera, Phoenix, Howea, 
Ravenala, Euphorbia and Hibiscus. The cacti and 
succulent collection outdoors was great as was their 
huge collection of Roses.  The Japanese garden is 
particularly impressive, an array of Asian species.  
There was the best Juglans sieboldiana I have seen 
on the bank of the pond just by the Japanese garden, 
one of my favourite trees.  They also have the biggest 
Cercidiphyllum I have seen. It is up by the viewing   

tower which is fantastic as it allow you right into the canopy of the trees. It had been a very long day, was 
glad of a sleep and looking forward to the botanical adventures ahead!  

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 

 



Day 2 

We visited the Turda salt mines, Salina Turda, just south of Cluj before going to our next base just outside of 
Rimetea, Alba County.  The mines are totally fascinating – vast underground caverns that go some 110m 
down with a lake at the bottom. It dates back as a salt mine to the Middle Ages, ceasing production in the 
1930s. The geology on show and just the sheer vastness is quite mind blowing. 

 

 

 

Outside and in the surrounding area of the salt mine lays a large saline basin, rough shrubby grassland on 
small inclines and drainage ditches, the outer lying areas being agricultural. The temperature was in the mid-
thirties. Immediately outside the salt mines we found a beautiful little Centuarium erythrea subsp. erythrea 
along with some Aster amellus.  The ground in the basin beyond was cracked and very dry with large patches 
of Salicorna europea, no fully grown plants but little stubs peering out of the ground everywhere. 

   

 In the scrublands there was Echium vulgare, Cichorium intybus,  and Agrimonia eupatoria, a really beautiful 
Althea officinalis with a perfect centre of pink and purple.  After  exploring the basin we headed up into the 
grassy areas – quite a lot of shrubs - Prunus spinosa, Prunus avium and Cornus  sanguinea.  

Part of the geology and vastness of the 
salt mine 

Aster amellus 



There were some Elaeagnus angustifolia, Clematis vit-alba was sporadically climbing through some of the 
shrubs, freely flowering.  In the open grassland spaces there were a variety of species – spotted Nigella 
arvensis, Euphorbia cyparissias was frequent, Stachys recta, Lamium album.  The highlight here for me was a 
single Ornithogalum pyrenaicum, beautiful plant. 

  

 

 

We headed of up to the Lime stone cliffs, the valley cut through with a sheer cliff face on the one side, a mix 
on the other side of more exposed grass and meadow land 
with patches of scree and exposed limestone on the other, 
really stunningly beautiful.  Most of the group headed off up 
into the grassland jumping over a small river, the surrounds of 
which were vibrant from the extra moisture, lots of 
Centaureas, Scabiousa ochroleuca, Knautia and Succisa 
pratensis covered in insect life -  so many Marbled whites! The 
ground got a lot drier and rocky in patches on the way up – 
there were Sedum acre, Sedum anglicum and Salvia verticillata 
growing out of crevices in the rock. Also in the rock was a little 

umbel I   

 

Clematis vit-alba climbing through 
Eleagnus angustifolia 

Ornithogalum pyrenaicum 



had never come across before – Seseli rigidum. Another species in the same genus I think I have identified 
from a photo taken at this location is Seseli gracile which is taller with yellow, less compact flowers rather 
than white which is I have read is typical of low altitude calcareous areas such as this.  We came across an 
absolute delight – Gentiana cruciata – the top buds were in flower and lower buds nearly, that was great!  
The grasslands were a diverse bounty – Gallium verum I was learning is quite a prolific species, gets to quite 
some height. I have to confess I am not entirely sure of the definite identification of the Dianthus here – 
absolutely there was D. carthusianorum. I know there was some discussion about the subspecies alpestris or 
D. collinus, all are quite similar.  

We made our way further up the slope, came across a stunning Athea officinalis which was variable to the 
one we had seen the previous day lacking the lilac purple centre. Quite a few Hypericum, Eringeron and also 
came across some Carpinus saplings that may have been struggling to establish.  At the top of where we got 
to was a singular Rhinanthus minor – I plant that has gained quite a profile at home due to its semi 
parasitical habit on rank grasses to help establish meadows. For me the highlight of the day was in this area 
– a lone Orchis ustulata – the burnt tip orchid. Wow, amazing! I had never seen this species before as it has 
small distribution in the UK. Chuffed! 

 

There is not a lack of Echium vulgare in the majority of locations we explored in Romania. Echium is a 
favourite genus of mine, it is quite funny that E. vulgare is a delight to come across in this country yet is 
considered a weed in Romania all familiarity and conditions! Would have loved to have seen Echium 
russicum but didn’t come across it.  

