
Tour 3 – Garrigues (around St Guilhem-le-Désert) 
 
Truffle ecology and Mediterranean forest management, truffle-host tree relationship, truffle hunting  
+ lunch at a restaurant and visit of the medieval village of St Guilhem-le-Désert (World Heritage Site) 
 

Departure time: 12:15 on Wednesday 29 August 2007 from Le Corum 
(Conference Venue) 
Return time: 20:00 on Wednesday 29 August 2007 at Montpellier City centre 

 
Requirements: hat, sunglasses and sunscreen, and if possible adequate 
hiking/walking shoes suitable for some rough terrain 
Drinks/refreshments provided by organisers 
 

 
Contrary to other tours, this one will start with a lunch in one of the finest 
restaurant in the region, “La table d'Aurore”, which is located 
At the entrance of Saint Guilhem-le-Désert. Dishes are prepared with local 
products only, as can be found in local markets. Wines are a fine selection 
of the top local products, which will be introduced to us by our host, 
Philippe Ségala, who will take us to visit his truffle grounds later in the day. 
 
The little village of Saint-Guilhem-le-Désert lies in the Verdus valley, where 
it merges with the Hérault river valley, North of Gignac, about 30 kilometres 
Northwest of Montpellier. The two rivers have formed narrow gorges in the 
surrounding “causse” (calcareous plateau). Therefore, rather impressive 
cliffs encase this magnificent village, which has a population of only about 
250 inhabitants. 
 
En route from Montpellier we will drive through “garrigues”, the local name 
for the typical rangeland and bush developed in harsh, calcareous 
environments in the Mediterranean part of France. We will then drive along 
the Hérault river and its rich vineyard plains of the Languedoc, through the 
towns of Gignac, Aniane, Saint-Jean-de-Fos. At the entrance of the 
gorges, we will cross a bridge called Pont du Diable which has connected 
these villages since the 11th century, and built on Roman remains. 
 

 
 

The village has retained its medieval personality in 
the heart of its mineral environment. Surrounded by 
stony cliffs onto which thyme bush, evergreen oak 
and Saltzmann pine trees are clinging, the location is 
enchanting and breathtaking.  
Our guides will take us along the old and narrow 
streets stretching through the village. For nearly 
twelve centuries, houses have been built and re-built 
through the course of the long history of religious 
wars and invasions. In spite of these, the weight of 
years, and the harsh climatic conditions many 
houses are still displaying arcatures, lintels, 
geminated windows, and many other features, with 
the symbols of the Paths of Saint James Pilgrimage. 

Our visit will ultimately take us to the Gellone Abbey, which 
constitutes an ensemble of rare harmony in the heart of the 
village. This jewel of Romanesque art is based on a 
sanctuary which was founded at the beginning of the  
9th century. This spiritual place had enjoyed through the 
centuries the blessings of his holy founder, St Guilhem. The 
foundation of the Gellone Abbey is strongly linked to the 
historical and religious context of the region. The Septimanie, 
occupied by the Visigoths, then the Muslims was conquered 
by the Francs at the beginning of the 8th century. This 
conquest is marked by the victory of Charles Martel 
(Guilhem's grandfather) at Poitiers in 732, which provided 
access to the Mediterranean to the Francs.  
 



As a result, the Septimanie saw the flourishing of 
a great number of monasteries founded by the 
great lords who were participating in the 
construction of the empire and contributing to its 
political, economic and social unity. 
Nevertheless, when Guilhem founded the 
Benedictine Abbey of Gellone in 804, his 
motivation was not solely that of a man of power, 
but also that of a man of deep faith, searching 
for God. In 806, Guilhem made Gellone his 
place of retreat where he died on the 28th of May 
812, wearing simple monk clothes. 
Overlooking the village, the castle of Visigoth 
origin, cuts a fierce figure against the blue sky, 
with its few remaining walls. It was always a 
modest defensive fortress, an advanced post 
over the paths. It has spiced the beautiful stories 
of troubadours (travelling performers), such as 
the legend of the ‘Giant’. In the 19th century, the 
romantics rediscovered forgotten texts and 
transformed the name of 'Giant' to 'Don Juan'.  

 

 

 

 
After the visit of the village, in the second half of the 
afternoon, once the temperatures cool down a bit, 
our host Philippe Ségala will take us to visit his 
natural truffle grounds. These are managed along 
the principles of truffle forestry (sylviculture truffière): 
the management of the forest trees is aimed at 
favouring the production of truffles.  
 
We will address : 
 
• the ecology and biology of the black truffle, which is 
an ecotmycorrhizal fungi, Tuber melanosporum 
• its use in the French and local cuisine 
• truffle forestry and culture, truffle hunting 
• and more generally the management of the 
Mediterranean forests in the garrigues countryside,  
their diverse resources and productions. 
 

 
Truffle forestry (sylviculture truffière) is the cental focus of 
Alcina, the company which organises this tour. Alcina will 
present its research programme currently developed with 
INRA UMR Biogéochimie du Sol et de la Rhizosphère.  
The major aim is to implement a test for detecting spores of 
Tuber melanosporum in the soil. 
This test will be most helpful for evaluating the truffle 
production potential of forest plots. 

 

 
 

 
 
Mycorrhiza and ascospores of Tuber melanosporum 
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