 

 

 

 

 

 

Gallium verum, a familiar sight in 
meadows 

Orchis ustulata 



Day 3 

 

 

Today we headed off into the cliffs above the village of Rimetea, walking through some lowland meadows.  
Some more what were becoming common sightings of Gallium, Cichorium and Hypericum but also Saponaria 
officinalis, Cirsium eriophorum, Scabiousa ochroleuca  and from the pea family Chamaecytisis hirsutus, 
Hedysarum boutignyanum, Onobrychis and stunning Vicia cracca probably amongst many more. From my 
photos I’m pretty sure I can make out Gypsophila muralis although I can’t be certain, there was so much to 
see, take in and enjoy.  I feel I have to mention here just how alive the area was with butterflies, beetles, 
grasshoppers and crickets - it was magical! In some of the rockier, scrambly areas there was a wealth of 
Potentillas, Geranium sanguienum, Linum flavum. Also found some Geranium pratense and Verbascum 
nigrum in more open space a bit further up.   

 

 Geranium pratense 

Off botanising! 



Continuing up towards the mountain cliff into the gorge the 
conditions went into scree with a stream running down the 
north facing ridge which was quite shady, the plant growth 
reflected the availability of water. This area was totally amazing. 
Came across a new Centaurea, C. autropurperea - what a 
beautiful plant. It is from the subgenus Acrocentron which I have 
looked at as there is a very similar C. kotschyana Heuffel with 
subtle but apparently consistent differences  – really interesting.  
The shrubs we encountered here were Berberis vulgaris and 
Frangula alnus also coming across the subshrub Teucrium 
montanum.  There was also the herbaceceous Clematis recta, 
not in flower. A brilliant scramble up on to the south facing rock 
face – somebody had found some Semperviven marmoreum – 
quite common on low altitude limestone, not quite in flower but 
a thrill to see none the less.  

   

 It was up here that I found a bit of a thing for Seseli rigidum, there were a few gorgeous specimens growing 
out of small crevices. Also clinging on out of a crevice was a lovely Asplenium ruta-muraria.  Back down on 
the scree we found Campanula persicifolia, Echium vulgare, Euphorbia cyparassis, Aster amellus and A. 
alpinus, typical of these low altitude rocky conditions. 

 

 

Some of the group carried on ascending up the mountain, I stayed in this area with Bob as he wanted to 
have a closer look at the shady, wetter area around the stream. He was personally on a search for Primulas 
and although we found plenty of foliage there were no flowers around. There was, however, an abundance 

Semperviven marmoreum 

Seseli rigidum 



of interesting plants.  Quite a few Digitalis grandiflora, the common species in Romania that was to become 
a familiar sight as was the Petasites in wetter areas. We clambered up a bit on the other side of the stream 
and there, too late in the season for flowers but unmistakable leaves was Hepatica noblis, amazing! Romania 
has another native species, H. transsilvanica but it is endemic to the southern part of the region.  In some 
dappled shade I found a beautiful little Geranium robertianum along with some Dianthus that had gone over 

which was a shame, it was a white variety - possibly 
speculifolius. Also in this area we found a few leaves of a 
Helleborus – I am not sure of which species possibly 
purpurascens.  We made our way back out onto the scree, we 
were at around  800m – as far up as we went. Before we started 
descending had a little look at the south facing rock, saw some 
stunning Inula ensiflora flowering profusely, could see more 
Semperviven further up but it was unreachable, also a lovely 
little Centaurea montana, really prostate.  Had a lovely little 
bonus on the way down saw a European green lizard!  

 

When we got back to the hotel a few of the group decided to explore the woods adjacent to the Monastrey 
opposite the hotel.  Species here were Acer campestre, Euonomys europea, Cornus mas and Viburnum 
lantana.  The understory was made up of lots of Hepatica and a plant that Bob and I had failed to identify 
earlier up in the gorge, Asarum europaeum.  We made our way out into the clearing of grassland – west 

facing incline, it was well worth it.  I have failed to mention so far how much 
Origanum vulgare was seen in grasslands. The reason I mention it now is because I 
don’t think I have ever seen so many butterflies as I did this particular evening, it 
was extraordinary and beautiful.  In the grasslands we found a few Campanulas – 
C. trachelium, C. latifolia, C. persicifolia, Geranium – G. robertianum, G. 
columbinum, G. pratense, G. sangienum, Lysimachia nummularia, an Erysimum 
and a member of the fabaceae family with enormous leaves – I’m quite sure 
having looked it was Astragalus glycyphyllos – Liquorice Milkvetch.  We also saw a 
Veronica spicata, a lovely plant. There was a Quercus frainetto a bit further up the 
hill – spotted it from below and realised we hadn’t seen any Oaks so far – so far 
had seen a lot of Robinia and Acer.  By far the highlight of this evening was seeing 
Salvia pratensis in this grassland. I was blown away by the colour and vibrancy of 
the flowers, so striking. It topped off a brilliant day.  

 

Day 4 

It was a day of travelling to our next location in Sibiu via a visit to the fortified church at Biertan, South East 
of our current location.  Didn’t leave without a member of the group Jean showing me a Delphinium growing 
on some waste ground just on the hotel site. It was in fact where topsoil and rubble had been moved as they 
had been extending the building.  This Delphinium was up there with one of my many favourites, the flowers 
were so iridescent. The weather had turned a bit, it was damp and overcast but that seemed to compliment 
the flowers somehow.  Identification was a problem then and it still is for me now as I just couldn’t get a 
good photo.  It seemed to be the consensus the flowers were that of D. elator but the foliage was that of D. 

Hepatica noblis 

Salvia pratensis 



montanum. The leaves were deeply cut pinnate.  On further exploration after getting back from Romania I 
am convinced that this plant is actually the annual Consolida regalis, closely related to Delphinium in the 
Ranunculaceae family. Its common name is Forking Larkspur and likes sandy, chalky conditions which ties in 
with the mix of building waste and topsoil.  I’m gutted I didn’t get good photos but I will defiantly be growing 
some! 

The journey was really enjoyable, the driver was telling me a bit of the history of the architecture design and 
some of the houses were of Hungarian origin, some of German.  We passed a few derelict factory sites that 
he was saying were active during the communist era, a stark contrast with the beauty of the country but I 
suppose it’s the same of most places in the world!  The majority of homes seemed to have lovely gardens – 
most had pergolas in their driveways covered in vines, a lot of fruit trees too.  Passed a lot of Agricultural 
crops mainly of Maize and Sunflower,  in Alba county there seemed to be more strip fields of rotational 
crops, I don’t know a lot about it but it is quite a sight from an airplane window.  

 Biertan and the fortified church in the village is a UNESCO World 
Heritage Site. The village is steeped in history from the medieval 
times of the Transylvanian Saxons. It is quite a humbling place and 
very impressive.  The church dates from the 15th century, very 
much a feat of architecture and design. Some of the doors and 
locks on them were fantastic.  There were a couple of very 
impressive Juglandaceae in the grounds of the church, couldn’t get 
close enough to have a proper look but did there was a Quercus 
petrea or robor and Tilia in an open space in the church grounds – 
great specimens with some maturity. I had noticed a few Juglans 
regia (as far as I can be certain) on the journey that had started to 
appear as roadside trees.  The Juglandaceae specimens in the 
church grounds were a lot bigger so they could have been Carya 
genus maybe, they were great trees though. Spotted Storks 
nesting in a chimney in Biertan what a great sight that was, it 
became a bit of a theme on the way to the next destination – saw 
loads of nests in chimneys and on telegraph poles. 

 

Roadside plants on the way included Verbascum, Lavatera, we also saw some Colchicum foliage and of 
course Cichorium! As we were gaining altitude towards the hotel we started seeing masses of Telekia 
speciosa on the roadside which is a plant associated with the beech forests of the Carpathians. We were also 
seeing Digitalis grandiflora.  By the time we got up to the hotel the deciduous layer had given way the 
coniferous layer of Picea abies at around 1200-1300m. Visability was poor due to the weather; mist was 
moving in and out of the trees. It was eerie but magical, had no time or light to go exploring that evening. 

Day 5 

I got up to go for a little stroll before breakfast, it was still very damp but the mist had cleared, noticeable 
drop in temperature from the lower altitude. What beauty though absolutely breath-taking beauty. The river 
Balea runs along the east of the hotel, the noise is unmistakable and in the clearer visibility could just make 
out part of the Balea waterfall, the highest in the Romanian Carpathians.  Along the banks what must be 

Lovely detail on one of the ancient 
church doors at Biertan 



Petasites hybridus, no flowers but huge leaves. The area was very, very lush and 
vibrant.  I dipped down into a grassy area had spotted some Dachtylorhiza from 
the path. Mysterious Dachtylorhiza! We were to see a lot of variance in 
Dachtylorhiza over the next two days that fuelled some discussions.  These 
specimens were variable, spotted leaves, pink/lilac/white flowers, variable sizes 
– some were huge! What we mainly saw on this part of the trip in these areas 
were Dachtylorhiza maculata and many sub species and variables thereof. The 
flowers were mainly three lobed and hooded, incredible variety. In the lush 
areas there was a wealth of Myostis, Alchemilla and Ranunculus.   

 

 

 

After breakfast we all took a stroll upstream of the river to explore a bit of the coniferous woods.  On some 
waste ground we saw some large flowered hemp-nettle – Galenopsis speciosa  from the Lamiaceae family – 
really beautiful.  Just before we were going on a bridge to cross the river somebody spotted a Lilium 
martagon – not yet in flower. The river was very fast flowing, rocky, fierce, stunning.  On the other side of 
the river Caltha palustris was thriving in a little pool at the side, the damp floor of the forest was vibrant with 
ferns, Oxalis, some Doronicum columnae. I was so pleased here as even though it wasn’t in flower there was 
a Saxifraga cunefolia – there was more to come!  A bit further up there tall white flowers of Anemone – 
really beautiful.  We came across this in some damp roadside verges a bit later on this day and have had a 
few issues pinning the species down.  Anemone narcissiflora has emerged as the most likely as it is quite 
variable in height, flower form (the flowers were quite branched as opposed to clustered) and conditions. In 
that same area were some Gentiana asclepiadea with the spike of opposite leaves but unfortunately no 
flowers. Also here was a beautiful Veronica urticifolia. The path ascended on to some steeper banks either 
side and Robert our tour leader spotted a Paris quadrifolia – have only seen one in the wild before and  

 

Dachtylorhiza maculata 

Lush foliage of Veratrum album 



Veratrum album that was not in flower but identifiable by it growth form which can be mistaken for 
Epipactis. When we were travelling up to the mountains later on that day I honestly thought there was loads 
of Epipactis I could see from the bus! I was mistaken!   

We headed off up to the mountain on the famous Transfargarasan road which is spectacular. The coniferous 
forest started getting sparse at around 1600m, handing the reins over to Juniper and Pinus mugo. This was 
truly open, exposed north facing conditions. Over the coming days saw quite a few large flocks of sheep with 
a shepherd keeping them on the move so the land is frequently grazed.   We decided when we got to the top 
to go through the tunnel to the South facing side of the mountain. Didn’t stay long this time on this side of 
the mountain but we came back the next day. The altitude here was around 2100m, south facing with 
breathtaking views over the Carpathians.  On ground below that went into steep grassland dip there was 
flowering Thymus sp, Potentilla aurea subsp chrysocraspeda and Alchemilla sp plants that are widespread in 
these conditions.  

 

I could see Luzula campestris – Field wood rush which is a familiar sight in the spring in the UK – reflecting 
the conditions at altitude. It was remarkably colder, did see a few snow patches on the north side as we 
climbed higher.  On the other side of the road was a rock face with a stream running adjacent.  A little gem 
was over here – Soldanella. I had been really hoping to see this and there it was! A genus in the Primulaceae 
family common name alpine snowbell, they are native to the Alps and Pyrenees.  I’m pretty certain this was 
S. hungarica and that we saw S. carpatica the next day which is a bit more vigorous.  There were varying 
conditions here, some quite damp with water running off the rockface and some drier grassy areas. On the 
rock there was Saxifraga aizodies and Saxifraga stellaris, frequent species of the genus in wetter conditions, 
so distinct. Another Saxifraga I came across here was S. rotundifolia subsp heucherifolia.  

Potentilla aurea subsp chrysocraspeda  



 

 

 

The subspecies is distinct by larger and fewer flowers and more prolific spots on the petals. I have photos of 
both the straight species and subspecies, the classifying of the two is apparently under investigation.  Also 
came into contact for the first time a Cardemine species we frequently saw growing in damp conditions – it 
must be a subspecies of Cardemine pratensis – it had all of the qualities but the flowers were a deep pink 
consistently.  We did see Cortusa mattholi around these areas also, less prolific but partly similar to the 
Cardemine in flower colour.  In the rock was a Draba, has the typical Crucifer flower, white, the leaves oval 
and untoothed. My identification research has concluded with either D. stellata or D. dubia.  In the grassy 
areas there was a Pulsatilla that had gone over, Anthemis carpatica and Polgonium bistorta. Came across 
Viola bi-flora which was to become a familiar sight in the grass at altitude and also Aconitum moldavicum. All 
of the Aconitum we came across was not far off flowering which was disappointing but can’t have it all!  

 

We spent the rest of the day on the other side of the mountain, north facing, more rock outcrop and scree 
than the south facing side. The battery on my camera ran out not long after getting to this side, really 
gutted.  Started by having a look around the lusher areas of the Balea Lake. Loads of the Cardemine sp, 
Doronicum columnae – less vigorous than the plants we had seen in the woods. There is a species D. 
carpaticum but the consensus seems to that there are varieties in the same species. A carpet of Alchemilla 
sp and lots of the distinct Potentilla aurea subsp chrysocraspeda. There was also an abundance of 

Saxifraga rotundifolia subsp 
heucherifolia 

Viola bi-flora 



Chrysosplenium alternifolium – opposite leaved golden Saxifrage.  Headed up to the oucrops and scree – this 
day, for me was mainly about the Saxifraga! Came across some Phyteuma confusum a Rampion in the 
Campanulaceae family which is common in the Carpathians and native to Europe.  Also saw alpine colt’s foot 
– Homogyne alpine, Ranunculus alpinus and Geum montanum.  Of the Saxifraga  we saw in the wetter areas 
S. stellaris subsp robusta and S. rotundifolia. Clinging to rocks were S. oppositifolia and S. androsaceae, S. 
paniculata and typically hiding under rock was the S. pedemontana subsp cymosa. There was quite a large 
snow patch above the lake that I made my way over to seeing if there were any Crocus nearby which there 
weren’t but did see on an outcrop nearby Saxifraga corymbosa f. luteo purpurea I recognised it instantly 
from some research I had done before coming to Romania.  Did see some Geum repens a little higher up and 
the day was topped off with a sighting of Gagea serotina – the Snowdon Lily, the rarest flower in the UK! As 
we were all meeting up for the bus spotted a blue flower on the far side of an outcrop about 50m away. 
Robert and I went to investigate – it was a lovely show of Aqualegia alpina what a bonus. 

 

 

A few of the group went for a stroll up on the roadside after dinner – it is so alive with growth. I had spotted 
a blue flowering spike in passing on the bus not far from the hotel – it turned out to be an Echium vulgare. I 
was quite surprised but they will grow up to an altitude of 1800m. Found an Epipactis helleborine in some 
shade on the way up not quite in flower also one of my little favorites – Euphrasia- notoriously variable a bit 
like Dachtylorhiza which there was an abundance of on the other side of the road which was the base of the 
rock face.  The area was damp and alive with Saxifraga aizodies, Digitalis grandiflora, the same Anemone 
narcissiflora – a lot more abundant here, Fragaria, Cirstum sp (saw such variety with the Cirstum in flower 
colour, abundant here and around the hotel and forest), Veronica urticifolia (similar to V. serpyllifolia),   
Aconitum and Sedum fabaria.  

 

Aqualegia alpina 

Saxifraga aizoidies 



 

 

 

Day 6 

It was decided in the morning to stay on the north face by a little further down at around 1700-800m. The 
area is very open with Pinus Mugo and Juniperus communis typically frequent in the alpine belt. The area 
was mostly grassy with a few rocky outcrops and streams.  Campanula abietina was a regular sight in the 
grassy areas. The first outcrop we came to on a slope leading down to a stream was full of some gems. Was 
here that I got my first ever sighting of the Frog orchid – Coeloglossum vivide, there were 2 of them. 

 

 

 

Anemone narcissiflora and Digitalis 
grandiflora 

Coeloglossum vivide 



 Also saw Campanula alpina, Anthemis carpatica, Cerastium alpina, Thymus sp, and Pinguicula vulgaris and in 
a sheltered damper spot at the base of the rock was a flowering Saxifraga cunefolia subsp robusta. 

 

 In the grassland bordering was Aconitum and Viola bi-flora.  At the stream flowering profusely was Saxifraga 
rotundifolia and the Cardemine sp. 

 

 

Saxifraga cunefolia subsp robusta 

Saxifraga rotundifolia 



 

 Made our way around the ridge sporadically encountering Rhododendron myrtifolium, not flowering but did 
get to see some flowering on the south side later on that day.  There was an abundance of Campanula alpina 
in this area some of the clumps were quite large, also coming across quite a bit of Cerastium alpina.  
Veratrum album was frequent around the more rocky areas.  On a rocky ledge a little bit around the ridge 
we found a prostrate cushion Silene nivalis with lovely pink flowers.  

 

 

 

 

 A bit further around on a grassy bank next to a rock was another first for me, I think it was Tom that spotted 
it – the fragrant orchid – Gymnadenia conopsea.  We were encountering Aconitum occasionally, usually 
sheltered close to rock. 

                              

 

 

Cardemine sp. 

Silene nivalis 

Campanula alpina 



In the afternoon we headed over to the south side of the mountain starting at around 1900m and 
descending down through some open grassland that had the occasional stream. On the patch on the inside 
of the road as we got off the bus there was as well as Anthemis carpatica its yellow relative A. tinctoria. Had 
a liitle explore in some rock above the basin and found Campanula alpina, Phyteuma confusum and had 
found flowering Rhododendron. 

 

 

 

 In some damp hollows could see the leaves of Saxifraga stellaris but none flowering. There was also a small 
specimen of Sedum acre.  Dropped down into the grassland which had Campanula abietina as part of its 
makeup. It wasn’t long before somebody found a small white orchid – Pseudorchis albida – the sole species 
in its genus.  There was also Coeloglossum vivide in the grass along with the Soldanella that I think was S. 
carpatica and a lovely blue Viola, V. declinata. 

                                                                                          

Rhododendron  myrtifolium 

Pseudorchis albida Viola declinata 



 

 Around the stream were some of the usual suspects of Cardemine sp, Saxifraga stellaris, S. rotundifolia and 
some Saxifraga aizodies growing on a rock next to the stream. As we made our way down a small colony of 
Dachtylorhiza appeared in a patch next to a stream. These provoked quite some discussion – some thought 
that it maybe D. majalis, a species  frequent in grassland. They were short growing, the flowers were 
intensely purple.  

                                                            

 

 

Around the damper areas we were also coming across Pinguicula vulgaris and Myositis. It was very hard to 
pick a highlight from today I think there were a few contenders but the Clematis alpina that was found 
growing and flowering freely amongst a Juniperus communis at the lowest point we got to at around 1800m 
has to be up there with them it was a real treat to say the least. 

Saxifraga stellaris 

Dachtylorhiza sp. Thymus sp. 



 

 

 

 On the way up to the bus we did find a lovely small single flowered Hypericum, H. rocheli and a plant totally 
new to me Scorzonarea rosea subsp rosea which is a typical grassland species. 

 

 

 

Day 7 

We were mainly travelling today east to the Bucegi mountains in Prahova county via the Piatra Craiului 
National Park and the beautiful city of Brasov. Before we left I went back up to see the Lilium martagon 
which was now in flower.  

 

 

Clematis alpina climbing through 
Juniperus communis 

Scorzonarea rosea subsp rosea 



 

 

 

 Also came across a Sambucus racemosa which has red berries and not as invasive as S. nigra. Was quite sad 
to leave this area it had been brilliant. As we were descending from the mountains tried to take in the 
makeup of the deciduous forest layer as the visibility was much better than when we were ascending. 
Spotted  mainly Fagus, Acer and Betula. Stopped for lunch and a wander around Brasov then headed out to 
the National Park. The weather started turning quite badly, the rain started getting quite heavy. I think it had 
been forecast for the past couple of days. When we got to Piatra Craiului the weather cut our visit short, 
thunder and lightning had also set in. it was a real shame.  The opening in the forest where we stopped was 
lush with growth of Echium, Campanula, Valerian and Hypericum. This area is home to the Transsylvanican 
hepatica, H. transsilvanica that people were hoping to see. It was dense Beech forest and temping to go in 
and have a look for Monotropa hypopitys – Dutchman’s pipe. Another day!  

Day 8 

We took a cable car from our base of Sinaia up to the top of the mountains.  The area is a well-known skiing 
destination. Could see from the cable car the deciduous layer turning into the coniferous layer to the alpine 
layer. The deciduous layer was made up of Acer, Carpinus and Fagus with Corylus and Sambucus taking 
advantage of any opening. Our altitude at the top was around 2100m, the area was vast and exposed, mainly 
grassy, some spots of bare rocky ground with a few rock outcrops to the north and south of the ski runs. 
Could see Pinus mugo and Juniper in the distance. On the area immediately out of the station was a carpet 
of Pedicularis verticilata – whorled lousewort , a high altitude member of the Orobanchaceae family.  

Lilium martagon 



 

 

 

 

We were also treated to a sighting of the very rare Dracocephalum austriacum – Austrian dragon’s head. It is 
only known in a few locations in Romania occurring on limestone. Really deep purple-blue flowers.  

                                                       

 

 

 Also in this area the unusual small fern Botrychium lunaria – moonwort so called by the half-moon shaped 
leaflets. Another plant in the same area we hadn’t seen as yet on the trip was Antennaria dioica from the 
Asteraceae family, there was vast swathes of it. Making up the carpet layer also was Alchemilla sp, Potentilla 
and Thymus sp.  There were also a few Pulsatilla that had gone over.  Minuartia sp and M. sedodies had both 
found some space to grow. Heading north we found a colony of Gymnadenia conopsea on a grassy bank.   

Pedicularis verticilata and Pulsatilla 

Dracocephalum austriacum Botrychium lunaria 



                    

 

 

We started finding alpine Dianthus, the prostate mat forming species. The endemic species in the 
Carpathians is Dianthus callizonus, closely related to D. alpinus.  The Campanula alpina subsp Bucegienis that 
is frequent here have much paler flowers than the plants we had seen in the Faragas. 

                                            

 

 

 I headed over into a grassy dip where I found both Viola declinata and Viola bi-flora, Coeloglossum vivide, 
Dianthus callizonus and quite a wave of Phyteuma vagneri – a species with deep purple flowers.  Also here 
we found the beautiful Nigritella rubra – vanilla orchid – a rare lime loving species.  In the Flora europaea it is 
considered a subspecies of N. nigra. There were some covering of the foliage of Primula minima but a shame 
none were flowering. 

Small colony of Gymnadenia conopsea, 
fragrant orchid 

Dianthus callizonus Campanula alpina subsp Bucegienis 



                                                               

 

 Headed north about 50m to an outcrop where amongst others we found the first sighting of Dryas 
octopetala, the only European species. Most flowers had gone over with the familiar seed heads. Also in 
these areas was the prostate mat-forming Salix retusa along with Rhododendron myrtifolium.  In bare 
patches we did find some Cerastium alpina along with a well formed cushion of C. tomentosum.  Polygonium 
viviparum – alpine bistort – was a frequent sight as was tight cusions of Saxifraga oppositifolia but no flowers 
unfortunately.   

                                          

 

 

We headed back towards a rock formation south of where we were through some ground that had been 
disturbed for infrastructure, a mix of bare patches and grassland.  Saw a Minuartia sedodies cushion in a 
bare patch with the distinct green flowers. There was an abundance of Campanula abietina on this route and 
a Viola I have failed to identify, pale blue flower that gets paler towards the base with a yellow centre. There 
were also a few Polygonium bistorta in bare patches. 

Nigritella rubra Phyteuma vagneri 

Saxifraga oppositifolia Salix retusa 



 

 

 

The outcrops were a bounty of Saxifraga paniculata and cushions of Dianthus callizonus varying in size along 
with a few Sedum atratum and Minuartia recurva, a little gem.  I know S. paniculata can be variable, there 
seemed to be many forms on show here mainly with leaf size and form. I found two S. paniculata growing 
next to each other under a rock, they shared the same foliage characteristics but one plant had flowers 
covered in pink spots, it was so beautiful and quite exciting I have to say. 

 

Campanula abietina 

Saxifraga paniculata 



 

 

 

 On a flat ridge in this area growing alongside Polygonium alpina and Pedicularis was Alchemilla splendens – 
the leaves are quite distinct as they are glabrous, the flowers bright yellow clusters.  Two other exciting finds 
from a slightly damper ridge were a  Moneses uniflora which maybe is quite an unusual situation to find it as 
it is more at home in coniferous forest. Moneses uniflora is rare in the UK, confined to Pine forests in north-
west Scotland. Right next to the Moneses was a rare Chamorchis alpina, it could so easily have gone 
unnoticed but Robert was on the case.  It was in bud but not quite flowering, tiny, what a privilege. Also on 
this ridge were a couple of cushions of Silene aucalis, one flowering, along with a Gallium that I have come to 
the conclusion is G. saxosum a species of high altitudes with clusters of white flowers.  On a rock in this area 
I also came across the Romanian endemic form of Saxifraga corymbosa, S. corymbosa f. luteo-purpurea. 

 

 

 

      

Saxifraga paniculata, pink spotted 
petals 

Ridge with Polygonium alpina and 
Alchemilla splendens 



 

 

 

We dropped into quite a steep grass bank, south facing. The atmosphere suddenly became still and quite 
humid. There were several Traunsteinera globosa – globe orchid which is mainly a mountain meadow 
dweller. Astragalus cornutus, Myostis, Linum austriacum and the foliage of Primula elatior were also present. 
Towards the bottom just before a flat ridge was Bupleurum falcatum subsp cernuum, in the Apiaceae family. 
The subspecies cernuum is found at alpine level, the straight species being found in grassland at lower 
altitudes. On the ridge we came across several Gentiana nivalis, some single flowers, some multi flowering 
clumps, beautiful star shaped intense blue. It was interesting making our way back for the cable car there 
were a few patches of disturbed ground that had exposed Crocus bulbs. It must have been foraging Boar – it  
would have been quite a sight to see that area in flower though.  

 

 

 

Dianthus callizonus 

Chamorchis alpina 

Bupleurum falcatum subsp cernuum 



                                                        

 

 

Day 9 

So this was our final day botanising. We headed up to the area around the famous Sphinx, part of the Babele 
rock formations just north of our base. It is a well-trodden popular tourist location – it was very busy when 
we were there. We saw cattle and sheep so the area is grazed. The drop off point requires a walk through 
grass land and up ridges.  We were at around 2100m heading towards 2200m around the Sphinx.  The 
grassland had Campanula abietina and C. rotundifolia, Pilosella aurantiaca, the barer spots with Alchemilla 
sp, Ajuga and Pedicularis verticillaca. The most noticeable thing about the area was the masses of Pulsatilla 
that had gone over, that would have been immense to see. Started noticing some Sedum atatrum and 
Saxifraga aizoidies in the nooks of variable ground. There were various bare spots with the foliage of Primula 
minima but still no flowers. In the more prostrate barer areas Dianthus callizonus was flowering.  At the end 
of this section of track were 3 Nigritella rubra, the flower colour was noticeably deeper than the specimens 
we had seen yesterday.  

 

 

 

Gentiana nivalis Saxifraga corymbosa f. luteo purpurea 

Nigritella rubra 

Saxifraga aizoides 



 The ground started ascending quite steeply in places exposing more bare ground where Minuartia sedodies 
and a few other Minuartia species were. I found the Minuartia species hard to pin down, quite variable but 
would say the most prostrate had pink tips on the anthers and M. graminifolia is more vigorous with clusters 
of flowers on longer stalks. It is something I would like to do more work on.  

 

 

 

The ground going further up was variable gradients with a lot of exposed soil, quite rocky.  It was a wash 
with Alchemilla, Anthemis, Dianthus, Cerastium, dwarf Taraxacum and we spotted Armeria alpina, fantastic 
genus.  There was a few Artemisea, I’m not sure of the species a few are high altitude tolerant could possibly 
be A. pedemontana. We were finding Silene acaulis cushions, one large but no flowers here. It got a lot more 
open and exposed as we got to the highest point at around 2200m, the ground mainly bare bar many 
Minuartia sp and Dryas octopetela which was at a higher altitude than the specimens we had seen yesterday 
– the leaves were noticeably smaller. There was a Saxifraga bryodies here also which we hadn’t seen on the 
trip, lovely flowers. There was also a small mass of Saxifraga very prostrate with no flowers – the leaves had 
the resemblance of S. paniculata but I was wondering if it could have been S. marginata, I’d really like to 
think it was. 

 

 

 

 

Minuartia sedodies 

Saxifraga bryodies 

Tight, small rosettes possibly 
Saxifraga marginata 



We had spotted a little gorge with a snow patch on a bit further north, there was discussion of heading that 
way to look for Crocus and Primula but it was quite a walk so stayed around this area, went to have a look 
around an area where the ground dropped a bit and a stream was present. Mark, my fellow Merlin traveller 
went to make it to the top of a rock in the distance and he did it! He got to 2300m and was rewarded with an 
Androsace!  We were still searching for Primula minima in flower for Bob - I was disappointed for him that 
we didn’t find any!  At the stream was a healthy population of Saxifraga stellaris, some Geum montanum, 
Alchemilla sp and more Gallium saxosum. There were also sparse coverings of Rhododendron. On the way 
back to the bus a few of us dropped down through a small gorge that had a couple of lovely Silene aucalis in 
flower. Pinus mugo was present but quite sparse, could see great swathes at lower altitude. 

 

 

 

As we were driving up the mountain someone had spotted Dianthus petraeus subsp spiculifolius flowering 
profusely at the side of the road just above the coniferous layer so we stopped on the way down to 
investigate, well worth it.  The flowers were spectacular. We also found grass of Parnussus – Parnassia 
palustris and Scabiousa columbaria subsp pseudobanatica. I couldn’t resist having a little explore up a small 
gorge that had exposed rock in it. I managed to get my final sightings of Saxifraga paniculata. Happy days. 

 

 

 

 

Silene aucalis 

Dianthus Petraeus subsp spicifolius 
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Day 10 

Well had sadly come to the end of this fantastic adventure, travelled to Bucharest for the flight back home. 

 

 

 

 

 

Scabiousa columbaria subsp 
pseudobanatica 

Taking in an incredible view of the 
Carpathians just where the coniferous 

layer starts 



In summary 

I cannot thank the Merlin Trust and the Alpine Garden Society enough for this opportunity I was given.  I feel 
like I learnt so much and it has inspired me greatly for the projects I am currently working on.  The meadows 
and grassland at lower altitude were so diverse, I learnt a lot about the Fabaceae family and just how 
extensive it is. I’m deeply passionate about the bio diversity these areas encourage, thinking about the 
conditions and cycles that nature will go with, all for a reason.  We are at a stage in Dyffryn where wilder 
areas have had their third season of being left as meadow land, introducing locally sourced Rhinanthus 
minor to help contain the dominant grasses and encourage diversity. I have been keeping records of plant 
species and where they are occurring, what the conditions are etc. I have also been noting butterfly species 
this year, we are planning on a bee survey next year.  I do love a botanical mystery and something I will take 
from this trip is sometimes there is no straightforward answer, there is a wealth of plant species out there.   

Seeing alpines in their natural surroundings is just pure pleasure to me. There were so many conditions at 
altitude that I got to experience and get inspired by.  From the outcrops to the Clematis climbing through the 
Juniper, these are all things I would like to adapt and replicate in some way on the rockery at Dyffryn. The 
project is over a five year period, section by section. I’m currently mapping the first section that has a 
number of conditions – rock, shady, damp, full sun etc. it has just helped me to visualise the end result and 
adapt accordingly. I think what I appreciated the most was the diversity of actual species that are of course 
adapted as cultivars in garden situations.  I do wish to become more knowledgeable about Saxifraga and the 
different sections of. The picture below sums up what the experience was for me. 

 

 I thoroughly enjoyed, it was a pleasure and a privilege with a fantastic group of people. Our guide Robert 
was fantastic. I would go on a plant hunting trip again in a minute, one thing I would definitely do though is 
invest in a good camera! 

 

 

  


